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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this research is to explore, identify, and address how children who 

grow up in poverty face greater challenges in adulthood than those who grow up nonpoor.  

The two main areas of interest are the differentials of child well-being and school 

achievement.  The daily hardships that poor children face include inadequate nutrition, fewer 

learning experiences, instability of residence, lower quality schools, exposure to 

environmental toxins, family violence, homelessness, dangerous streets, and less access to 

friends, services, and jobs.  Through a literature review and analyses of a national probability 

data set on high school students, I demonstrate how growing up under these conditions yields 

significant disadvantages for poor children as they develop into adults.  I contribute to this 

area of research by identifying important factors that mitigate the ill effects of childhood 

poverty on academic performance.  The overall pattern in my findings reveals that childhood 

poverty need not be a “death sentence.”  More specifically, using a national probability 

sample on adolescent academic performance, I demonstrate that the generally strong negative 

correlation between childhood poverty and academic performance is lessened  when poor 

children: (1) attend Catholic or private schools instead of public schools; (2) reside in intact 

two-parent families; (3) have a parent with high aspirations for academic achievement; (4) 

participate in extracurricular activities; (5) attend smaller schools (<1,000 students); (6) 

reduce television watching and video game playing to less than two hours per day; (7) 

increase their time on homework (to greater than eleven hours per week).  Importantly, most 

of these findings do not stand up well when controls are made for race and ethnicity.  More 

specifically, African American and Hispanic students tend to do poorer than their white 

counterparts and their poor performance is resistant to several of the contexts and 

characteristics that apply to their white counterparts.   
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INTRODUCTION 

 

In the United States, minority students do not perform as well as their white counterparts.  

This is referred to as the achievement gap.   According to the National Center for Education 

Statistics (NCES), in 2011 it was found that American fourth and eighth graders are 

performing more frequently at the proficient and advanced levels for both reading and math.  

Academic performance is also improving for racial groups including white, Hispanic, black, 

and Asian.   When the scores for the different racial groups are compared, both black and 

Hispanic students disproportionately underperform compared to their white and Asian 

counterparts.  Also, students who are eligible for free lunch – the low-SES students – 

consistently underperform compared to their more affluent counterparts by 50-60-percent 

(NCES, 2011, p.10).  The following discussion attempts to explain why poverty has such a 

detrimental effect on the academic performance of students, particularly for minorities.  

 

 

Poverty & Well-being 

 

Childhood poverty is distinguishable from the broader conundrum of poverty because its 

focus is on the children; children who are born into poverty and thus cannot have possibly any 

influence on their status as impoverished.  The two issues of poverty and childhood poverty 

do share similar predictors, indicators, and causes     as well as the difficulty in creating and 

implementing effective and meaningful agendas to mitigate and eventually eradicate poverty.  

The research compiled thus far shows that socioeconomic status and economic problems are 

useful in identifying those populations most at risk.   

Much research has been done that demonstrates childhood poverty, and more specifically, 

chronic poverty, are associated with many significant disadvantages in adulthood.  According 

to Wagmiller (2006), some of these disadvantages for poor children are lower achievement in 

school (including the level of education attained), more health problems, and poorer well-

being (which covers self-esteem as well as health).  Extended into adulthood, those who have 

experienced childhood poverty or poverty over a persistent period of time are more likely to 
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be underemployed or unemployed, earn less, and be poor as compared to their economically 

secure counterparts.  The likelihood of such disadvantaged economic opportunity can be 

further evaluated by 1) determining how persistent the economic deprivation is, 2) if 

childhood poverty occurs earlier or later during adolescence, and 3) if the family’s economic 

situation is changing, for better or for worse.  These three distinctions are important to note.  

These factors all influence the likelihood and degree to which childhood poverty will restrict 

life opportunities (Wagmiller, 2006).   

 

Family Context 

 

Research has also been done about the extent to which the community environments influence 

the achievement and health of those who have lived through poverty and reached adulthood, 

as compared to the influence of the family’s economic insecurity on life chances.  In a study 

done by Wickrama and Noh (2010), they found that the significance of the community 

context was mediated by that of the family; thus, the family’s economic position is critical in 

determining the economic advantage and opportunity of the children.  They discovered 

several direct effects related to childhood poverty.  First it was found that the level of 

educational attainment of the parents was directly linked to their children’s level of 

educational attainment.  Concerning health-related issues, “family poverty had long-term 

association with higher depressive symptoms in early adulthood” (Wickrama and Noh, 2010, 

p.896).  An important factor and larger societal issue related to the achievement of children 

later in life is that of ineffective parenting and its significant influence.  Ineffective parenting 

is defined by Wickrama and Noh (2010) as “uninvolved parenting or parental rejection” 

(p.896).   

Haveman and Wolfe (1997) examine the variable of family income in its effect on the 

development of children.  Family income is another commonly used factor used to measure 

poverty and is a strong component of socioeconomic status.  They looked at how income 

influences children’s achievement, health, and behavior     and found it is strongly associated 

with achievement and ability-related outcomes (as cited in Brooks-Gunn and Duncan, 1997).  
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Income also appears to have a stronger impact on the variables of achievement, health, and 

behavior earlier in childhood than later in adolescence.  This is one example of how the 

timing and duration of poverty is significant in determining life chances as well.    

Regarding the effect of income specifically on achievement and the development of children’s 

abilities, the work of Haveman and Wolfe (1997) reveals that family poverty is associated 

with decreased cognitive ability, and that measures of IQ, verbal ability, and math ability all 

yield similar findings.  The quality of the home environment was also found to affect 

cognitive outcomes.  Home environment reflects the “opportunities for learning, the warmth 

of mother-child interactions, and the physical condition of the home” (Brooks-Gunn and 

Duncan, 1997, p.65).  Home environment was found to account for a significant amount of 

the effects of income on cognitive outcomes.  More generally, they report a significant 

positive association between income and the learning environment.  Thus, children who grow 

up in families with higher income tend to have more beneficial learning environments and 

develop better cognitive abilities as compared to their poorer counterparts.   

Another important aspect of income is the potential stress that it can produce in families when 

basic needs are not being met.  This stress can manifest itself as conflict between parents and 

children.  And this conflict can lead to patterns of harsher parenting that can then undermine 

the sensitive and developing sense of self-confidence of the child and their achievement 

(Brooks-Gunn and Duncan, 1997).  Thus, family income can indirectly affect adolescent 

achievement because income is strongly related to economic stresses within a family, which 

in turn can affect children’s achievement. Haveman and Wolfe (1997) also found that income 

was a powerful predictor of the number of years of school completed.    

Family income has strong implications during early childhood, especially for achievement as 

opposed to health and behavior.  During early childhood, cognitive abilities are strongly set 

and difficult to reverse; this makes family income during early childhood very powerful.  This 

cycle can proceed as follows: income is associated with low preschool ability, low preschool 

ability is associated with low test scores later in childhood, grade failure, school 

disengagement, and dropping out of school (Brooks-Gunn and Duncan, 1997).  Family 
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income during early childhood has a strong tendency to yield effects that follow the child into 

adolescence and beyond.   

 

Societal Implications  

 

According to Hill and Sandfort (1995), society should be concerned with the preceding effects 

of poverty on children as they grow into adults because “childhood poverty reduces an 

individual’s subsequent capacity for serving important adulthood roles” (p.92).  An 

underdeveloped and undereducated society can have serious detrimental implications, 

including: a handicapped workforce, an ill-prepared electorate, and consequently large public 

expenditures necessary to correct these ills (Hill and Sandfort, 1995).  Hill and Sandfort 

(1995) further argue that through the different means by which poverty operates and 

flourishes, people who grow up under its influence do not have the opportunity to reach their 

economic potential.  Therefore, it is in the interest of the greater society to alleviate poverty 

and thus increase the productivity of its people.   

Poverty is a very complex social issue because it is related to many other social issues.  Hill 

and Sandfort (1995) point out several of these complexities.  For example, the factors of 

family cohesiveness and parental support tend to be weaker in families undergoing economic 

stress.  Consistent with this, the variables of a single-parent family, marital disruption, and 

parental unemployment are also associated with poverty.  Interestingly, Hill and Sandfort 

(1995) point out that outside of poverty, these variables do not significantly influence the 

growth and development of children.  The last two specific complexities Hill and Sandfort 

(1995) note are the impact of race and parental education on children’s environment and 

opportunities.  Parents wield heavy influence over the well-being of their children because 

children are generally unable to generally provide for themselves; parents are typically the 

providers for children.  Therefore the background of parents, for example, their level of 

education and income, are powerful predictors of the outcomes of their children.  A child 

coming from a family with income below the poverty line and with parents without a high 

school degree often finds it difficult to graduate from high school, never mind move on to 



The Influence of Childhood Poverty on Life Chances-                                                      

The Case of Academic Performance  

Senior Capstone Project for Katherine McCabe 

- 6 - 

higher education.  And, poor children of color generally suffer even more than their white 

counterparts (Hill and Sandfort, 1995).   

Hill and Sandfort (1995) present a simplified model of the stages of poverty throughout the 

life cycle of someone who lives and grows up with poverty, and the accompanying 

appropriate programs and services available that are meant reduce poverty’s effects (see 

Figure 1).  The background that sets the stage for childhood poverty is the external conditions 

over which the child has no control.  They may include parental or family poverty, or some 

other external event like a medical crisis, that plunged the household into debt.   
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Figure 1: The Effects of Childhood Poverty (source: Hill and Sandfort, 1995) 

 

 

 

After accounting for the external influences that perpetuate poverty and make it a reality in 

the lives of children comes the stage of “Poverty During Childhood.”  The respective 

programs for this initial stage include: Unemployment Insurance, Social Security, and 

Supplemental Security Income     among others.   

The next stage is “Growth and Development During Childhood.”  The policies appropriate 

during this stage are aimed at compensating for an inadequate developmental environment, 
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which could constitute a lack of learning opportunities outside of the home or a lack of 

learning resources within it.  Government programs like Food Stamps, Head Start, and 

Bilingual education are important during this stage.   

Finally, the last stage is called “Abilities and Accomplishments in Adulthood.”  The purpose 

of the services offered at this stage is to offer remedial assistance to improve adulthood 

outcomes.  The programs are more career-oriented and aimed at developing practical work 

skills that will make finding and retaining a job easier.  Job training programs, vocational 

rehabilitation, and mental health programs represent examples of the aid that should be 

offered someone in an economically compromised position.   

 

 

Cognitive Development 

 

Hill and Sandfort’s (1995) most important conclusion is that childhood poverty significantly 

impedes physical health, cognitive abilities, and socio-emotional development.  This is similar 

to the conclusion of Haveman and Wolfe (1997), who describe the three most basic 

measurements of a child’s well-being as his or her physical health, cognitive ability, and 

school achievement     all of which are compromised by poverty.   

Like Hill and Sandfort (1995), as well as Haveman and Wolfe (1997), Brooks-Gunn and 

Duncan (2010) also contend that children who experience poverty for multiple years appear to 

suffer the worst outcomes; in short, persistent poverty has more serious, long-term, and 

detrimental effects than does transitory poverty.  Not only does persistent poverty have more 

significant negative effects, but poverty experienced earlier in childhood     as opposed to later 

in adolescence     also appears to have stronger effects.  The conclusion, of course, is that the 

more effective interventions are those carried out at younger ages (Brooks-Gunn and Duncan, 

2010).  

Brooks-Gunn and Duncan (1997) describe some of the challenges that children of poverty 

may likely have to deal with on a daily basis: “inadequate nutrition; fewer learning 

experiences; the instability of residence; lower quality of schools; exposure to environmental 
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toxins, family violence, and homelessness; dangerous streets; and less access to friends, 

services, and jobs for adolescents” (1997, p.53).  The detrimental effects of these hardships 

involve: 1) health and nutrition; 2) the home environment; 3) parent interactions with 

children; 4) parental mental health; and 5) neighborhood conditions (p.53).   

Brooks-Gunn and Duncan (1997) observe that there is a research need to disentangle the 

“effects on children from the array of factors associated with poverty” (p.53).  Brooks-Gunn 

and Duncan (1997) note that in recent years one-fifth of American children have lived at the 

poverty line, while another fifth have lived in families whose income does not exceed twice 

the poverty threshold (p.53).  

Three measures of well-being     physical health, cognitive abilities, and school achievement     

have been identified.  Brooks-Gunn and Duncan (1997) breakdown these measures and 

provide numerous valuable conclusions for each category.  For example, poor children are 

more likely to experience serious physical disabilities, grade repetition, and learning 

disabilities.  As expected, for physical health they found that poor children in the United 

States experience “diminished health” compared to nonpoor children (p.57).   

Brooks-Gunn and Duncan (1997) identify and discuss five potential manifestations of 

poverty: 1) health and nutrition; 2) the home environment; 3) parent interactions with 

children; 4) parental mental health; and 5) neighborhood conditions.  The general finding on 

health and nutrition for children living in poverty is an association between malnutrition and 

lower scores of cognitive development.  Relative to the home environment, a scale of 

resources available in the home that provide opportunities for learning and for positive parent-

child interactions was designed (1997).  When the home contains enriching resources such as 

reading materials and toys, the learning environment for children is improved.  Regarding 

parent-child interactions, poverty is correlated with lower-quality interactions and more 

negative parental practices, which include, for example parents using harsh punishments 

(spanking) to reprimand children.   With respect to parental mental health, parents who are 

poor are less likely to be as healthy as parents who are not poor.  Consequently, Brooks-Gunn 

and Duncan (1997) point out that “poor parental mental health is associated with impaired 
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parental-child interactions and fewer provisions of learning experiences in the home” (p.66).  

Living in poor neighborhoods has similar effects to living in a family with poor health.  Poor 

neighborhoods, like unhealthy parents, are associated with lower-quality parenting practices 

and learning experiences (Brooks-Gunn and Duncan, 1997).   

 

 

Poverty & Academic Performance: The Many Harmful Effects of Poverty on Children  

  

While the negative effects on poverty may be numerous, the case of academic performance is 

particularly revealing of its enduring disadvantage –educational attainment is important to an 

individual’s economic and social well-being.  Morgan et al. (2009) analyze how low SES 

impacts early childhood learning behavior and can interfere with its development.  

Manifestations of poor learning behavior include “inattention, lack of task persistence, 

disinterest, non-cooperation, or frustration” (p.407).   

A key concept is the term “behaviorally unready”.  This idea refers to a child’s readiness to 

enter school by their ability to self-regulate their behaviors while completing tasks (Morgan et 

al., 2009).  If a child has difficulty regulating their behavior and completing simple tasks they 

are likely to have a significant disadvantage in academic performance.   

The different risk factors for behavioral unreadiness are grouped into socio-demographic 

background, the child’s gestation or birth factors, and parenting quality.  The socio-

demographic variables include living in a low-quality neighborhood; exposure to domestic 

and neighborhood violence and environmental toxins; residential insecurity; being raised by a 

single mother who is depressed and/or has dropped out of school (Morgan et al., 2009).  The 

gestational risk factors are whether the mother smoked, drank, or otherwise put her baby’s 

health at risk during pregnancy, and whether the child was born with a low birthweight (less 

than 2,500 grams).  Parenting quality was measured by the levels of psychological, social, and 

economic stress and the context set by the level of family resources (Morgan et al., 2009).   

The effects of exposure to the previously stated socio-demographic factors include a child’s 

increased irritability and inattention.  Some effects of experiencing gestational risk factors are 
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cognitive delays and other behavior problems. Poor parenting demonstrated the most 

significant negative effects.  Poor parenting involves poor nutrition, lower levels of emotional 

comfort and physical safety in the living environment, and lower quality child care.   When 

coalesced, these result in an increased risk of behavioral unreadiness.  Importantly, poor 

parenting is strongly associated with living in poverty.  

 Morgan et al. (2009) show that older children are at lower risk for poor learning behaviors 

such as inattention and disinterest, and that gender is important to take into consideration.   

More specifically, boys are nearly twice as likely to exhibit learning behavior problems.  The 

education of the mother also affects the behavior of children.  The lowest measures of 

education of the mother yield the most negative behavior for the children.  Low education of 

the mother also negatively impacts the quality of their parenting.   

Engberg and Wolniak (2010) used the Educational Longitudinal Study of 2002 to analyze the 

effects of various individual- and school-level variables on students’ postsecondary outcomes.  

Their main finding is that a student’s socioeconomic status is strongly associated with college 

enrollment     adolescents from more prosperous families are much more likely to go on to a 

four-year college.  Other predictors of four-year college enrollment include the aspirations of 

family and friends; academic preparation; and the availability of parent and peer networks.  

Surprisingly, the teaching environment did not demonstrate a statistically significant effect.   

 

*** 

In sum, the studies reviewed in the preceding two sections reveal the importance of family 

poverty in predicting academic performance, and also indicate that this relationship can be 

modified by selected personal, family, and school characteristics.  The intent of the present 

Honors project is to better identify some of the more important of these characteristics.   
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DATA & METHODS 

To identify and confirm those individual and social characteristics that can mitigate the strong 

negative correlation between childhood poverty and academic performance, I analyze data 

taken from the Educational Longitudinal Study (ELS) of 2002.  “As a longitudinal study, 

ELS: 2002 follows a nationally representative cohort of students from the time they were high 

school sophomores through the rest of their high school careers” (NCES).  The ELS is 

organized into two major data sets: one at the school level analysis, and the second at the 

individual level of analysis.  The schools represent a nationality probability sample of U.S., 

public, private, and parochial schools, while the individuals are a representative sample of 

high school sophomores at these schools in the year 2002.  The individual level data set is 

comprised of several hundred variables from which I initially took 45; after preliminary 

analyses I reduced the number of variables to twelve, and these are the ones I analyze in the 

present Honors project (See Figure 2).  Detailed information of the ELS data sets can be 

found at the http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/els2002/.   
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Figure 2: Variables Used 

 

 

 

The above variables are analyzed using SPSS’s crosstabs procedure.  The strategy of my 

analysis is as follows: I start with the fundamental relationship between family SES and 

child’s academic performance as measured by TXCDIC.  I then see how this relationship is 

modified when controls are made for those individual and social variables thought to 

influence it – including(1) attend Catholic or private schools instead of public schools; (2) 

reside in intact two-parent families; (3) have a parent with high aspirations for academic 

achievement; (4) participate in extracurricular activities; (5) attend smaller schools (<1,000 

students); (6) reduce television watching and video game playing to less than two hours per 

day; (7) increase their time on homework (to greater than eleven hours per week) .  I also 

examine the SES/academic performance relationship controlling for race (African American 

versus non-African American) and ethnicity (Hispanic versus non-Hispanic).   
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FINDINGS 

Master Table of Findings  

Table 1 presents the original relationship between student's family SES (Ses2) and combined 

math and reading standardized test scores (TXCDIC).  Table 2 then examines this relationship 

(see row 1) under a variety of control variables that prior research has indicated might reduce 

the association between student’s socioeconomic background and his/her academic 

performance.  In short, the control variables help us to answer, at the most general level, the 

question: “Under what conditions do poorer students suffer the least from their poverty 

backgrounds?”  Note, that the original relationship in the ELS: 2002 data set is very strong 

and in the predicted direction (see Table 1).  The present analysis focuses on one key 

percentage: the percentage of low-SES students who score in the top half of the TXCDIC 

variable (that is, score in the top half of the distribution for the combined math and reading 

standardized test score).   

 

The following discussion shows how each control variable modifies the key percentage the 

present study focuses upon.  The discussion will refer to Table 2, please note, however, 

detailed tables are provided in the Appendix.   
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Table 2: Master Table of Findings- the relationship between student's family SES (Ses2) and 

combined math and reading standardized test scores (TXCDIC) 

 

Variable Lowest SES% 

Original Relationship 28.1 

School Type   

 Public 27.6 

 Other Private 44.0 

 Catholic 50.1 

Family Composition   

 Single Parent 23.0 

 Blended 29.5 

 Lives with Mom & Dad 31.2 

School Urbanicity   

 Rural 33.7 

 Suburban 28.9 

 Urban 23.4 

School Size   

 > 1,000 Students 26.5 

 <1,000 Students 32.7 

Class Size   

 >400 Students 25.5 

 <400 Students 29.9 

Hrs/day watching TV/videos/playing VG   

 >5 Hours 22.7 

 3-5 Hours 29.9 

 <2 Hours 36.4 

Time on Homework   

 >11 Hours 42.3 

 5-11 Hours 29.6 

 <5 Hours 21.0 

Athletic Participation   

 Yes 31.3 

 No 27.5 

Extracurricular Participation   

 >One activity 38.5 

 One activity 32.2 

 None 24.3 

Parent Aspirations   

 At least Masters 35.8 

 College Grad 28.4 

 <College Grad 15.8 
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Table 2 contd 

 

RaceEth   

 Hispanic 19.4 

 NH-Asian 38.7 

 NH-Black 11.2 

 NH-White 41.1 

Sex   

 Female 28.6 

 Male 27.5 
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Socioeconomic Status (Original Relationship) 

 

As observed in the literature review, a strong positive correlation between family SES and 

academic performance is consistently reported.  Indeed, the ELS findings reveal strong 

confirmation. 

Strongly confirmatory, e.g. a student from a “High” socioeconomic status is 44.2-percent 

more likely to have math and readings scores in the top half than a student from a “Low” 

socioeconomic status. 

 

School Type  

 

As reported in Brooks-Gunn and Duncan, poorer students should do better in parochial and 

private schools (61).  Indeed the ELS data set provides strong confirmation.  The main 

interpretations revolve around the lack of educational tracking and the equality of content 

taught.  

 

Social Class Comparison: Students from the lowest SES who attend “Public” school 

have a 0.5-percent (27.6-28.1-percent) smaller chance of scoring in the top half compared 

to the original relationship finding (no controls).  Lowest SES students who attend “Other 

Private” schools have an 18.9-percent (44.0-28.1-percent) greater chance compared to the 

original relationship finding. Finally, lowest SES students who attend “Catholic” school 

have a 22.0-percent (50.1-28.1-percent) greater chance of scoring in the top half compared 

to the original relationship finding.  

  

In sum, School Type has a highly significant effect on how well students from 

economically poor families perform academically: when these students attend private or 

parochial schools they tend to perform much better.    

(See Table 3 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving School Type) 
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Family Composition  

 

As reported in Wickrama and Noh, low-SES students should do better if they live with both 

their biological mother and father (896).  Indeed the ELS data set provides strong 

confirmation.  The main reason why this is so is because of the stability and reliability 

provided by living in an intact family.   

 

Social Class Comparison: Students from the lowest SES who live with a “single parent” 

have a 5.1-percent (23.0-28.1-percent) smaller chance of scoring in the top half compared 

to the original relationship finding.  Poor students who live with “Mom and dad” have a 

3.1-percent (31.2-28.1-percent) greater chance of scoring in the top half compared to the 

original relationship finding.   

 

In sum, Family Composition has a significant effect on how well students from 

economically poor families perform academically: when these students live with their 

biological mother and father they tend to perform much better, especially when compared 

to their counterparts living with a single parent.    

(See Table 4 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving Family Composition) 

 

School Urbanicity  

 

As reported in Brooks-Gunn and Duncan, poorer students should do worse in schools located 

in a city (62).  Indeed the ELS data set provides strong confirmation.  The main 

interpretations revolve around the problem of adequate school funding by way of lower 

property taxes in cities.   

 

Social Class Comparison: Students from the lowest SES who attend an “urban” school 

have a 4.7-percent (23.4-28.1-percent) smaller chance of scoring in the top half compared 

to the original relationship finding.  Poor students who attend a “rural” school have a 5.6-

percent (33.7-28.1-percent) greater chance of scoring in the top half compared to the 

original relationship finding.   
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In sum, School Urbanicity has a significant effect on how well students from economically 

poor families perform academically: when these students attend rural schools they tend to 

perform better, especially when compared to their counterparts who attend urban schools.    

(See Table 5 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving School Urbanicity) 

 

School Size  

 

As reported in Brooks-Gunn and Duncan, poorer students should do better in smaller schools 

(62). The ELS data set provides moderate confirmation.  The main interpretation revolves 

around smaller schools being able to better monitor students’ behavior.   

 

Social Class Comparison: Students from the lowest SES who attend a "large" school 

(>1000 students) have a 1.6-percent (26.5-28.1-percent) smaller chance of scoring in the 

top half compared to the original relationship finding.  Poor students who attend a “small” 

school (<1000 students) have a 4.6-percent (32.7-28.1-percent) greater chance of scoring 

in the top half compared to the original relationship finding.  

 

In sum, School Size has a slightly significant effect on how well students from 

economically poor families tend to perform academically: when these students attend 

smaller schools they tend to perform better.    

(See Table 6 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving School Size) 

 

Class Size  

 

As reported in Brooks-Gunn and Duncan, poorer students should do better when the size of 

their class is smaller (62).  The ELS data set provides moderate confirmation.  The main 

reason why this is so is because teachers involved with smaller classes (that is, the size of the 

entire class, e.g. the entire “sophomore” class) have the opportunity to become better 

acquainted with the students they are teaching.   

 

Social Class Comparison: Students from the lowest SES whose class size is “large” 

(>400 students) are 2.6-percent (25.5-28.1-percent) less likely to score in the top half 
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compared to the original relationship finding.  Poor students whose class size is "small" 

(<400 students) are 1.8-percent (29.9-28.1-percent) more likely to score in the top half 

compared to the original relationship finding.  

 

In sum, Class Size has only a very modest effect on how well students from economically 

poorer families perform academically: when these students are grouped into a smaller 

cohort (i.e., a small class size (< 400 students) they tend to do slightly better compared to 

their counterparts in large cohorts (> 400 students).    

(See Table 7 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving Class Size) 

 

Hours Spent Watching TV & Playing Videogames  

 

As reported in Brooks-Gunn and Duncan, poorer students should do better the less time they 

spend watching television and playing videogames (65).  The ELS data set provides strong 

confirmation.  The main interpretations revolve around students limiting their distractions 

from school work.   

 

Social Class Comparison: Students from the lowest SES who watch/play TV, videos, 

and video games “more than five hours per day” have a 5.4-percent (22.7-28.1-percent) 

smaller chance of scoring in the top half compared to the original relationship finding.  

Poor students who watch “less than two hours per day” are 8.3-percent (36.4-28.1-

percent) more likely to score in the top half compared to the original relationship finding.   

 

In sum, Hours Spend Watching TV and Playing Videogames does have a significant effect 

on how well students from economically poor families perform academically: when these 

students spend less than two hours per day watching TV or playing videogames they tend 

to perform better.    

(See Table 8 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving Class Size) 

 

  



The Influence of Childhood Poverty on Life Chances-                                                      

The Case of Academic Performance  

Senior Capstone Project for Katherine McCabe 

- 21 - 

Time on Homework  

 

As reported in Brooks-Gunn and Duncan, low-SES students should do better the more time 

they spend on their homework (65).  The ELS data set provides strong confirmation.  The 

main interpretations revolve around students prioritizing school and developing their 

academic abilities.   

 

Social Class Comparison: Students from the low-SES students who spend “less than five 

hours per week” on their homework have a 7.1-percent (21.0-28.1-percent) smaller chance 

of scoring in the top half compared to the original relationship finding.  Poor students who 

spend “more than eleven hours per week” on their homework have a 14.2-percent (42.3-

28.1-perent) greater chance of scoring in the top half compared to the original relationship 

finding.   

 

In sum, Time on Homework does have a significant effect on how well students from 

economically poor families perform academically: when these students spend more than 

eleven hours per week on homework they tend to perform better.    

(See Table 9 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving Time on Homework) 

 

Athletic Participation  

 

A number of studies report that students should do better if they participate in athletics.  For 

example, Eppright et al. argue that participating in athletics “encourages the development of 

leadership skills” (71).  Mahoney and Cairns contend that students who are at risk to drop out 

are less likely to do so when they participate in athletics because they have a positive and 

voluntary connection to their schools.  Other interpretations revolve around 1) increasing 

feelings of inclusion within their school and 2) maintaining good academic performance in 

order to allow for continued athletic participation (see Schley for a comprehensive review of 

this literature).  The ELS data set provides strong confirmation.   

 

Social Class Comparison: Students from the low-SES students who do not participate in 

sports have a 3.6-percent (27.5-28.1-percent) smaller chance of scoring in the top half 
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compared to the original relationship finding.  Poor students who participate in athletics 

have a 3.2-percent (31.3-28.1) greater chance of scoring in the top half compared to the 

original relationship finding. 

 

In sum, Athletic Participation has a very small effect on how well students from 

economically poor families perform academically: when these students participate in 

athletics they tend to perform better (even thought the relationship is very small, it is in 

the predicted direction).    

(See Table 10 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving Athletic Participation) 

 

Extracurricular Participation    

 

As reported in Mahoney and Cairns, low-SES students should do better if they participate in 

extracurricular activities because of the increased connectedness they feel toward their 

schools.  The ELS data set provides strong confirmation.   

 

Social Class Comparison: Students from the low-SES students who do not participate in 

any extracurricular programs have a 3.8-percent (24.3-28.1-percent) smaller chance of 

scoring in the top half compared to the original relationship finding.  Poor students who 

participate in “more than one” extracurricular activity have a 10.4-percent (38.5-28.1-

percent) greater chance of scoring in the top half compared to the original relationship 

finding.  

 

In sum, Extracurricular Participation does have a significant effect on how well students 

from economically poor families perform academically: when these students participate in 

extracurricular activities they tend to perform better.    

(See Table 11 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving Extracurricular 

Participation) 
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Parent Aspirations  

 

As reported in Brooks-Gunn and Duncan, low-SES students should do better when their 

parents aspire for them to achieve high academic attainment (63).  The ELS data set provides 

strong confirmation.  The main interpretations involve emotional outcomes established by 

internalizing behavior, making parental support and pressure for academic achievement 

significant.   

 

Social Class Comparison: Students from the lowest SES whose parents expect them to 

achieve “less than a college degree” have a 12.3-percent (15.8-28.1-percent) smaller 

chance of scoring in the top half compared to the original relationship finding.  Poor 

students whose parents expect them to achieve “at least a Masters” have a 7.7-percent 

(35.8-28.1-percent) greater chance of scoring in the top half compared to the original 

relationship finding.   

 

In sum, Parent Aspirations do have a significant effect on how well students from 

economically poor families perform academically: when these students’ parents aspire for 

them to achieve at least a Masters they tend to perform better.    

(See Table 12 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving Parent Aspirations) 

 

Race & Ethnicity 

 

As reported in Wickrama and Noh, low-SES white students should do better than their black 

and Hispanic counterparts (897).  The ELS data set provides strong confirmation.  The main 

interpretations revolve around historical economic advantage and opportunity of whites as 

compared to black and Hispanic students who have historically faced economic and social 

marginalization. Moreover, many students of Hispanic origins face the challenges associated 

with not having English as their first language.   

 

Social Class Comparison: Black students from the lowest SES have a 16.9-percent 

(11.2-28.1-percent) smaller chance of scoring in the top half compared to the original 

relationship finding.  Poor “Hispanic” students have an 8.7-percent (19.4-28.1-percent) 
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smaller chance of scoring in the top half compared to the original relationship finding.  

Poor “Asians” have a 10.6-percent (38.7-28.1-percent) greater chance of scoring in the top 

half compared to the original relationship finding.   

 

In sum, Race and Ethnicity do have significant effects on how well students from 

economically poor families perform academically: when these students are Asian or White 

they tend to perform better, and, in contrast, if the students are black or Hispanic they 

tend to perform worse.    

(See Table 13 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving Race) 

 

Gender  

 

As reported in Hill and Sandfort, poorer female students should do better than poorer male 

students (115).  The main interpretations revolve around female students internalizing their 

academic performance.  The ELS data set, however, does not provide significant 

confirmation.   

 

Social Class Comparison: Male students from the lowest SES have a 0.6-percent (27.5-

28.1-perent) less likely to score in the top half compared to the original relationship 

finding.  Low-SES females have a 0.5-percent (28.6-28.1-percent) greater chance of 

scoring in the top half compared to the original relationship finding. 

 

In sum, Gender does not have a significant effect on how well students from economically 

poor families perform academically: when these students are female they do not tend to 

perform measurably better than their male counterparts.    

(See Table 14 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving Gender) 
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Master Table of Findings Controlling for Race (black students) 

Table 15 presents the original relationship between student's family SES (Ses2) and combined 

math and reading standardized test scores (TXCDIC) for black students (see row 1).  The 

table then presents this relationship with the same controls used in Table 2.  The key concern 

of this section is to see if the relationships found for the entire sample of low-SES high school 

sophomores maintain themselves for black students (for example, does going to a Catholic or 

private school yield advantages for black students the same way it does for the entire 

sample?).   
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Table 15: Master Table of Findings Controlling for Race (black students)- the relationship 

between student's family SES (Ses2) and combined math and reading standardized test scores 

(TXCDIC) controlling for race 

 

Variable Lowest SES% 

For black students 11.2 

School Type   

 Other Private 25.6 

 Catholic 16.0 

 Public 11.1 

Family Composition    

 Single Parent 7.5 

 Blended 19.2 

 Lives with Mom & Dad 14.1 

School Urbanicity   

 Rural 11.7 

 Suburban 8.6 

 Urban 13.4 

School Size   

 >1,000 Students 10.6 

 <1,000 Students 10.3 

Class Size   

 >400 Students 13.2 

 <400 Students 10.1 

Hrs/day watching TV/videos/ playing VG   

 >5 Hours 14.8 

 3-5 Hours 8.6 

 <2 Hours 13.0 

Time on Homework   

 >11 Hours 22.4 

 5-11 Hours 14.4 

 <5 Hours 6.4 

Athletic Participation   

 Yes 10.7 

 No 13.4 

Extracurricular Participatrion   

 >One activity 16.9 

 One activity 13.6 

 None 9.0 
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Table 15 contd 
 

Parent Aspirations   

 At least Masters  14.8 

 College Grad 8.7 

 <College Grad 7.6 

Sex   

 Female 10.9 

 Male 11.4 
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School Type  

 

Social Class Comparison 

Black students from low-SES families who attend “Public” school have a 0.1-percent 

(11.1-11.2-percent) smaller chance of scoring in the top half compared to the original 

relationship finding.  However, black students from low-SES who attend “Catholic” 

school have 4.8-percent (16.0-11.2-percent) greater chance of scoring in the top half and a 

14.4-percent (25.6-11.2-percent) greater chance if they attend “Private” school.  

 

In sum, School Type has a significant effect on how well black students from economically 

poor families perform academically: when these students attend Catholic and private 

schools they tend to perform better     especially in the latter.  Surprisingly, this 

relationship has reversed itself from the pattern found in the overall sample in that 

Catholic schools had the stronger ameliorative effect while for black students “Other 

Private” schools yield the stronger effect.  Further research needs to explore why this is 

so.   

(See Table 17 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving School Type) 

 

Family Composition  

 

Social Class Comparison 

Black students from low-SES families who live with both a “mom and dad” have a 2.9-

percent (14.1-11.2-percent) greater chance of scoring in the top half compared to the 

original relationship finding; poor black students who live in a “blended” family have an 

8.0-percent (19.2-11.2-percent) greater chance of scoring in the top half compared to the 

original relationship finding; and poor black students who live with a “single parent” have 

a 3.7-percent (7.5-11.2-percent) smaller chance of scoring in the top half compared to the 

original relationship finding.   

 

In sum, Family Composition has a significant effect on how well black students from 

economically poor families perform academically: when these students live within a 

“mom and dad” intact family or within a blended family they tend to perform better 
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especially in the latter.  Once again we are met with a surprise in that this relationship 

does not hold to the pattern from the overall sample, which shows that mom and dad 

intact families produce more ameliorative effects for low-SES students than blended 

families.  However, for both the entire sample and black sample students living with a 

single parent fare the worst – overwhelmingly so for black students.  And, once again, 

further research is required to determine why blended families tend to provide a stronger 

learning environment for low-SES black students compared to intact mom-and-dad intact 

families.   

(See Table 18 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving Family Composition) 

 

School Urbanicity   

 

Social Class Comparison 

Black students from low-SES families who attend “Suburban” schools have a 2.6-percent 

(8.6-11.2-percent) smaller chance of scoring in the top half compared to the original 

relationship finding.  Poor black students who attend “Rural” schools have a 0.5-percent 

(11.7-11.2-percent) greater chance of scoring in the top half compared to the original 

relationship finding.  Poor black students who attend “Urban” schools have a 2.2-percent 

(13.4-11.2-percent) greater chance of scoring in the top half compared to the original 

relationship finding.   

 

In sum, School Urbanicity does not have a significant effect on how well black students 

from economically poor families perform academically, as revealed by the small 

differentials in the curve of poorer black students’ school location in relation to their 

academic performance.  Importantly, in contrast to the entire sample, when low-SES black 

students attend rural schools they do not tend to do any better.   Once again, further 

research is required to explain this discrepancy.   

(See Table 19 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving School Urbanicity) 
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School Size   

 

Social Class Comparison  

Black students from low-SES families who attend “Large” schools have a 0.6-percent 

(10.6-11.2-percent) smaller chance of scoring in the top half compared to the original 

relationship finding.  Poor black students who attend “Small” schools have a 0.9-percent 

(10.3-11.2-percent) smaller chance of scoring in the top half compared to the original 

relationship finding.  Thus, there is no difference among poor blacks for the size of the 

school they attend.   

 

In sum, School Size does not have a significant effect on how well low-SES black students 

tend to perform     unlike what was found in the overall sample.   Further research is again 

required to explain why schools size tends to matter for the entire sample, but not for 

black students.   

(See Table 20 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving School Size) 

 

Class Size  

 

Social Class Comparison 

Black students from low-SES families who have a “large” class size have a 2.0-percent 

(13.2-11.2-percent) greater chance of scoring in the top half compared to the original 

relationship finding.  Poor black students who have a “Small” class size have a 1.1-

percent (10.1-11.2-percent) smaller chance of scoring in the top half compared to the 

original relationship finding.   

 

In sum, Class Size has little effect on how well low-SES black students perform – and we 

once again find a pattern in the black data that diverges from the pattern found in the 

overall sample.  Further research is once again needed to explain this anomaly.   

(See Table 21 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving Class Size) 

 

  



The Influence of Childhood Poverty on Life Chances-                                                      

The Case of Academic Performance  

Senior Capstone Project for Katherine McCabe 

- 31 - 

Time Spent Watching Television and Playing Videogames   

 

Social Class Comparison 

Black students from low-SES families who watch TV or play videogames “less than two 

hours per day” have a 1.8-percent (13.0-11.2-percent) greater chance of scoring in the top 

half compared to the original relationship finding; poor black students who watch TV or 

play videogames “three to five hours per day” have a 2.6-percent (8.6-11.2-percent) 

smaller chance of scoring in the top half compared to the original relationship finding; 

poor black students who watch TV or play videogames “more than five hours per day” 

have a 3.6-percent (14.8-11.2-percent) greater chance of scoring in the top half compared 

to the original relationship finding.   

 

In sum, Time Spent Watching TV and Playing Videogames has very little effect on how 

well low-SES black students perform academically, unlike the pattern found in the overall 

sample. Moreover, low-SES black students who spend more than five hours per day 

watching TV or playing videogames tend to have a slightly better chance of scoring in the 

top half than their counterparts who spend less time doing these things.  This finding 

borders on the dumbfounding and is striking counterintuitive, especially considering that 

for the entire sample of low-SES students the findings unfolded completely at expected.   I 

can speculate why, e.g., low-SES black students playing videogames and watching TV 

spend more time indoors, and the streets may well be more destructive in poor black 

neighborhoods compared to poor white neighborhoods.  However, clearly more research 

is needed to interpret these incongruent findings.   

(See Table 22 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving Time Spent Watching 

TV and Playing Videogames) 

 

Time on Homework   

 

Social Class Comparison 

Black students from low-SES families who spend “more than eleven hours per week” on 

homework have an 11.2-percent (22.4-11.2-percent) greater chance on scoring in the top 

half compared to the original relationship finding.  Poor black students who spend “five to 
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eleven hours per week” on homework have a 3.2-percent (14.4-11.2.1-percent) greater 

chance on scoring in the top half compared to the original relationship finding.  Poor black 

students who spend “less than five hours per week” on homework have a 4.8-percent (6.4-

11.2-percent) smaller chance of scoring in the top half compared to the original 

relationship finding.   

 

In sum, Time on Homework does have a significant effect on how well low-SES black 

students perform: when these students spend more than five hours per week on homework 

they tend to do better.   This relationship between time on homework and academic 

performance is similar to the one found for the entire sample; however, it should, be note 

that in every category of time spent on homework black students are about half as likely to 

realize benefits compared to the entire sample (e.g., for the entire sample low-SES 

students who spend greater than eleven hours per week on homework have a 42.3-percent 

chance of scoring in the top half of TCXDIC, while their black counterparts have a 22.4-

percent chance).  The disadvantage of having colored skin is striking.   

(See Table 23 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving Time on Homework) 

 

Athletic Participation   

 

Social Class Comparison 

Black students from low-SES families who participate in athletics have a 0.5-percent 

(10.7-11.2-percent) smaller chance of scoring in the top half compared to the original 

relationship finding.  Poor black students who do not participate in athletics have a 2.2-

percent (13.4-11.2-percent) greater chance of scoring in the top half compared to the 

original relationship finding.   

 

In sum, Athletic Participation has little effect on how well low-SES black students 

perform: when these students participate in athletics they actually have a light tendency to 

do worse.  This finding is directly opposite of that for the overall sample, where low-SES 

students who participate in athletics tend to do slightly better than those who do not.  

Again, further research is called for.   
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(See Table 24 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving Athletic Participation) 

 

Extracurricular Participation    

 

Social Class Comparison  

Black students from low-SES families who participate in “more than one” extracurricular 

activity have a 5.7-percent (16.9-11.2-percent) greater chance of scoring in the top half 

TXCDIC compared to the original relationship finding.  Poor black students who 

participate in “one” activity have a 2.4-percent (13.6-11.2-percent) greater chance of 

scoring in the top half compared to the original relationship finding.  Poor black students 

who participate in “none” have a 2.2-percent (9.0-11.2-percent) smaller chance of scoring 

in the top half compared to the original relationship finding.   

 

In sum, Extracurricular Participation has a small, but noticeable effect on how well low-

SES black students perform: when these students participate in extracurricular activities 

they tend to do better.   This relationship between extracurricular activity and academic 

performance is similar to the one found for the entire sample; however, it should, be noted 

that in every category of participation in extracurricular activities low-SES black students 

are roughly one-third as likely to realize benefits compared to the entire sample (e.g., for 

the entire sample of low-SES students who participate in “more than one” activity, 38.5-

percent chance of them score in the top half of TCXDIC, while for their black 

counterparts 16.9-percent do).  Once again, we find that the disadvantage of having 

colored skin is striking.   

(See Table 25 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving Extracurricular 

Participation) 

 

Parent Aspirations  

 

Social Class Comparison 

 Black students from low-SES families whose parents aspire for “at least masters” (high) 

have a 3.6-percent (14.8-11.2-percent) greater chance for scoring in the top half compared 

to the original relationship finding.  Poor black students whose parents aspire for “college 
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grad” have a 2.5-percent (8.7-11.2-percent) smaller chance of scoring in the top half 

compared to the original relationship finding.  Poor black students whose parents aspire 

for “less than college grad” (low) have a 3.6-percent (7.6-11.2-percent) smaller chance of 

scoring in the top half compared to the original relationship finding.   

 

In sum, Parent Aspirations have a very small effect on how well low-SES black students 

perform: when these students’ parents’ aspirations are “high” they tend to perform 

marginally better.   While the relationship has maintained itself for “high” aspirations, its 

strength has reduced, and “medium” parents’ aspiration no longer has a positive effect 

compared to the pattern in the overall sample.  Once again, we find striking differences 

between low-SES black students compared to the entire sample of low-SES students, with 

parental aspirations for the entire sample yielding much more beneficial effects on low-

SES student academic performance.   

(See Table 26 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving Parent Aspirations) 

 

Gender   

 

Social Class Comparison  

Black female students from the low-SES families have a 0.3-percent (10.9-11.2-percent) 

smaller chance of scoring in the top half compared to the original relationship finding, 

while poor black males have a 0.2-percent (11.4-11.2-percent) greater chance of scoring in 

the top half compared to the original relationship finding.   

 

In sum, Gender does not have a significant effect on how well low-SES black students 

perform – much the same as was found for the entire sample of low-SES students.   

(See Table 27 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving Gender) 
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Master Table of Findings Controlling for Ethnicity (Hispanic students)  

Table 16 presents the original relationship between student's family SES (Ses2) and combined 

math and reading standardized test scores (TXCDIC) for Hispanic students (see row 1).  The 

table then presents this relationship with the same controls used in Table 2.  The key concern 

of this section is to see if the relationships found for the entire sample of low-SES high school 

sophomores maintain themselves for Hispanic students (for example, does going to a Catholic 

or private school yield advantages for Hispanic students the same way it does for the entire 

sample?).   

 

Table 16: Master Table of Findings Controlling for Ethnicity (Hispanic students)- the 

relationship between student's family SES (Ses2) and combined math and reading 

standardized test scores (TXCDIC) controlling for ethnicity. 

 

Variable Lowest SES% 

For Hispanic Students 19.4 

School Type   

 Other Private 5.0 

 Catholic  43.7 

 Public 19.2 

Family Composition   

 Single Parent 21.2 

 Blended 19.1 

 Lives with Mom & Dad 18.5 

School Urbanicity   

 Rural 19.4 

 Suburban 19.7 

 Urban 19.1 

School Size   

 >1,000 Students 22.0 

 <1,000 Students 16.2 

Class Size   

 >400 Students 20.6 

 <400 Students 16.7 

Hrs/day watching TV/videos/ playing VG   

 >5 Hours 14.4 

 3-5 Hours 21.9 

 <2 Hours 21.7 
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Table 16 contd 

 

Time on Homework   

 >11 Hours 32.2 

 5-11 Hours 18.1 

 <5 Hours 16.6 

Athletic Participation   

 Yes 22.0 

 No 19.3 

Extracurricular Participation   

 >One activity 28.7 

 One activity 19.6 

 None 18.1 

Parent Aspirations   

 At least Masters 25.4 

 College Grad 18.0 

 <College Grad 9.9 

Sex   

 Female 18.6 

 Male 20.2 
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School Type  

 

Social Class Comparison 

Hispanic students from low-SES families who attend “Other private” school have a 14.4-

percent (5.0-19.4-percent) smaller chance of scoring in the top half compared to the 

original relationship.  Poor Hispanics who attend “Catholic” school have a 24.3-percent 

(43.7-19.4-percent) greater chance of scoring in the top half as their poor Hispanic 

counterparts.  Poor Hispanic students who attend “public” school have a 0.2-precent 

(19.2-19.4-percent) smaller chance of scoring in the top half as their poor black peers.  

Thus, school type is significant for poor Hispanic students’ academic performance.   

 

In sum, School Type does have a significant effect on how well low-SES Hispanic students 

perform – however, only when these students attend Catholic schools do they tend to 

perform better.   Strikingly, “Other private” schools no longer assist in academic 

performance as was seen in the pattern for the overall sample.  Thus, as we found when 

controlling for race it appears more research is necessary to explain why low-SES 

Hispanic students perform so poorly in “Other private” schools compared to Catholic 

schools.  The expectation for low-SES Hispanic students was essentially the same for that 

of the entire sample of low-SES students – that is, that attending Catholic or “Other 

private” high schools would both produce significant benefits.   

(See Table 17 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving School Type) 

 

Family Composition  

 

Social Class Comparison  

Hispanic students from low-SES families who live with a “mom and dad” have a 0.9-

percent (18.5-19.4-percent) smaller chance of scoring in the top half compared to the 

original relationship findings.  Poor Hispanic students who live in a “blended” family 

have a 0.3-percent (19.1-19.4-percent) smaller chance of scoring in the top half compared 

to the original relationship findings.  Poor Hispanic students with live with a “single 
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parent” have a 1.9-percent (21.3-19.4-percent) greater chance of scoring in the top half 

compared to the original relationship findings.   

 

In sum, Family Composition essentially has little or no effect on how well low-SES 

Hispanic students perform.  What little relationship that is evident actually reverses what 

was found for the overall sample, in that, students who live with a “single parent” 

actually tend to perform marginally better than their counterparts in blended or intact 

“mom and dad” families. Perhaps more Spanish and less English is spoken in the intact 

families and this is why they do not produce the hypothesized beneficial effect on the 

academic performance of low-SES students.  However, further research is called for.   

(See Table 18 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving Family Composition) 

 

School Urbanicity   

 

Social Class Comparison  

Hispanic students from low-SES families who attend “rural” schools have a 0.0-percent 

(19.4-19.4-percent) chance of scoring in the top half as their poor Hispanic counterparts.  

Poor Hispanic students who attend “suburban” schools have a 0.3-percent (19.7-19.4-

percent) greater chance of scoring in the top half of their poor Hispanic peers.  Poor 

Hispanic students who attend “public” schools have a 0.3-percent (19.1-19.4-percent) 

smaller chance of scoring in the top half as their poor Hispanic peers.    

 

In sum, School Urbanicity has virtually no effect on how well low-SES Hispanic students 

perform.   And once again, we find that the original pattern of the overall sample does not 

hold.  More research is needed.   

(See Table 19 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving School Urbanicity) 

 

School Size   

 

Social Class Comparison 

Hispanic students from low-SES families who attend “small” schools have a 3.2-percent 

(16.2-19.4-percent) smaller chance of scoring in the top half compared to the original 
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relationship findings.  Poor Hispanic students who attend a “large” school have a 2.6-

perent (22.0-19.4-percent) greater chance of scoring in the top half compared to the 

original relationship findings.   

 

In sum, School Size has a small effect on how well low-SES Hispanic students perform.   

And as with the sample of low-SES black students, the finding is a reversal of what was 

found for the entire sample of low-SES students.  For the entire sample, low-SES students 

tend to do better in smaller school settings (< 1,000 students), while Hispanic students 

tend to do better in larger schools (> 1,000 students). It is not clear why this reversal and 

findings has been realized, and further research is definitely needed.  

(See Table 20 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving School Size) 

 

Class Size  

 

Social Class Comparison 

Hispanic students from the low-SES families who have a “small” class size have a 2.7-

percent (16.7-19.4-percent) smaller chance of scoring in the top half compared to the 

original relationship finding.  Poor Hispanic students who have a “large” class size have a 

1.2-percent (20.6-19.4-percent) greater chance of scoring in the top half compared to the 

original relationship findings.   

 

In sum, Class Size has only a very small effect on how well low-SES Hispanic students 

perform, and we once again find that the relationship is opposite what was found for the 

entire sample.  When these students are grouped into a larger class cohort (i.e., a large 

class size, > 400 students), they tend to do slightly better compared to their counterparts 

in small cohorts (< 400 students).   Further research is once again needed to explain this 

discrepancy between the Hispanics versus the overall samples.  

(See Table 21 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving Class Size) 
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Time Spent Watching Television and Playing Videogames   

 

Social Class Comparison 

Hispanic students from low-SES families who spend “less than two hours per day” 

watching television or playing videogames have a 2.3-percent (21.7-19.4-percent) greater 

chance of scoring in the top half of TXCDIC compared to the original relationship 

finding.  Poor Hispanics who spend “three to five hours per day” watching television or 

playing videogames have a 2.5-percent (21.9-19.4-percent) greater chance of scoring in 

the top half compared to the original relationship finding.  Poor Hispanics who spend 

“more than five hours per day” watching television or playing videogames have a 5.0-

percent (14.4-19.4-percent) smaller chance of scoring in the top half compared to the 

original relationship finding.   

 

In sum, Time Spent Watching Television and Playing Videogames has a small but 

noticeable effect on how well low-SES Hispanic students perform – and this effect is in the 

predicted direction: when these students spend less than five hours watching TV and 

playing videogames they tend to perform better.   While the relationship from the overall 

sample has maintained itself, its strength has dramatically reduced.  More research is 

once again called for.   

(See Table 22 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving Time Spent 

Watching Television and Playing Videogames) 

 

Time on Homework  

 

Social Class Comparison 

Hispanic students from low-SES families who spend “less than five hours per week” on 

homework have a 2.8-percent (16.6-19.4-percent) smaller chance of scoring in the top half 

compared to the original relationship finding.  Poor Hispanic students who spend “five to 

eleven hours per week” on homework have a 1.3-percent (18.1-19.4-percent) smaller 

chance of scoring in the top half compared to the original relationship finding.  Poor 

Hispanic students who spend “more than eleven hours per week” on homework have a 
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12.8-percent (32.2-19.4-percent) greater chance of scoring in the top half compared to the 

original relationship finding.   

 

In sum, Time on Homework has a significant effect on how well low-SES Hispanic 

students perform: when these students spend more than eleven hours per week on 

homework they tend to do better, but the relationship compared to the findings for the 

overall sample has not maintained itself for poorer students who spend “five to eleven 

hours per week” on homework.  Once again, we need more research to explain this 

discrepancy.   

(See Table 23 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving Time on Homework) 

 

Athletic Participation   

 

Social Class Comparison 

Hispanic students from low-SES families who participate in athletics have a 2.6-percent 

(22.0-19.4-percent) greater chance of scoring in the top half compared to the original 

relationship finding.  Poor Hispanics who do not participate in athletics have a 0.1-percent 

(19.3-19.4-percent) smaller chance of scoring in the top half compared to the original 

relationship finding.   

 

In sum, Athletic Participation has a very slight effect on how well low-SES Hispanic 

students perform, but the effect is in the predicted direction and mirrors that of the overall 

sample of low-SES students: when these students participate in athletics they tend to do 

slightly better.    

(See Table 24 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving Athletic 

Participation) 

 

Extracurricular Participation   

 

Social Class Comparison  

Hispanic students from low-SES families who participate in “more than one” 

extracurricular activity have a 9.3-percent (28.7-19.4-percent) greater chance of scoring in 
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the top half compared to the original relationship finding.  Poor Hispanic students who 

participate in “one” activity have a 0.2-percent (19.6-19.4-percent) greater chance of 

scoring in the top half compared to the original relationship finding.  Poor Hispanic 

students who do participate in “none” have a 1.3-percent (18.1-19.4-percent) smaller 

chance of scoring in the top half compared to the original relationship finding.   

 

In sum, Extracurricular Participation has a significant effect on how well low-SES 

Hispanic students perform: when these students participate in “more than one” 

extracurricular activity, they tend to do better.   Though not as strong a relationship as 

was found for the entire sample, it does mirror the finding for the entire sample.     

(See Table 25 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving Extracurricular 

Participation) 

 

Parent Aspirations   

 

Social Class Comparison  

Hispanic Students from low-SES families whose parents aspire “at least masters” for their 

child have a 6.0-percent (25.4-19.4-percent) greater chance of scoring in the top half of 

TXCDIC compared to the original relationship finding.  Poor Hispanic students whose 

parents have aspirations of “college grad” have a 1.4-percent (18.0-19.4-percent) smaller 

chance of scoring in the top half compared to the original relationship finding.  Poor 

Hispanic students whose parents aspire “less than college grad” have an 9.5-percent (9.9-

19.4-percent) smaller chance of scoring in the top half compared to the original 

relationship finding.  Thus, parent aspirations are significant for poor Hispanic students’ 

academic performance.   

 

In sum, Parent Aspirations have a moderately significant effect on how well low-SES 

Hispanic students perform: when these students’ parents have “high” (at least masters) 

aspirations, they tend to perform better.   However, at all levels of parental aspirations, 

this relationship is not as strong for low-SES Hispanic students when compared to the 

pattern found in the overall sample.   



The Influence of Childhood Poverty on Life Chances-                                                      

The Case of Academic Performance  

Senior Capstone Project for Katherine McCabe 

- 43 - 

(See Table 26 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving Parent Aspirations) 

 

Gender 

 

Social Class Comparison 

Hispanic female students from low-SES families have a 0.8-percent (18.6-19.4-percent) 

smaller chance of scoring in the top half compared to the original relationship finding.  

Poor Hispanic males have a 0.8-percent (20.2-19.4-percent) greater chance of scoring in 

the top half compared to the original relationship finding.  Thus, gender has no significant 

impact on poor Hispanic students’ academic performance.   

 

In sum, Gender does not have a significant effect on how well low-SES Hispanic students 

perform: when these students are male they tend to do marginally better than their female 

counterparts, but the percentage difference appears trivial.   Thus, the sample of low-SES 

Hispanic students mirrors that of the overall sample of low-SES students.   

(See Table 27 in the Appendix for the partial relationships involving Parent Aspirations) 
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CONCLUSIONS & RECOMMENDATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH 

The literature review and my own statistical analyses have not only confirmed existing 

research and documentation of the positive relationship between poverty and academic 

performance, but also added to this area of study by identifying several factors that reduce the 

negative effects on academic performance of children living in low-SES conditions.  This 

study demonstrates we do have the ability to make positive adjustments and thoughtful 

actions that create environments that are conducive to and supportive of academic 

achievement.  

This Honors project has shown that the generally strong negative correlation between 

childhood poverty and academic performance is lessened  when poor children: (1) attend 

Catholic or private schools instead of public schools; (2) reside in intact two-parent families; 

(3) have a parent with high aspirations for academic achievement; (4) participate in 

extracurricular activities; (5) attend smaller schools (<1,000 students); (6) reduce television 

watching and video game playing to less than two hours per day; (7) increase their time on 

homework (to greater than eleven hours per week).  Importantly, some of these findings do 

not stand up well when controls are made for race and ethnicity.  More specifically, African 

American and Hispanic students tend to do poorer than their white counterparts and their poor 

performance is resistant to several of the contexts and characteristics that apply to their white 

counterparts.   

As a result of performing comparative analyses for race and ethnicity, there were 

findings that were not consistent with the patterns found in the overall sample, and thus, 

should be further studied.  For instance, many of the findings for race diverged from the 

patterns for the overall sample.  Low-SES black students actually tend to perform better when 

they: 1) attend “Other private” schools; 2) live in blended families; 3) spend more time 

watching TV and playing videogames; and 4) do not participate in athletics.  The 

effectiveness of the following controls were weakened as a result of controlling for race 

(black): 1) time on homework; 2) extracurricular participation; and 3) parent aspirations.   

Additionally, school urbanicity, school size, and class size did not have any noteworthy 

significant effects on low-SES black students’ academic performance as they did for the 

overall sample.  
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 Similarly, the findings that deviated from the overall sample for ethnicity should also 

be studied.  Low-SES Hispanic students actually tend to perform better when they: 1) only 

attend Catholic schools; 2) live in single-parent families; 3) attended larger schools; 4) have 

larger class sizes; 5) only when the most of time is spent on homework; and 6) only when 

parents have the highest aspirations for their children. The following controls were slightly 

weakened when the control for low-SES Hispanic students was controlled for, but they were 

all still in the predicted direction: 1) time spent watching TV and playing videogames; 2) 

athletic participation; and 3) extracurricular participation.   Gender was consistent with the 

overall sample for both race and ethnicity.   

These findings are the foundation for future research on changes that can be made to 

improve the education experience and quality in the United States.  The intention of revealing 

these facts is to consequently take action that will strive to make progress towards achieving 

access to adequate education for all, and more opportunity for academic achievement for 

students from low socioeconomic backgrounds.  Strikingly, the findings reported in this study 

reveal the need for special intensive research on students of color – more particularly, why do 

the conditions that modify the relationship between SES and academic performance have a 

tendency not to apply to students with African American or Hispanic backgrounds?    
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