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ABSTRACT

Any ion of | ionships between soci ic status and the
types of schooling experiences lived by students is one that is complicated at best. All
those involved in the school system, both directly and indirectly, have a vested interest
not only in the success of schools but also in the perceptions created in the public at large
of the experiences they are creating. Schools are complex organizations with the vast
array of | ities and izati i that they embody. It is with this in
mind, that this dertook the task of i igating any possible link between
socioeconomic status and student achievement.

It should be noted directly that achievement encompasses much more than the
limited scope of academic grades. Levels of extra-curricular involvement, relationships
with teachers and other students, self-awareness, and citizenship are some of the ideals
that true achievement must address. This study began as I, myself a teacher, wanted to
explore whether socioeconomic status had an impact on the learning experiences of
young adults, parti lvas ining to teacher i The study was critical in
design and employed the open-ended interview technique. In total, there were twelve
students and twelve teachers interviewed for the purposes of this study.

The students in this study generally agreed that their school is a safe environment
and that they are treated fairly by their teachers. Many of them stated that their school
has a negative reputation in the city, but that at the same time, such a perception was
largely unwarranted and was fed by popular impressions of lower socioeconomic sectors
of society. The students seemed to enjoy their school experiences and most feel that a
large percentage of their school population will continue their education at least beyond
the high school level. At the same time, though, it appears that many of the students do
not seem to question mainstream culture and its undeniable influence on curriculum and




un
education. They often equate achit levels with intelli and fail to recognize
the many factors that can impact upon a student’s success. The school system, and
society in general, must begin to make targeted efforts to improve this situation.
‘The teachers who participated in this study attributed many impacts of the lower
socioeconomic status home to the educational process, including, but not limited to,
lower motivational levels (parti in and project ion), an increase

but not difference in the discipline issues, lower parental involvement (especially in
terms of active school i and di ies in maintaining he hool contact),

as well as apparent lower levels of participation in, and commitment to, second language
programming. The teachers appear to be committed to the success of their schools, not
only as educational institutions, but also as a focal point of the community. At the same
time however, some of the teachers failed to recognize their own perceptions of the inner
city child that may hamper them in their own efforts. Feelings expressed that perhaps the
home is not supportive because the desired results from the home are sometimes not
being reached is presumptuous and erred. Elements of blame for the child for not
‘wanting to ‘get out’ are also troublesome.

There are no easy answers to the questions posed in this study. Indeed, this
researcher does not claim to have found them. But the twenty-four participants have
illuminated one point: that schools are not responsible for the poverty issues with which
they are faced nor do they embody the entire solution. I would suggest that schools must
take more of an active role in the community by continuing in their positive efforts to
make the schools available to as many students of the student body as possible.

Teachers should not only begin or continue to evaluate their own perceptions of their
students, and the criteria upon which they are formed, but also encourage the students,
through active discussion and debate, to question the values of our society and those
groups they actually do represent.

To imply or to suggest the schools are the cure to the disease of poverty is
reckless and irresponsible. While to be sure they can make a more targeted effort within
their means, they cannot be assigned the role of curing the far-reaching implications of



il
poverty. Poverty issues are affecting our children, our families and our schools. Ifasa
society we do not make it a priority to address this issue, we will be cheating so may
students with so may worthwhile stories to tell. The crime of silence.
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CHAPTER1

THE PROBLEM
Introduction
Achievement has proven to be a topic of much interest and academic debate over

the past decades. Questions ranging from the nature of intelligence and its relationship

to those ing the ive process have sparked considerable

among edi and ‘While many would agree that learning is
the main goal of education, it is unclear whether learning necessarily equals achievement
(Bowles cited in Torres, 1998).

Since education is regarded as a partnership between home and school
(Government of Newfoundland and Labrador, 1994) changing demographics have
exerted an influence on the role each plays in working toward academic success.
Undoubtedly the nature of the typical American family has changed dramatically over
the past several decades. In the United States seventy percent of mothers of school-aged
children are now in the workforce, compared with thirty percent in 1960. There is no
longer one dominant type of family since almost half of all marriages end in divorce.
Single parent families now account for twenty-five percent of all families (double the
figure in 1970). A third of all remarriages, and one out of every four children has one or
more step-parents (Swap, 1993).

While poverty cuts across family type, such changes can have an impact on the

number of families living in poverty. Indeed, in Newfoundland, “in many classrooms



children can be found who are ill-fed, ill-dressed, ill-nurtured, and socially and
emotionally disadvantaged”™ which means that “if more children are living in less-than-
adequate conditions, then the burden on the school system increases” (Royal
Commission, 1992, p.31).

The nature of the family, specifically its socioeconomic status, is the subject of
this study. This researcher will examine the extent, if any, to which this data informs the
perceptions that teachers hold of their students’ academic ability and behaviour. In tum,

the role these perceptions exercise in approach to pedagogy will be analysed.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to examine the relationship between a student’s
socioeconomic status and his or her educational experiences. This research will attempt

to determine whether a student’s family background and social class influence the ways

in which teachers form ions for and ions of di youth. The

study will explore the ionship b these teacher ions and the extent, if

any, to which these expectations impact upon and influence teachers’ pedagogical

approach to i Academit i iscipline strategies, as well as

classroom dialogue, and language will constitute the specific basis of this analysis.



Background to the Study
and i have long debated the purposes and

function of schooling. Central to this debate are the concepts of equality and equal
ity and the many implications inherent in each for the schooling process.

Should education serve to address the social ills plaguing society and strive to create an
equal footing for all of its members, or does it exist to maintain the status quo of the
stratified nature of society? While this research does not claim to provide the solution to
this question, it does argue that the particular ideology espoused by individual teachers
affects their practice.

Recently school reform measures, including the implementation of school
councils and a revised teacher evaluation policy, have been centred around the notion of
increased accountability and common standards of education (Government of Nfld &
Labrador, 1994). According to Stegemiller (1989) “with the increasing movement
toward accountability in schools today, as well as an ever-increasing dropout rate, it is
important for teachers to be aware of all the factors that influence student performance™
(p-2). Teacher reflection and action research have a vital role to play in this endeavour
since it is only through an honest assessment of one’s work that it can be determined if
personal biases and subjectivities influence the potential success of students (Ebutt cited
in Scott & Usher, 1996; Gibson, 1986). Robinson (1994) supported this position stating
that “ethnographic studies have provided strong evidence that teacher expectations
influence both teacher behaviours with students and student achievement” (p.508). This

is of key importance since “if teachers are to provide all of their students with an equal



opportunity for success, a working of how their ions affect their
students’ performance is vital” (Stegemiller, 1989, p.2).
Questions of how it and the nature of intelli have

been subjects of study in the field of education research for many years. As early as 1916
researchers such as Terman (cited in Jacoby & Glauberman, 1995) questioned if the

“place’ of the di or lower class was a result of their inferior
intellectual ability or of their home and/or school training. These authors also cite
Hemstein and Murray who used comparisons between one’s IQ scores and the
socioeconomic status of one’s parents to predict the academic and financial futures of
students. Bowles (cited in Torres, 1998) has sharp criticism for this “idea that people’s

ic fates are geneti ined by their brain power” and contend that it is
one of the “most unkind, unfair, and untrue perceptions about our society. It is so self-
serving to the rich- particularly the intellectual elite- and is so damaging and painful to
the poor” (p.59). In any case, hereditarians postulate that “whatever the cause-and-effect
relationship, IQ does correlate rather decidedly with socioeconomic success™ (Jacoby &
Glauberman, 1995, p.157).

The Coleman reports of 1966 (cited in Metz, 1998) received widespread attention
in the education sphere with startling results regarding the disenfranchisement of poor

students. It was widely i that “the istics that individual children bring
with them from their home and community experience are so potent that there is little
that schools can do to equalize their learning. In the media, it was sometimes read as

“schools don’t make a difference’” (p.7). This view meets with stark criticism from



researchers including Scarr (in Jacoby & Glauberman, 1995) who insist that “efforts to
boost i ioning in di youth can deliver results™ (p.244). In

other words, a student’s heredity does not carve in stone his or her potential for academic
success. Scarr sees education as a meritocracy wherein if one completes the required
work at an acceptable level success will inevitably be the result. Undoubtedly, many of
the socially disadvantaged groups of society would argue with this point.

The debate is far from being resolved to be sure. This study will attempt to
delineate some of the factors responsible for the perceptions that teachers form of
students. At the end of the day, though, it cannot be denied that “research has shown that
one of the greatest predictors of academic success is socio-economic status. ... Put
simply, each child appears to get as many chances for success in school as his or her

family has dollars and privileged social class™ (McLaren, 1989, p.151).

Guiding Research Questions
This study is an attempt to assess what, if any, role a student’s socioeconomic
background plays in creating and shaping the perceptions that teachers hold of their
pupils. Teachers frequently cite particular individuals as being ‘good” or ‘bad” students
and as coming from ‘good” or ‘bad’ families. On what basis do they form these
particular views? In his study of inequalities within the educational system, Kozol
(1991) explored the relationship between poor economic districts and the quality of the
physical plant and resources of their school buildings. He overwhelmingly found that
disadvantaged districts were plagued by a lack of required materials. A principal of a
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his clientele in the following manner: “our kids come from good families and the
neighbourhood is good™ (Kozol, 1991, p.98). The question remains: what specifically is
a ‘good” family?

‘This research will attempt to explore how teachers themselves believe that they
create expectations of students. Are their impressions based only on academic data such
as IQ scores, previous grades, and assessments, or do they also possess certain
preconceptions of those students who clearly do not benefit from the same resources as
others? It is suggested by this researcher that knowing a student’s socioeconomic status
very often leads teachers to conform to popular middle class notions that these
individuals will be less motivated to learn, less likely to leamn a second language, will
pose a discipline problem, and that their parents will be uninterested in their child’s

future (Barlow & 1994). Risk (cited in Haller and Davis, 1981)

states that the attributes of an ideal student “are derived from middle class criteria—-e.g.,

perceived as being less able students than children from higher socioeconomic homes™
(p.163).

‘This research will explore the criteria that contribute to a teacher’s perceptions of
and expectations for his or her students. More specifically, does a student’s
socioeconomic status shape the expectations a teacher has of his/her students?
Furthermore, it will attempt to glean from teachers and students the ways in which these
expectations affect their approach to teaching and relationships with their students. It is
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further argued that a teacher’s academic, disciplinary, and icative approach may
be influenced by his or her students’ access to wealth and cultural capital.

Definition of Terms

Some of the terms used in this thesis are exclusive to the field of education or
may be employed in a variety of contexts. The following section will outline the
intended meanings of each of these terms that might otherwise be ambiguous.

Academic Achievement
A student’s academic success entails much more than his or her grades recorded
on a report card. In this research the term is “used to cover a number of separate, though
related areas of achi including 1Q and achi tests, school

success (grades), and entrance to higher education” (Bond, 1981, p.239). In the
document Adjusting the Course [l (1994) the Government of Newfoundland and
Labrador states that “achi also means und ing broad concepts, ability to
analyse and synthesise knowledge, ability to think critically and understanding the
process involved in generating, locating and utilizing knowledge™ (p.2). Achievement
must entail the more tangible element of grades but in this paper will also refer to

interpersonal relationships with teachers and students, level of participation in both co-

and icular activities, citi ip, and overall ibution to the
school community. Many references will also be made to the post secondary options
available to disadvantaged youth within this category.



Class

to istle (1977) itis i iate to define class in “raw economic
terms” (p.37). He claims that this term refers to much more than simple economic
wealth or a lack thereof. McLaren (1989) maintains that “class refers to the economic,
social, and political relationships that govern life in a given social order” (p.171). In this
paper, as also suggested by Entwistle (1977), class envelops concepts of culture, politics
and access to various social groups and knowledge. It is the position of an individual or
group of people in a stratified society that is based primarily on income.

Disadvaniaged
The term disadvantaged, in the document Qur Children Our Future (Royal
Commission, 1992) “is often applied to families of low socioeconomic status™ (p.36).
‘The same document makes reference to the cycle of disadvantage which it characterises
as a “continuing way of life where the disadvantages of one generation prevent the next
from succeeding and escaping to a better way of living” (p.336). Disadvantage then
refers not only to lack of financial security but also to the social and political

consequences of low socioeconomic status.

Dominant Culture

many of th i in this field make reference to the

dominant culture of society most often typified by white middle class ideals. Racial



minorities and other subordinate groups find themselves having limited access to the
benefits enjoyed by the dominant culture by virtue of their position. McLaren (1989)
defines it as “the social practices and representations that affirm the central values,
interests, and concerns of the social class in control of the material and symbolic wealth
of society™ (p.172).
Expectations

Three general types of teacher expectations will be considered in this study
(Cooper cited in Bamburg, 1994). The three types are a) the teacher’s perception of
where a student is at the present moment, b) the belief a teacher has of how much
academic progress a student will make over a given period of time, and c) the degree to
which a teacher over- or underestimates a student’s present level of performance.

Hegemony
refers to the ination of di: groups in which they

in their own i ding to McLaren (1989) itis a

“struggle in which the powerful win the consent of those who are oppressed, with the
in their own ion” (p.173). Freire (1970)

concurs with this notion, referring to the varied means used to weaken the oppressed
“from the repressive methods of the government bureaucracy to the forms of cultural
action with which they manipulate the people by giving them the impression that they are
being helped” (p.137). This concept is a significant aspect of the argument in this
research that under the guise of leaming for all students, the school system by its policies



further oppresses the already disadvantaged.

Inner City
The inner city area is ised by densely often
areas of the central city which are inhabited predominantly by low income people. In

larger metropolitan areas the inner city is often also inhabited by a specific ethnic group
but such is not a factor in this particular study.

Meritocracy
Many researchers refer to the purpose of education as encompassing either a
system of meritocracy, or one used to maintain the stratified nature of society along
social class lines. According to Entwistle (1977) “the meritocratic conception of equality
of opportunity intimates nothing of a classless society; its aim is not classlessness, but
one of giving everyone a better chance of being re-classified socially” (p.11). Ina
meritocracy one’s chance of success is based on ability and work as opposed to financial
resources.
Oppression
One of the key issues to be addressed in this research endeavour is that of
oppression of subordinate groups by the more mainstream or dominant groups of society.
Paulo Freire (1970), who has completed much research in this area, particularly as it
pertains to education, defines oppression as “ any situation in which ‘A’ objectively
exploits *B’ or hinders his pursuit of self-affirmation as a responsible person” (p.40). It
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is argued in this thesis that schools, whether inadvertently or otherwise, oppress students
by not giving them the mechanics and skills needed to challenge their oppressors.

Socioeconomic Status
For the purposes of this paper socioeconomic status is defined as the combination

of income, ion or ion, level of ion, culture, and social status in the

community. It is argued that a student’s socioeconomic status does in fact influence

his/her school experience.

Significance of the Study
‘This research is intended to be useful in i policy arenas. P

in an inner city school setting, assert Giroux and Shannon (1997) “academic experiences
are deeply informed by social deprivation and inequality” (p.133). These authors go on
to maintain that it can prove to be quite a challenge for teachers to “bridge this huge gulf
between lived experience outside the school and the formal requirement of participation
and achievement in the classroom” (p.133). Many aspects of their behaviour convey to
disadvantaged students that their leamning may be less valid, or less of a school
commitment, than that of the middle class. This research is intended to provoke in
educators and perhaps policy makers a critical appraisal of what it is we want our
students to leamn in terms of their self-worth. According to Mostern (cited in Giroux &
McLaren, 1994) “the critical pedagogue is always someone who teaches from where the
student is at, rather than from where the teacher is at” (p.256).



It is presumed that this research will benefit the field of education on several
fronts. Primarily, as briefly mentioned, the intention of this study is to provoke in
teachers a critical assessment of their own performance and the factors that contribute to
a student’s disillusionment with schooling. As Ashendon, Connell, Dowsett, & Kessler
(in Livingstone and others,1987) suggest “teachers’ accounts of what happens in schools,
and why, include very little about their own actions, or those of other teachers, or about
the organisation and practices of the school. What they do mention a lot is the kids™
(p-250). This seems to suggest that teachers assign themselves and the organisational
nature of the school little accountability for why some students, and often groups of
students, become disenfranchised with the whole process. It is hoped therefore that “as

in our

teachers we must face our own ility in the ion of i
teaching, and that we must strive to develop a pedagogy equipped to provide both
and moral resi to ion” (McLaren, 1989, p.21). Since it is

plausible that some teachers may be unaware of the impact of their attitudes and actions,
it is hoped that this research will encourage educators to look more closely at the things
they may be doing unwittingly to contribute to the problem.

A second benefit of this type of educational research is its policy implications.
While this study is not intended to be a policy document per se, it is feasible to assume
that any research findings stemming from this work could influence policy decisions and
policy agendas of the future. Educational reform movements of the past decade within
the province of Newfoundland and Labrador have concentrated on neighbourhood
schools and making programming, such as French Immersion, music, and Accelerated



Math, more accessible to all zones and schools within the district, including those
characterised by a relatively low soci i G of
Newfoundland and Labrador, 1994). Yet as Bowles (cited in Torres, 1998) points out, “a

program of educational reform will be limited in its impact if it does not address this
problem of ined power and i lities of wealth in the economy™

(p.59). It is believed that this study could have a positive impact on this process of policy
development to reflect the nature and needs of society.

Finally, there is a great potential of this study o reflect needed changes in teacher
education programs. Teachers need to become more sensitised to the various cultural
differences of their students and how these differences become manifest in students”
behaviour. Courses within the preservice program typically lack the depth and detail
required to make any significant change in the preconceived notions of would-be
teachers (Valenciana, 1995). In fact, as Valenciana (1995) asserts, “perhaps they should
not be referred to as programs since the majority of them consist of single, short term or
workshop type courses with few if any prerequisite courses™ (p.11). Recognizing teacher
expectations as an important influence on the success of students, post secondary
institutions and teacher associations can become more cognizant of the need for
increased and better teacher education in the areas of racial diversity, economic

disadvantage, and other forms of oppression.



CHAPTER 2
Theoretical Review of the Literature

As part of this study it is essential to consider not only teachers and their voice on
the potential role of socioeconomic status in forming their perceptions of students, but
also the social, financial, economic, and political factors leading to their perceptions in
the first place. While teacher expectations inevitably are influenced by race and gender,
this study will focus more i on the effect of soci ic status on teacher
perceptions and pedagogy.

Role of Enterprise in Education
Much of the research on education today seems to have as part of its focus the

role played by the corpx sector in the i reforms generated by the governing
bodies of the day (Barlow & Robertson, 1994; Royal Commission, 1992). With current
political thinking motivated by the quest for il d ivity while

costs, much of the business sector is beginning to exert its influence on government to
shape education to more closely reflect the skills and knowledge needed in the global
business market. Many middle class neij often enjoy corporate

of computer labs, new gym equipment, science materials, and the list goes on and on.
Having much to gain by contributing to those who have the greatest potential of buying
and using their products, companies have become keenly aware of the gains to be
achieved through educational sponsorship. Since the greatest potential for an increased
client base is from those with the most spending power, and since the community public



relations are fostered through associstion with the best schools, corporate businesses
attach their loyalties to those from whom they have the most to gain (Barlow &
Robertson, 1994).

On the other hand, parti in inner city nei and small rural areas,

high rates of unemployment accompanied by, and perhaps caused by, low levels of
education, many students find themselves with restricted access to community and
business financial resources (Giroux & Shannon, 1997). Compounding the problem,
many of the more affluent schools have at their disposal parent volunteers who can focus
their attention exclusively on attracting big business to their school to support their latest

venture. Once again dit the lower soci ic areas are limited in the
number of parent volunteers at their disposal since many typically work long hours for
little pay and may also work on a shift basis. Arranging for home care of younger

siblings may also prove to be quite a deterrent to increased parental involvement for this

sector of the school ion. Asa ding to Armor (1992)
“disadvantaged students languish in deteriorating, segregated facilities with low
standards, inferior and and i teachers” (p.65).

With a mounting pressure exerted on the education system to provide what is
needed for effective business competition with foreign markets, schools and school
boards are being deluged with a great deal of pressure to succumb to not educating the
child but rather il skills (Barlow & 1994; Giroux &

Shannon, 1997). Private business appears to dictate to government what it is that the
school system is lacking. “Demanding reform based on the skills shortage theory takes
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energy and attention away from the real problems of American schools™ ... “Asking for
that divide America along class and race line— that would require fundamental reform™
(Barlow & Robertson, 1994, p.59). This is a loaded concept when you consider that their
interests are obviously self-serving; is education to become a skills factory where if you
do not meet the grade for valuable economic growth you have no place in the education
system? Kozol (1991) also fears not for those students who enjoy white middle class
cultural capital, but for the disadvantaged students who have few to advocate their rights.
Particularly frightening, he says, is that “market values do not favour much investment in
the poorest childrea” (p75).

This stands to reason considering the facts. The aim of business is to produce the
most efficient product in the least amount of time at the lowest cost. Since
disadvantaged children may not have the benefit of academic help at home or the
financial resources to acquire a tutor, they many find themselves more dependent on the
school system itself to provide for an appropriate leamning environment (Royal
Commission, 1992). This translates into increased costs for programming, teacher

inservice and i and other academic resources. Higher costs

coupled with increased time commitments is a burden many businesses are encouraging
government not to accept. In the words of one businessman, “no one expects these
ghetto kids o go to college. Most of them are lucky if they're even literate” (Kozol,
1991, p.75). While this opinion cannot be presumed to be typical of all in the business
‘community, its impact cannot be ignored in that the attitude is at least present if not



predominant.
Torres (1998) concurs with the findings of Kozol (1991) in saying that “there’s a
war against children. | mean, there’s a racial and class war going on in this country in
which it seems if not ight ive, to invest in children,
particularly those who are black, Hispanic, and poor” (p.153). While some may feel that
“war’ is a little too dramatic, it cannot be denied that there are distinct differences in

funding in proportion to the needs of our various schools. Kozol (1991) stated adamantly
that “equal funding for unequal needs is not equality” (p.54). If certain sectors of society
demonstrate higher needs, then it would follow that more funding should be provided to
enable these schools to address the inequalities faced by subordinate groups on a daily
basis. To summarize, Entwistle (1977) states that “if you want equality in output, you
will need inequality of input” (p.12).

The challenge faced by educators is to address the most needs with the fewest
amount of dollars. It seems that a child’s level of need is balanced against his/her
contribution potential. Kozol (1991) articulates the process as one of questioning “How
much is it worth investing in fhis child as opposed to that one” (p.117). Political
pressure from the more affluent to recognize their needs often places the disadvantaged
in society at a deficit as their voice may be one of the least politically influential. As one
suburban legislator maintained, “we can’t keep throwing money into a black hole”
(p.53). A black hole indeed.



Parental Involvement
The dynamics of the relationship between parents and schools are not casily
definable. The interplay of many factors must be considered in order o attempt to
more fully the ions held by teachers regarding parental involvement

as well as the barriers to their input in education. The reasons outlined in the literature
will be discussed within the context of parents, families, communities, as well as
schools. It is important to note that the barriers vary widely; this researcher will attempt
to glean those most salient reasons from the literature. Eccles and Harold (1993) outline
some of what they have determined o be the most important variables:

* the social demands on time, general health and neighbourhood resources and
dangers. Since many lower class parents may be restricted by child care or rigid work

many are unable to il time to their children’s education.
* parents’ efficacy beliefs: “Some parents lack the educational background or
skill they feel they need to interact with teachers and staff” (Aronson, 1996, p.58). This
factor involves the degree to which parents feel confident to help with schoolwork.

Parents with lower levels of ion may feel intimi with the new
approaches of their child’s school.

* parents’ ethnic identity and attitude toward the school and its staff: the extent to
which the parents believe the school is welcoming of their participation and how they
may perceive the school to be accommodating and supporting of their ethnic and cultural
differences.

* community influences: Eccles and Harold (1993) state that although “there are



families in all types of neighbourhoods that are highly involved in their children’s
education and schooling”, families in high-risk, low-resource areas are more likely to
“focus more attention on protecting their children from danger than on helping their
children develop specific talents™ (p.574).

While many factors, such as those previously discussed, apply to all groups of
parents as a whole, though not all individuals specifically, there are other factors,
including race and social class, that have a significant influence on participation levels.

While neither can be deemed a definiti inant of i research does

point to important patterns of behaviour relevant to this discussion.

A study d by the Academic Development Institute in 1990 (cited in
Petersen and Warnsby, 1993) found that schools experiencing considerable difficulty
appealing to parents 1o become involved had high concentrations of lower-class, single-
parent families with large numbers of children: “they are typically on welfare, live at
survival level, and are unprepared to meet the demands of society” (p.22). Lower-class
parents also have a tendency to accept the school’s decisions concerning their child and
typically adopt a “separated view of home and school” (Hoover-Dempsey & Sandler,
1997, p.15). Since many lov lass parents had less ion than their mi 4!

counterparts, they often expressed doubts about their ability to help their children in
school. Dodd (1996) found similar results in her study stating that “parents from lower
socioeconomic levels revealed that they frequently had little contact with schools™
(p44).

This can be ily in the context of Maslow’s
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Hierarchy of Needs. Masiow maintained that hu d are ized ina
hierarchical system whereby lower needs (namely physiological needs) are the most
important, and self-actualization, the highest needs, are the weakest. Until the lower

level needs are satisfied they will occupy the foremost role for these individuals (Reglin,

1993). While education may be important to these families, there may be more
fundamental needs requiring their attention: “parents are concerned and interested, but
may have survival problems that must be addressed first” (Jackson & Cooper, 1993,
p-30). What many school officials may interpret to be a lack of initiative or interest may
actually be a preoccupation with financial and security or safety issues: “parents were
striving to survive and had neither the time nor skills to become deeply involved in
school business. Not able to participate, many parents in this community faced
disenfranchisement” (Skau, 1996, p.44).

A child’s success in school is largely dependent on the acquisition of social skills
and intellectual tools required for icipation in the school
(Bamburg, 1994). Indeed, according to Bamburg (1994), “in the eyes of many urban
educators, the knowledge that so many children come from environments in which these

tools and skills are not taught indicates that parents have little interest in the education of
their children” (p.10).

Confronted with a lack of parental involvement and/or support (both real

and perceived) in many urban schools, it is hard for educators to accept

that(1) the parents of poor and minority children value education, (2) the

home environments of poor and minority families may include



21
experiences that are conducive to student success in schools, and (3) the
reluctance of many parents to become ‘involved’ may result more from
their insecurity about interacting with school officials than from a lack of
interest in their children’s welfare (Bamburg, 1994, p.10).

To be sure, within the context of parental involvement there are many
interpretations on exactly what ‘involvement’ means. With schools becoming
increasingly politicized as they are faced with reform, the white middle class perspective
may focus more on lobbying for change than on homework completion and academic
advising. In this sense then, schools may place more importance on parental
involvement from their need for a voice in the political arena. In any case, when teachers
view poor and di: children and their families as the problem it is ultimately
the children themselves who lose (Royal Commission, 1992; Bamburg, 1994). Inan
effort to avoid negative consequences for students teachers ought to critically assess their

oown practices and opinions to determine the extent to which they may share these same
assumptions about the nature of parental involvement (Stegemiller, 1989; McLaren,
1989).

Effects of Labelling

The practice of labelling in society in general, and schools in particular, is one
that leaves long lasting effects. Teachers, administrators and students have long used
terms encompassing not only academic potential and achievement but also financial



status, peer groups, and social status within the school. It is not uncommon to hear
comments in reference to a particular student such as ‘broken home’, ‘good parents’,
*sped”, ‘welfare kid’, among others. Inevitably, whether intended or otherwise, these
Iabels tend to remain for quite some time with students being keenly aware of the social
and academic implications of being assigned to any particular group. Kozol (1991)
referred to one school principal who was quoted as saying that “our kids come from good
families and the neighbourhood is good™ (p.98). The principal did not specify what
exactly constitutes a ‘good family’, as opposed to a “bad” one, and perhaps it isn’t even
important what the speaker intended. More important is what the listener heard: these
kids come from better families than those of the neighbouring school and therefore are
more deserving of our attention.

Singh (in Doyle, Kennedy, Ludlow, Rose, and Singh, 1994) pointed out that
educators must focus not only on what is being said in the educational context, but also

on those practices and labels which have long been taken for granted in our schools.

Schools are embedded with ions and ities that upon

‘would perplex even the most favourable observer. The ways in which teachers use labels
are highly influenced by the culture of their particular school. According to Likert (cited
in Owens, 1991) “the main causal factors [of organizational effectiveness or

d which

] are the izational climate and the |

affect how i deal with each other individually and in work

groups in order to produce the end results” (p.74). While many teachers would be quick
1o point out the bias inherent in the curriculum, Likert (cited in Owens, 1991) maintains



is human iour in the ization” (p.74). It would seem then, that

the biases in the curri are not entirely for the dictions of the
system.

‘While in no way does this researcher intend to assume that all teachers arrive at
their expectations for students in the same way, there are many similarities in the types of
categories assigned to students. In his study of student interns in schools Doyle (in
Doyle, Kennedy, Ludlow, Rose, and Singh, 1994) interviewed one inter who, in
reference to parents, stated that “some of them are civil servants and professionals while
the others are basically just welfare and unemployment cases” (p.38). His value
judgment is quite clear with the term just carefully, though perhaps unknowingly,
inserted before the category of job status. Making reference to the poor economic
conditions in many rural areas of the province, the intern Rick goes on to assert that “1
think if I came to work in (the city) I would be dealing with children who are probably a
little more keenly interested in education than some of the children that I've dealt with”
(p-38). His comments seem to suggest that those who are more financially secure and
upwardly mobile have more interest in education than their lower class counterparts.

Unfortunately Rick is not alone in his assumptions. One of the teachers who
participated in Kanpol’s study (1994) commented that “in general, the students are from
either poor or broken homes and do not come from an atmosphere that initiates academic
interest” (p.63). It would seem that many educators assume that financially
disadvantaged homes are inherently ‘broken’, implying some sort of deficiency, and do
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not promote academic pursuits. As one teacher in Kanpol's study (1994) refuted
however, “some staff here seem to equate the cultural and racial background with
intellectual status, but there’s no connection at all” (p.126). There does seem to be the
presence of such an attitude though, as Emans (cited in Stegemiller, 1989) suggests, “that
teachers did a poor job of forming expectations and that their predictions were based on
subjective data” (p.21).

The extent to which subjectivity plays a role in a child’s potential for success is
noteworthy. There is much support in the literature for the findings of both Kanpol
(1994) and Emans (cited in Stegemiller, 1989) that teachers do in fact have preconceived
expectations of their students and that these expectations are not always formed, at least
wholly, by academic credentials. Tom and his team of researchers (cited in Stegemiller,
1989) “found middle class students had higher predicted grades and future job status than
lower class students” (p.21). In the same vein, Stegemiller (1989) refers to Dusek and
Joseph’s study in which their “meta-analysis agreed that social class and race were bases
for expectations™ (p.22).

For many teachers rather than having to take a critical assessment of their own
contribution to the failure of the education system for some of its participants, it is much
easier to lay blame on the faceless organization or the voiceless oppressed groups.
Entwistle (1977) came to the conclusion that “when it comes to actually managing the
educational process, middle class politicians, bureaucrats and teachers are quite
incapable of acting disinterestedly in treating children as children without perceiving
them as members of a particular social class™ (p.45). Students do not seem to stand on
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their own merit but are often preceded by notions of poverty or wealth and the inevitable
connotations associated with each. “Language, like other social practices, serves
particular interests. Language is used to exploit, dominate, subdue, mystify, and
domesticate” (Gibson, 1986, p.173).

Student Voice

In an ideal world, the curriculum used within a particular classroom sstting would
reflect the cultural and social aspects of that specific group of people. More realistically
though, it would seem according to researchers including Freire (cited in Freire and
Shore, 1987) and Doyle (cited in Doyle, Kennedy, Ludlow, Rose and Singh, 1994) that
such is perhaps not the case. Since much of the educational material used in schools is
standardised across a wide playing field, often on a provincial or inter-provincial basis,
policy makers and curriculum teams decide which resource material would achieve the
outcomes with the greatest possible population in mind. Giroux and Shannon (1997)
point out that “few examples exist of curricula sensitive to the multiplicity of economic,
social and cultural factors bearing on a student’s educational life” (p.240-241).
Textbooks are often riddled with gender and racial bias. In this light, many of the
subordinate groups within society may find few references to their specific cultural ideals
and values.

One could argue that this is purely coincidental and that there are no intentions of
non-inclusion in our approved resource materials. Yet as McLaren (1989) discusses,

“teachers must be careful not to silence students unwittingly through hidden biases
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lodged in their own pedagogical practices” (p228). Since members of oppressed and
subordinate groups tend not to be as involved in education as their more affluent
counterparts (Eccles and Harold, 1993; Aronson, 1996; Petersen and Wamsby, 1993) one
can assume that they also did not become actively involved in the selection of reading
and other learning materials. With the more mainstream middle class population
presumably having a representative voice in the selection process, it is logical, indeed
probable, that they instinctively chose materials that speak to them as a group: i.e. that
represent their values.

McLaren (1989) poses many questions on this issue as part of his research on
inner city schools in Canada. He claims that “certain types of knowledge legitimate
certain types of gender, class and racial interests” and goes on to ask “whose interests
does this knowledge serve? Who gets excluded as a result? Who is marginalised?”
(p.169). If their own values and experiences do not find expression in the school
curricula, disadvantaged students are expected to emulate an image, which for them has
little relevance and an even smaller chance of attainment. Kanpol (1994) also raises the
same type of questions related to the extent that teachers may be silencing the voices of
their students, and thereby negatively affecting their leaming experiences, by their
pedagogical practices. A critical educator, according to Kanpol (1994) should ask of him
or herself: “Am I rei i AmI ducing i ities? How can |

undercut inequities? ... How does my teaching affect race, class and gender?” (p.53). Itis
argued by this researcher that many teachers are not in fact aware of the influence that
their actions and practices have on their students. If we do not accord value to the
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knowledge and voice of working class students “do we unwittingly devalue such
knowledge and thereby disconfirm the voices of these students?” (McLaren, 1989,
p.182).

Educators must become aware of the “institutional forces that use language to
silence, exclude and dictate the voices of subordinate groups” (Giroux & Shannon, 1997,
239). While some may assert that disadvantaged children need to be exposed to the
‘middle class culture to have any hope of joining it, they should also be exposed to their
own culture and values as they are manifest in society without any particular values
being proposed as the ‘correct’ ones. According to Freire (1970), “no pedagogy which is
truly liberating can remain distant from the oppressed by treating them as unfortunates
and by presenting for their emulation models from among the oppressors” (p.39). Itis
not a solution to silence their own culture and present as the ideal that of the white
middle class society. Indeed it is of concern that if the individual’s experiences do not
receive validation, then is the same true for the individual himself? (Doyle cited in
Doyle, Kennedy, Ludlow, Rose and Singh, 1994; Freire, 1970; Giroux & Shannon, 1997).

To be sure, the importance of student voice cannot be minimized. Classroom
discourse is a valuable indicator not only of what takes place within the classroom, but
also of the attitudes espoused by those participating in the learning activities. Teachers
convey much of their philosophy of education and their ideologies through their
conversations with students and throughout their classroom dialogue. In order to
empower these subordinate groups, it is essential that teachers pay close attention to the
language that they use and to the voice expressed by students (not only expressed
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verbally but through actions as well) (Freire, 1970; Giroux & Shannon, 1997).

Freire (1970) goes on to assert that i ion— all

arms of ination— cannot be i of their ization. The only effective

instrument is a humanising pedagogy in which the revolutionary leadership establishes a
ip of dialogue with the (p-55). This requires a teaching

questioning of the status quo and the mainstream culture.

The ways in which teachers relate to their students reveal important attitudes that
they may be unwilling to admit or even that they are unaware exist. Robinson (1994)
discovered that the teachers in his study used a different type of language to converse
with particular groups of students. Specifically, those students who were of subordinate

or minority groups were given less of mistakes and discipline issues. As one

particular teacher is correcting assigned work, the ways in which she addresses mistakes
are quite enlightening. Robinson (1994) claims that “in scolding these three children, the
teacher clearly discriminated in tone, and she later reported lower teacher SES
expectations for llyoungie and Sangunie and higher expectations for Pilsokie™ (p.521).
In correcting the students she says “in an accusing tone, ... ‘you wrote it all wrong’ ... and
“you don’t listen to me.” Pilsokie, in contrast, received more attention and sympathy, ina
tone that was more encouraging than accusing” (p.521). Disadvantaged students, or at
least those perceived to be disadvantaged, are dealt with in a manner characterised by
less patience and encouragement in Robinson’s study. While, as with any qualitative
data, one cannot presume it to be generalisable, it does lend much insight into the area of



teacher perceptions as they are reflected in language and voice.
The ion of voice in the is a significant aspect of the schooling

experience. Students ought to be empowered so as to be able to find their voice in the
system and be able to challenge those biases inherent in many of the instructional
materials used. Because this research attempts to discover how teachers form their
expectations of students, it is important to note how those participating in this study will
give voice to their own mental models and ideologies.

Maintaining Standards

Under the guise of maintaining high standards of achi many schools limit
the access of the less fortunate to their various programs. While many members of
society would agree that certain school districts are quite disadvantaged in their financial
resources available, these same people are often unwilling to accept any of the blame for
the situation, or to shoulder the responsibility of making effective change (Kozol, 1991;
Omstein & Levine, 1989). When Kozol (1991) questioned high school students in an

affluent middle class neighbourhood about the fact that they enjoyed enriched

including music education, and advanced courses, the

students seemed ise with these other schools, but yet seemed to

feel that inclusion of lower class students would lead to compromising the high standards

of the school. Says one particular student: “I don’t doubt that the children in the Bronx

are getting a bad deal. But do we want everyone to get a mediocre education?” (p.128).
Similarly, following discussion with parents on the same issue of providing



increased access of the lower socioeconomic classes to their school, Kozol (1991)
discovered a similar attitude. Parents were not in favour of such a plan and claimed it
was all in the name of standards. “The parents from Dearborn Park insist that, if the
school is attended by the children from the projects- these are the children who have
lived there all along- the standards of the school will fall” (p.60). It is unclear from their
discourse what exactly will cause standards to fall; could it be the ensuing teacher
expectations? To be sure , once that word ‘standards’ is used, many people put their
heads in the sand to shield themselves from what they know to be true: lowered standards
are often a scapegoat for fear of difference.

Teachers and community members alike also share perceptions of the academic
motivations and abilities of children living in poor economic situations. In fact, as
Omstein and Levine (1989) learned in their research “based on low levels of
achievement in their classrooms, many teachers in working-class schools reach the
conclusion that large numbers of their students are incapable of learning” (p.20). It
would seem that many teaching professionals are unaware, or choose to ignore the fact
that many factors, only one of which is ability, affect academic performance. Surely
parental involvement, security issues, hunger and poverty can also figure prominently in
the equation of academic success. Paulo Freire’s own accounts of his experiences as a
child of poverty is one case in point: “I would try to read or listen in class and I could not
understand any of it because I was so hungry. It was not stupidity on my part. It was not
lack of interest. My social conditions did not permit me to get educated™ (p.29).
Whether such assumptions are the result of lack of teacher preservice and inservice
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