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Introduction
Social stratification or socioeconomic status has created a societal 

phenomenon where those with greater economic resources have 
access to more opportunities than those of lesser financial means.1,2 
Research has identified that those with more opportunities succeed at 
higher levels in academia than students on lower levels of the class-
based system.3 This understanding of the educational achievement 
gap between classes has created a wealth of research with which to 
investigate the impact of and potentially rectify factors for wealth 
disparity in education. Educational practitioners and researchers alike 
have long asserted, the ethical imperative of education is to help all 
students achieve at high levels.4 Therefore, educational researchers 
have extensively sought to comprehend the achievement gap and 
how poverty impacts school performance.3,5–9 The field of curriculum 
and instruction is vast and all inclusive. Education and curriculum 
and instruction is an industry of serving, motivating and educating 
human individuals, the field incorporates and investigates through 
the perspectives of economics, biology, psychology and sociology.4 
This has led to many diverse perspectives from which to explore and 
understand the academic achievement gap of impoverished students. 
Following the theory of Maslow’s hierarchy of needs, researchers 
have identified students of disadvantaged backgrounds are less likely 
to have their basic needs met such as food, shelter, water, and safety.10 
These students then attend school more concerned with their own need 
for food and safety; they are subsequently unable to be motivated by 
educational promises such as self-fulfillment.7,11–12 

Researchers have also explored the impact of school and 
social programs to reduce poverty-based phenomena such as food 
insecurity.2,12 Despite gains made when schools adopt meal programs, 
economically disadvantaged students continue to underperform when 
compared with students of economically stable environments.2,5–9,13 
Some researchers have explored another division of Maslow’s 
hierarchy of needs to explain the continued achievement gap.14,15 
Maslow’s theory states, once the physiological needs of an individual 
are met they are then motivated by the promise of belonging.11 
Humans are social creatures who seek acceptance from those around 
them. However, students from impoverished backgrounds often find 
the values of their social and family group dynamics may not align 

with the objectives of educators.11,14,15 Thus, educational research has 
explored avenues to help students feel motivated in school through the 
fostering of a drive for social belonging.11,15 Pitzer and Skinner14 found 
when impoverished students engaged in extracurricular activities 
at school, their academic achievement increased as compared with 
disadvantaged students who did not partake in these activities. 
Williams, Bryan, Morrison and Scott15 theorized that engagement 
in such activities created a protective social factor for students and 
met their need to belong by creating values aligned with educational 
objectives. Students who engaged in extracurricular activities were 
also met with an academic responsibility to maintain a certain level of 
academic performance, such as a prescribed grade point average.14–16 
This additional responsibility forced all students in the extracurricular 
activity, such as a sports team, to work towards the same goals as 
their economically stable counterparts.14–16 Furthermore, a fear of 
social rejection is also speculated to help students maintain the 
motivation needed in academics to meet the objective.14–16 However, 
the belonging generated by extracurricular activities and the reduced 
physiological anguish offered by school meal programs have not 
gone far enough to close the achievement gap for disadvantaged 
students.2,5–7,9 Researchers and practitioners must then explore other 
factors to help all students achieve at high levels. 

Biology and poverty
The biological perspective offers some added insight into 

the phenomena of low academic achievement for economically 
disadvantaged students.17 found growing up in poverty was associated 
with structural differences in the brain. Impoverished students had 
reduced gray matter in the frontal and temporal lobes as well as the 
hippocampus, when compared with economically stable students.17 
The volumes of gray matter were further reduced when disaggregated 
by the amount of poverty the child endured. Students whose economic 
means equated to 1.5 times the federal poverty level had a three to 
four-point reduction in gray matter.17 This reduction was more than 
double for students living below the federal poverty level.17 These 
findings emphasize, the environmental circumstances of poverty 
have detrimental developmental impacts. These physical changes in 
the brain may account for the increased mental health and behavioral 
problems faced by impoverished individuals.18–20 
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Abstract
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Poverty and behavior
Impoverished students were more likely to engage in problem 

behaviors when they had faced poverty for long periods during 
development.19 In addition, Mazza, Lambert, Zunzunegui, Tremblay, 
Boivin, and Cote,19 asserted students were at greater risk for physical 
aggression throughout their lives when they lived in poverty 
between the ages of birth to three years. These increased behavioral 
occurrences also have a negative impact on student performance.21 
Students with greater behavioral occurrences spend more in-school 
time, outside the classroom, as educators seek corrective action 
such as sending students to the principal’s office, detention and 
even school suspensions.21 Continued negative interactions between 
teachers and student problem behaviors also have a negative impact 
on the student-teacher relationship.21 These relationships have been 
found to be essential to fostering a sense of belonging and student 
motivation.11,14,15 Additional research has identified teacher-student 
relationships as necessary for the healthy psychosocial development 
of students.21-31 However, these developments are undermined when 
teachers regularly intervene with behavioral occurrences.21 Despite 
the major risk factors of poverty to development and social skills, not 
all impoverished students engage in behavioral issues. Psychosocial 
factors seem to play an essential role in protecting student academic 
achievement despite social stratification issues.13,22–24,26–31

Development as a protective factor
Erikson32 emphasized that relationships help foster healthy 

development for all students. However, the trend in research has 
been to explore only facets of psychosocial development rather 
than to explore the application of psychosocial development and 
its relationship to student achievement. Erikson32 identified all 
individuals develop through specific stages starting in infancy. At 
each state of psychosocial development an individual is faced with a 
dilemma they must master to develop on to the next stage. The stages 
from infancy to school age are Trust versus Mistrusts, which occurs 
in infancy, and Autonomy versus Shame and Doubt which develops 
during the toddler period. The preschool stage is devoted to the 
development of Initiative versus Guilt, and finally school age children 
must learn Industry over Inferiority. Failure to attain in one stage 
leads the individual to face an identity crisis and causes impairments 
in the subsequent stages.32 Previous research has found that through 
proper stage attainment individuals gain emotional, social and mental 
well-being.22–28,31,33–35 Stages are either attained or unsuccessful 
through the dynamic push and pull of interpersonal relationships 
and psychological developments, hence the term “psychosocial 
development”.32 Caregivers must consistently meet physiological 
needs such as feeding and changing early in development and then 
encourage autonomous actions such as walking, changing, and 
toileting.32 These feats help children to develop security in their ability 
and pursue social and academic activities.32 Successful relationships 
have been shown to improve and even predict academic performance. 

22–28,31,33–35 

Researchers have also found that development of certain 
psychosocial characteristics have a major impact on academic 
performance. Many researchers found motivation plays a vital role 
in academic performance.11,34 Erikson identified through healthy 
development individuals develop initiative to learn and create 
personal motivation or the individual is left to flounder in a sense 
of guilt.32 Prosocial behavior was found to have a significant impact 
on academic achievement. Early prosocial skills were found to be 
predictive of later academic outcomes.22,27,31,36 Potter38 found that 

levels of psychosocial well-being decrease when an individual’s 
parents’ divorce. This reduction of psychosocial well-being correlated 
with a reduction in academic achievement.38 Jones39 also found that 
student interest in or use of drugs in third grade correlated with a 
reduction in psychosocial stage development when compared to peers 
who did not show an interest in substances. Jones39 postulated that 
those students who did not have an interest in drugs had developed 
resiliency. Research has found resiliency to be a vital protective factor 
for school performance despite potential risk factors to academic 
performance.40,41 Self-regulation skills were also found to provide 
security to student success despite imperfect circumstances such as 
growing up in poverty.42 Due to this knowledge most of the research 
has focused on the school-based interpersonal relationship needed 
to develop these essential protective features: the student-teacher 
relationship.13,23,28–30 Positive student-teacher relationships have been 
found to be vital to student success; students in these environments 
are more engaged and motivated to learn than counterparts who may 
struggle to form healthy student-teacher connections.23,29,30 

Conclusion
Social stratification has a significant impact on child development 

and student potential. Poverty impacts student motivation, biological 
structures of the brain and child behaviors.14,15,17,19 These factors have 
significant effects on student’s ability to attain academically and 
have successful peer and teacher-student relationships. Research 
efforts thus far have sought to understand this problem through 
reactive methods such as school lunch programs and extra-curricular 
programs which capitalize on Maslow’s hierarchy of needs model. 
Previous research has identified protective factors of interpersonal 
relationships and psychosocial factors. Further research is needed 
to effectively understand the developmental milestones which may 
protect impoverished children and predict achievement from the 
serious hazards of growing up in poverty.43–47
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