
Learn how you can succeed with the students who need 
you most in ways you never thought possible.

In this thought-provoking book, renowned educator and learning expert Eric Jensen 
takes his most personal, profound look yet at how poverty and inequity hurt students 
and their chances for success in life—and how teachers across all grade levels and sub-
ject areas can infuse equity into every aspect of their practice.

Drawing from a broad survey of research, personal and professional experience,  
and inspiring real-life success stories, Teaching with Poverty and Equity in Mind 
explains how teachers can

•	 Build relationships with students and create a classwide “in-group” where  
all learners feel a sense of safety and belonging.

•	 Incorporate relevance and cultural responsiveness into curriculum and instruc-
tion, increasing student buy-in and replacing compliance with collaboration  
and leadership. 

•	 Use the uplifting power of stories to optimize energy and engagement and foster 
growth mindsets.

•	 Provide clear, actionable feedback that empowers students to evaluate and direct 
their own learning.

•	 Shift from disciplining students to coaching them with empathy, thereby  
de-escalating disruptions and fostering more productive behaviors.

•	 Build stronger brains and cultivate capacity through powerful accelerated  
learning tools. 

•	 Take steps to become a reflective and equitable educator, examining and debunk-
ing harmful biases and establishing personal and professional habits for a lifetime 
of growth.

This insightful, comprehensive guide also includes reflection prompts and down-
loadable tools and templates to help you move forward with implementation. 

If we truly believe all students deserve a high-quality education, we need to commit 
to equity. It starts with each one of us. It starts with you.
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Preface

vii

More than a decade ago, I wrote a book called Teaching with Poverty 
in Mind: What Being Poor Does to Kids’ Brains and What Schools Can 
Do About It. Why have I decided to follow up with this new volume, 
expanding on the subject of supporting students who live in poverty? 
For you to understand it better, you’ll want to read a brief (and true) 
story about a kid. This young boy’s life changed at age 2, when his mom 
walked out. Tears gushed liquid pain down his face. Divorce is always 
tough on children, and the boy felt like he had just been hit by a bus. 
Unfortunately, his father had no idea how to raise his three kids. Four 
years of “take any babysitter you can find” (some of them would have 
been arrested in today’s world) motivated his dad to remarry for the 
first of three times.

This boy’s first stepmother was violent, alcoholic, and abusive. 
Without hesitation, his oldest sister found safety living with the next-
door neighbors for seven years. His other sister moved into the garage, 
where she lived with no bathroom. 

The stepmother made life a living hell for her new stepchildren. This 
kid never, ever went into the kitchen when she was there, because that’s 
where the knives were kept. Marital fights were common, and so was 
broken glass and blood.

The boy’s father felt trapped in a bad marriage. He worked during 
the day, then was off to night school, and added weekends with the 
National Guard. The boy was often locked out of his own house, and 
he snacked from a bag of Purina dry dog food in the garage between 
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viii       Teaching With Poverty and Equity in Mind

meals. From 2nd through 10th grade, his daily mindset at home and at 
school was “Just one more day. I can do this.” 

To help him escape his hellish home and get away to safety, his dad 
moved him (with his “garage” sister) out of the house. He lived with his 
uncle (and attended a new school), then with his grandmother (attend-
ing another school), and then independently (at yet another school). 
After each move away, his unstable stepmother would promise to “be 
good,” and they would move back home. The cycle of violence repeated 
itself again and again. Moving around was the norm, not the exception; 
this kid went to three elementary schools, four middle schools, and 
two high schools (nine total schools and 66 teachers).

This kid was never taught social-emotional skills, and because he 
was never at any school long enough, he developed few friendships. 
Neither his father nor his stepmother ever said “I love you” or gave him 
a hug. Trust me, that really messes up a kid.

He was often truant and sent to the office for discipline issues. 
Why? In class, this kid usually sat in the back making wisecracks, feel-
ing stressed, and wondering, “What is it going to be like when I get 
home? Will I get hurt again?” For him, home was unsafe and a source of 
chronic stress. I would guess that most of his teachers were pretty sure 
he was going nowhere and would amount to nothing.

Yet somehow, all of this felt “normal.” Why? His peers were expe-
riencing the same thing. He had three friends, and two of them had 
abusive fathers. By age 20, he had been arrested twice and had almost 
dropped out of school. 

Maybe you’re asking, “Is there a point to this story? Why are you 
telling me about this kid’s upbringing?” 

The kid I have been describing was myself. In the widely publi-
cized Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) survey, nearly half of all 
school-age kids in America have at least one childhood risk factor (e.g., 
divorce, abuse, drugs, parental incarceration, alcohol, mental illness). 
When you have four or more adverse childhood experiences, you pass 
a threshold for being at a particularly high risk of adverse physical and 
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Preface       ix

mental health outcomes (Felliti et al., 1998). I can check seven factors 
(out of ten). I don’t expect sympathy, credit, or blame. I didn’t choose 
my parents, my neighborhood, my DNA, or my upbringing. It is what 
it is: crappy luck.

I am also not telling you I grew up in poverty; I didn’t. My story is 
relevant because I do know (firsthand) a bit about growing up with 
adversity. I also grew up with white privilege, meaning I never experi-
enced racism and daily microaggressions based on my ethnicity. There 
was no generational or historical trauma in my world, as many people 
of color experience. 

If you’re wondering how my two older sisters turned out, they strug-
gled. Between them, they’ve had four marriages and four divorces. Two 
children were abandoned; both sisters have often been depressed; one 
contemplated suicide. They have lived in poverty much of their lives. I 
have seen firsthand the impact of their adverse childhood experiences. 

It took me 25 long years (starting after high school) to turn my life 
around. Can I take credit for that? Yes and no. I was lucky enough to 
meet high-quality adults who became my role models. That helped me 
pivot and change my life.

I also had to go head-to-head with my own attachment disorder, 
antisocial personality disorder, attention deficit disorder, physical 
trauma, and chronic stress. I had to learn how to be around people, to 
trust them, and to quit lying. Over time, I learned social skills, emo-
tional skills, and self-worth. Once I started to work on myself, making 
a living and having a life became easier for me. With tools, I had hope. 

I could not have written this book any earlier in my life. There is so 
much I simply did not know when I wrote Teaching with Poverty in Mind 
in 2009, and I had not dealt with the trauma and healed myself enough to 
write this book. I still have much to learn, and I am growing every year. 
As soon as I feel like I have risen to a new plateau, I become humbled 
again. As the book moves forward, I’ll walk you though my growth.

I often share a message with teachers and students I work with: 
“Life’s not fair, but you always have a choice.” You have choices in the 
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x       Teaching with Poverty and Equity in Mind

jobs you interview for, the job you accept, the attitude you bring to 
work, the decisions you make at work, the people you call friends, the 
foods you eat, whether you do or don’t have children, the person who 
becomes your partner, and how you spend your time on this planet. 

At work, you choose whether you greet students with a smile and 
warmth every day or not. You choose whether you are an ally or an 
adversary to your students. You choose whether you work on yourself 
daily or stay the same. The teachers who are perceived by students as 
adversaries usually dislike their jobs. The teachers who believe in their 
students, support them, and have faith in them are perceived as allies. 
Yes, luck does play a part in life, but your choices do, too. You do have 
a choice. Every day. 

Now, you may say to me, “Eric, you are privileged and have no idea 
what it’s like living on a teacher’s salary.” Actually, I do know. First, I 
taught middle and high school in San Diego for seven years (wages 
under $15,000 per year). And here’s a memo: San Diego was (and is) a 
very expensive city. But I simply made the decision to live cheaply. For 
seven years, I never paid more than $50 a month for housing. I lived in 
a laundry room for two years, paying just $25 a month. In college, I had 
a food budget contest with my college roommate. I won it, spending 
just under $14 ... for a month of food! (Yes, I ate mostly oatmeal and 
potatoes.) I was a caretaker for a professor’s property for five years and 
lived in a 15-foot travel trailer for $50 a month. My point is, you would 
be surprised at what you can do. It may be better than you think you 
can do. You always have a choice.

Over the years, I have faced many of the same demons that I am ask-
ing you to face. I struggled with my identity, the stories I chose to share, 
my implicit biases, my lack of self-care, and the difficulty of setting an 
intention for each day. In this book, you’ll learn how I grappled with 
these challenges and came to deal with them.

This book is about how you might approach and succeed with 
students from adversity. The next time you have a kid in your class 
who appears unmotivated or is acting out, remember this: I WAS one 
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Preface       xi

of those kids, and I took it personally when a teacher judged me and 
refused to help me succeed. Never wait for a kid to show potential; they 
all have it.

I have continued on a path of growth since I wrote Teaching with 
Poverty in Mind, and I’ll never stop. This new book has different points 
of view, stronger evidence, and a wider perspective on the issues. This 
book will show you why and how you can love your job. I am also hop-
ing that as you read this book, you’ll enjoy learning how to foster a 
better version of you. 
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1

Introduction

This book may be unsettling for you. You’ll be addressed as if you’re 
sitting right across from me and we’re having a conversation.

We are going to start with a lie.
The lie is one of the most damaging, inexcusable, and widespread 

lies of the last 100 years. The lie has ruined millions of lives. The lie has 
cost our economy trillions of dollars. This lie has changed the course of 
education, and hence America’s economy, social structure, and culture.

You have been told many lies as an educator. It’s time to set the 
record straight. Because when you become more aware of what’s hurt-
ing you and your students, you’ll likely choose to grow, change, and get 
better results in the classroom. Or, you’ll quit. That halfway in-between 
zone is not going to make it for you anymore.

Here’s the lie: “All students deserve a high-quality public school edu-
cation.” As a nation, we superficially espouse this lofty ideal—and then 
fail to back it up with better pay for our teachers, reliable funding, real-
istic policies, and action. We can get rah-rah about meritocracy, hard 
work, and earning your way “up the ladder,” but this lack of follow-up 
on our supposed values has become comfortably accepted by too many.

Countless students have been misled about opportunities and 
subjected to lower expectations. Many have found that their culture 
is unwelcome at school, have faced discrimination, and have been 
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2       Teaching with Poverty and Equity in Mind

excluded from gifted classes. Millions of students of color have been 
assigned less-skilled, less-experienced, and undertrained teachers, 
often with a temporary certification. Innumerable students from pov-
erty have been steered away from challenging or lucrative career oppor-
tunities because of perceptions of weaker character or intelligence.

Most of us in education are guilty. The good news is that times are 
changing. I am hoping you are reading this book because you are consid-
ering being part of the change. But why change, and why change now?

When teachers succeed with middle-income and upper-income 
students, they will assign a positive impact to their role. In fact, in sur-
veys, most teachers say they are doing a “pretty good job.” They believe 
they work hard to help their students succeed, and sharing credit for 
that success seems justified. Who could blame them?

But what happens when you ask teachers about the negative impact 
of their role in a school with students from poverty? There is rarely 
a self-assigned responsibility for disparities in academic outcomes. 
Instead, most teachers have a narrative to explain students’ lack of aca-
demic success. Many teachers use “code speak” to describe why their 
proficiency scores, engagement responses, and discipline numbers are 
lower with poor students. Some teachers will play the sympathy card: 
“Bless their hearts. They come from poor families; you can just guess 
what that’s like.” Many use the character card: “He’s just not motivated,” 
or “She’s got an attitude that won’t stop.” Some teachers play the bad-
seed behavior card: “Well, you know his father’s in prison, so the apple 
doesn’t fall far from the tree.” Still other teachers play the “times have 
changed” card: “Our student body has changed; kids used to be better 
disciplined, speak English, and work hard. Nowadays, it’s all different.” 
If this is how staff members at your school speak to one another, your 
students may have a bleak future.

Roughly half of students who start school in the United States will 
struggle. These students often experience some form of marginalization: 
They live in poverty, they are students of color, they are immigrants, 
they are English learners, or they have special needs. The majority of 
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Introduction       3

these students will start school below grade level, and somehow, after 
13 years of school, most will not have become proficient in reading, 
writing, or problem solving. They will have fallen behind their peers of 
higher socioeconomic status. Too few ever catch up.

So there you have it: plenty of reasons to explain why students from 
poverty will always struggle in school. But if it’s inevitable, why did I 
write a new book on teaching students from poverty? You’ll find out as 
you explore each of the nine chapters in this book.

Before I introduce each chapter, keep in mind that I have chosen to 
exclude many of the basics of teaching. This book assumes you already 
know how to plan lessons, set up your room, handle transitions, and 
design and conduct useful formative assessment. If not, there are other 
books that cover those topics well. This book is designed to fill in the 
gaps that are unique to teaching students from poverty and takes a 
fresh approach with equity in mind. I hope you find this approach to 
be valuable.

The book is organized around core equity questions. The first chap-
ter is about discovery; it asks you to “Start with Yourself.” Chapter 2, 
“Conscious Connections,” gives you three critical relationship levels to 
reach with your students. Chapter 3 explains how to “Raise the Roof” 
by fostering high expectations in ways that matter most.

Chapter 4 explores “Equitable Environments” as one of the core 
paths to your success. Chapter 5, “Rousing Relevance,” introduces you 
to what matters most in students’ school experiences; relevance and 
engagement are pretty high on most students’ lists. Chapter 6 has you 
“Scaffold Scorekeeping.” You’ll learn how to provide high-quality feed-
back in ways that will work for every student. In Chapter 7, you’ll learn 
how to move “From Discipline to Coaching.” This chapter shows you 
a simple three-part path to fostering better behaviors. You’ll learn the 
secrets to de-escalation and other classroom climate challenges.

In Chapter 8, “Cognitive Climbers,” we’ll explore the powerful 
accelerated learning tools that I’ve used for decades to help educators 
become amazingly good at teaching. You’ll get reminders of how to 
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4       Teaching with Poverty and Equity in Mind

build equity in every class. The last chapter is “The Emerging You.” The 
core tenet here is that change is not easy, but it is doable. You’ll learn 
how to reset your brain for a new path forward, and you’ll discover 
what tools and resources you will need to be a successful teacher.

As an educator, you likely value learning and growing. Every chapter 
in this book will be putting those values on the line. This book is about 
growing you. We will start with a bit of unlearning, clearing debris, and 
dispelling myths.
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5

1
Start with Yourself

Student Questions

➢	“Who is my teacher, and what does my teacher believe?”

➢	“Does my teacher respect and support me, or will I be marginalized 
again?”

This first chapter is focused on you. Now, you may be tempted to push 
back and say, “Wait a minute, I just wanted some strategies for my class-
room.” But pause for a second. How has that “grab and go” approach 
been working out for you and your students? Are your students reach-
ing grade-level proficiency every year? Do you love your work? Do you 
achieve high inclusion and engagement with every student, every day? 
Do your students grow at a rate at or above your high expectations? Is 
classroom discipline a nonissue for you? Do your students love being 
in your class?

These are far from rhetorical questions. The experiences above not 
only are possible, but also commonly happen with high-performing 
Title I teachers. There are teachers who get more than a year and a 
half ’s worth of learning gains every year.

Now, if you can already answer a strong “Yes” to every one of those 
questions, feel free to give this book to someone who needs it more 
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6       Teaching with Poverty and Equity in Mind

than you do. But if you’re like most teachers, your “No” answers might 
be ready for an update.

You noticed some student questions at the start of this chapter. You’ll 
see such questions throughout the book. One of the book’s messages 
is that unless your teaching answers the questions your students care 
about most, you’ll lose them. They will disconnect, and your school 
year will not go well.

Each chapter will assist you in better answering the student ques-
tions at the start of that chapter. The focus of this book is on what stu-
dents need. Why? That message is at the core of equity.

Today is the first day of the rest of your teaching career. Let’s begin 
with a different approach. Your topics in this chapter are:

•	 Start with Yourself
•	 The Impact of Poverty on Your Students
•	 How Your Brain Works Against You
•	 Emerging Equity Tools to Embrace

As in each of the other chapters, this one includes several sections 
at the end to help you reflect on the information and move forward on 
your growth journey:

•	 Chapter in a Nutshell
•	 Revisit the Student Questions
•	 Before the Next Chapter

We’ll begin with a shift in how you learn and prepare. I’m sure that 
before you begin each class, you have made your preparations and you 
know just what you intend to do. You have asked the usual questions: 
“Have I got this? Is this handled, and is that taken care of?” But it’s pos-
sible that you’ve failed to include the most important questions—the 
questions that your students care about the most.

In this first chapter, we’ll be holding up a mirror. Each school year, 
your new students are asking, “Who are you?” It’s time we explore what 
you believe, assume, and subsequently act on. Has your school added 

TeachingWithPovertyAndEquityInMind_Jensen.indd   6TeachingWithPovertyAndEquityInMind_Jensen.indd   6 3/8/22   9:27 PM3/8/22   9:27 PM

 
ADVANCE COPY—NOT FINAL. NOT FOR DISTRIBUTION.



Start with Yourself       7

“grit” to the curriculum? Do you know that kids from poverty often show 
more grit than their teachers do? Low-income 8th grade students will end 
up graduating from high school at a 78 percent rate, which is increasing 
annually (Atwell, Balfanz, Bridgeland, & Ingram, 2019). But during the 
same five-year span, only 56 percent of new teachers will stay in the pro-
fession (Ingersoll et al., 2018). Seems like students have grit already.

After five years in school, the majority of students from poverty read 
below the 4th grade level. Most students eligible for free or reduced 
lunches are at a basic reading level or below (Nation’s Report Card, 
2019). This is a critical benchmark. As if that’s not bad enough, in the 
next eight years, the majority are still below grade level in reading pro-
ficiency. We can sugarcoat that any way you’d like, but collectively, we 
are failing our students. As you read this chapter, you’ll see in a whole 
new way why this is happening.

For starters, do you understand poverty? Is it a federal guideline for 
income earned by a family of four? Is it an aggregate of chronic risk fac-
tors? Maybe you’ve lived in poverty and have your own understanding 
of it. We all know it’s not an assured destiny, nor is it an automatic, pre-
dicted lifetime outcome. And although there are many sensible policy 
suggestions, there’s simply a lack of political will to implement most of 
them. For the moment, let’s narrow our focus to what you have strong 
influence over right away, at your workplace.

Start with Yourself
In any learning experience for their own students, successful teachers 
will typically start out with discovery. Let’s do the same thing here and 
find out what you already know about the impact poverty has on your 
students. Figure 1.1 lists 10 statements, and you will decide whether 
each is true or false. Grab a pen or pencil and mark your responses. 
Take this seriously, because you’ll want to find out where you stand and 
discover what you already know about poverty.
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8       Teaching with Poverty and Equity in Mind

Debrief Time

The answers to the quiz are in Appendix A. If you got 9 or 10 correct, congratu-
lations! If you got 8 or fewer correct, join the club. Maybe you know less about 
poverty than you thought you did. Did you discover that some of your beliefs 
may not be true? Take four minutes and do a quick write. Just offload what’s 
on your mind. You can also do this assignment verbally or share with a part-
ner. There will be more opportunities to grow your awareness, knowledge, 
and skill sets as you move forward.

Figure 1.1  10 Discovery Questions About Poverty

(T/F)   1. �The neighborhood that kids live in and the classroom teachers they 
have in school are two of the biggest influences on students’ lifelong 
success. 

(T/F)   2. �Children from low-income families start school with smaller and 
less-complex vocabularies than their middle-income or high-
income peers. There’s a 30-million-word gap.

(T/F)   3. �Students from poverty have typical brain development. They just 
fall behind because of lack of motivation or parental support. 
Unfortunately, once a student from poverty enters school one to 
three years behind, there is little hope. 

(T/F)   4. �Even if you’re poor in the United States, you’re still doing pretty well. 
Poor people often have cell phones, name-brand shoes, and big- 
screen TVs. 

(T/F)   5. �The U.S. education system is mostly equal and fair, partly because we 
live in a meritocracy (a system based on effort and achievement). 

(T/F)   6. �Poor people value education about the same as middle-income 
people do.

(T/F)   7. �It’s cheaper to be poor. Poor people don’t have to pay for a lot of 
things that middle-income and wealthy people have to pay for.

(T/F)   8. �Most poor people are unmotivated and lack ambition. They are 
more likely to be substance abusers than middle-income and 
wealthy people are.

 (T/F)   9. �African Americans in poverty have higher rates of suicide, depres-
sion, and drug use and lower rates of college attendance and 
completion than those in any other racial or economic category.

 (T/F) 10. �Poor people get more government handouts than nonpoor people do.
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Start with Yourself       9

The Impact of Poverty on Your Students
There are, of course, many ways to define poverty. I typically define 
poverty as the presence of multiple adverse risk factors leading to eco-
nomic, emotional, social, cultural, and biological disadvantages that 
are multiplied by systemic classism and racism. But poverty is still best 
defined by each and every person, one by one. There are more than 
30 million adults in the United States living in poverty (U.S. Census 
Bureau, 2020), but each person’s story is unique. Remember, some 
poor people live a blessed life, full of gratitude, health, and love. They 
live within their means with an intact family. Many nonpoor people 
may dream daily of a life that good. As Nobel Prize–winning econ-
omists Abhijit Banerjee and Esther Duflo observe, we need “to stop 
reducing the poor to cartoon characters and take the time to really 
understand their lives, in all their complexity and richness” (Biswas, 
2019, para. 11). We cannot and should not make generalizations about 
poor people.

The real truths about poverty can typically elude even the most 
dedicated social scientists. Poverty is not defined by the opinion of 
a researcher who writes an article, blog, or book (like this one). It is 
not defined by someone who grew up in poverty, and then shares their 
life story and wants to generalize it to every student. It is not defined 
by one community in one part of the country. (Should we pick rural, 
urban, or suburban?) And it is certainly not defined by broad-stroke 
Department of Labor statistics.

To add to the challenge, addressing poverty in your classroom is dif-
ferent from addressing race, although there are correlations between the 
two. Understanding that the experience of poverty can be exacerbated 
by racial injustice is critical. Many teachers are unaware that most pub-
lic schools discriminate against people of color. Nationally, our schools 
have facilitated significant inequity, and it’s time for that to stop. The 
U.S. Census found that in the United States in 2019, “the share of Blacks 
in poverty was 1.8 times greater than their share among the general 
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10       Teaching with Poverty and Equity in Mind

population. Blacks represented 13.2% of the total population in the 
United States, but 23.8% of the poverty population. The share of Hispan-
ics in poverty was 1.5 times more than their share in the general popu-
lation. Hispanics comprised 18.7% of the total population, but 28.1% of 
the population in poverty” (Creamer, 2020). Although the overrepre-
sentation of Blacks and Hispanics living in poverty is a critical concern, 
poverty is not solely a racial issue. Non-Hispanic Whites made up 41.6 
percent of all people in poverty in the United States in 2019, whereas 
Blacks made up just 23.8 percent and Hispanics made up 28.1 percent 
(Creamer, 2020). Although the reasons may be different, all of us have a 
stake in the process of teaching with poverty and equity in mind.

Typically, the greatest challenges for many teachers are in work-
ing with those who are different from themselves. Keep in mind that 
poverty refers to socioeconomic class only (not gender, geography, or 
ethnicity). However, achievement gaps for students of color give us 
additional incentives to acknowledge and change our practices. To 
become amazing, we’ll be starting down the path of equity and using 
several important processes to succeed. Three of the most common 
paths that we use to learn about equity are

1.	 The stories we are told and share.
2.	 The experiences we’ve had.
3.	 The research we read, watch, and share about poverty.

So, can we generalize anything at all? What does the research tell 
us? One way to understand poverty is through the adverse effects of 
early life experiences—that is, the dual impact of threat and depriva-
tion (McLaughlin, Weissman, & Bitrán, 2019). Those two forces impact 
a child’s cognitive, emotional, and social development in multiple ways.

The threat may be a debilitating or recurring trauma in the form of 
bullying; home, street, or school violence; internalized pressure from 
negative stereotypes; or careless and threatening teachers. The depri-
vation may include the loss of a parent (for instance, through divorce, 
incarceration, or death); loss of an agile parent (for instance, through 
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Start with Yourself       11

depression, cancer, or heart disease); loss of residence (for instance, 
via eviction); loss of respect (for instance, via racism); loss of safety 
(for instance, via unsafe housing or public transit commutes); or lack 
of high-quality schools, nearby access to affordable food, affordable 
health care, or high-level social contacts.

Another pathway to understand the lives of people living in poverty 
is through the Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) studies. These 
studies show clear links between poverty and childhood adversity 
(Hughes & Tucker, 2018; Raphael, 2011; Schweiger, 2019). The origi-
nal ACE study was one of the largest research inquiries into childhood 
adversity and corresponding adult health outcomes. The study began 
as a partnership between Dr. Robert Anda at Atlanta’s Centers for Dis-
ease Control (CDC) and Dr. Vincent Felitti at Kaiser Permanente in 
San Diego. More than 17,000 adult Health Maintenance Organization 
(HMO) members took a detailed physical exam and answered a list 
of questions about their childhood experiences. The beginning of the 
survey asked, “Did this happen to you before the age of 18?”

The survey questions included topics on abuse, neglect, divorce, 
incarceration, drug addiction, violence, mental health, eviction, and 
more. The ACE study tells us that there are correlations between child-
hood adversity and later health, cognitive, and social issues (Felitti et 
al., 1998). As you know, correlations are different from causality, so we 
are going to be cautious. For one thing, studies suggest there’s com-
monly a risk in using subjects’ self-reports of early childhood; there is 
evidence in studies of both underreporting and overreporting (Hardt 
& Rutter, 2004).

But given the size of the study, it’s still well worth our attention. Here 
are some of the student responses that often correlate with adverse 
childhood experiences:

•	 Chronic and acute stressors can lead to the possibility of greater 
impulsivity, on-off motivation, worse short-term and long-term 
memory, increased misbehavior in the classroom, less-reflective 
thinking and writing, and higher absenteeism.
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12       Teaching with Poverty and Equity in Mind

•	 Lack of access to mentors and inspiring adult connections can 
lead to less hope, weaker motivation, lack of life skills, and lack of 
encouraging role models.

•	 Substandard medical, emotional, and mental health resources 
mean less access to good food; lack of a healthy, supportive 
family structure; an increased potential for hearing issues; a 
decreased likelihood of vision care; and a decreased likelihood of 
immunizations.

•	 Lack of experienced, high-quality teachers in Title I schools 
can lead to lower expectations of the value of education, less like-
lihood of high school graduation, and increased hopelessness.

•	 Unsafe neighborhoods and housing instability can increase 
tardiness at school. High crime in unsafe neighborhoods means 
students may have to take time-consuming detours around a 
police scene. In addition, students may not have reliable transpor-
tation. If their families are evicted or moving, students will bring 
stressors to school. Exposure to violence can happen in a neigh-
borhood, at school, or at home. Students may normalize violence 
or have extreme responses to the trauma of it.

•	 Social and emotional skills not suited for classrooms might 
show up as poor behaviors, inappropriate responses to teacher 
requests, lack of empathy leading to disciplinary issues, and 
weaker social and personal relationships.

•	 Less exposure to critical connections means that many families 
in poverty lack access to networks of financial and medical pro-
fessionals. These families often lack access to high-speed internet 
and computers, as well.

•	 Continuous exposure to classism, racism, or other biases 
may evoke mistrust of authority; bitterness, anger, or resentment 
because of the disrespect felt at every social or institutional turn; 
and loss of academic hope.

As you might guess, the more adversity a student has in childhood, 
the greater the risks the student faces in school and adulthood. The 
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Start with Yourself       13

risks include lower grades, poor health outcomes, mental health issues, 
legal problems, suboptimal social-emotional skills, and less income 
mobility. A large, recent survey with nearly a quarter of a million sub-
jects (Merrick, Ford, Ports, & Guinn, 2018) revealed that adults in the 
United States have the following percentages of ACEs:

•	 38 percent have zero adverse experiences.
•	 24 percent have one adverse experience.
•	 13 percent have two adverse experiences.
•	 9 percent have three adverse experiences.
•	 16 percent have four or more adverse experiences.

This tells us that ACEs are common but not universal; over 60 per-
cent of adults have had one or none. How many did you have? Many 
healthcare professionals have told me that anyone with four or more 
ACEs will likely have severe difficulties as an adult. As you might guess, 
the ACEs listed above are largely missing from many teachers’ lives. 
Students from poverty might be in a situation that many middle-class 
educators can’t even wrap their heads around.

How Your Brain Works Against You 
How do you react to the research about adverse childhood experi-
ences? Maybe you say to yourself, “Oh, that explains it. Bad things at 
home mean the kid’s going to have issues at school. Tell me something 
I don’t know.” That’s a common response. But there’s a problem with 
that instant takeaway. When you hear or read of a study, remember 
this: Nearly every study is about correlations, and proving causality is 
very difficult. Studies are about the details. As a shortcut, our brain 
wants to jump to the bottom line. That’s a bias. Why should you care?

The original ACE study has generated more than 70 subsequent sci-
entific articles, so it is easy to predict doom and gloom for kids from 
poverty. Yet it is critical to know that zero of the ACE survey partic-
ipants were asked about strengths, resources, or resilience (Leitch, 
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14       Teaching with Poverty and Equity in Mind

2017). Those factors can mitigate the effects of adversity. Trauma-
informed approaches also mitigate adverse experiences (Ortiz, 2019). 
It is easy to misinterpret ACE studies. In short, the story of adversity 
in childhood is complex. The bias is to think you’re helpless. You’re not 
(unless you start believing everything you hear).

Keep in mind that for some students, living in poverty has forged 
a powerful sense of character and resilience, with a never-quit deter-
mination. Such students can teach you a lot about grit. My question to 
you is, do you believe it is possible for every student to grow and suc-
ceed? Maybe you find it hard to believe it is possible for every student. 
Would I change your mind if I told you how many engineers, leaders, 
scientists, authors, or Nobel laureates came from poverty? Or would 
you say, “Those are just outliers”? That’s a bias. How many outliers 
do you need in order to believe in your students? Because if you need 
more than one, maybe you just don’t want to believe.

If you do have a problem believing that all students can succeed, 
you are not alone. It’s a result of your brain trying to help you cope in a 
world that your biology left you unprepared for. So, what are the brain’s 
tendencies, how did they develop, and what do they have to do with 
you teaching students from poverty?

Your System 1 Brain Can Help You Survive
Early human tribes likely spent a good portion of the day doing what 

you take for granted: surviving. Survival steered our species toward 
select and crucial skills: finding food, early procreation, maternity, 
escaping from predators, raising families, and forming tribal bonds 
(Kenrick, Neuberg, Griskevicius, Becker, & Schaller, 2010). To survive, 
your brain uses a series of quickly learned tools. Why?

If a predator is approaching, you have mere seconds to assess the 
risk, choose a survival strategy, and take action. “Think fast or die” was 
the survival mantra encoded in our early brain. Nobel laureate Dan-
iel Kahneman calls it our System 1 or reactive brain (Morewedge & 
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Start with Yourself       15

Kahneman, 2010). Decades ago, educators referred to this as the rep-
tilian brain.

The System 1 part of your brain enables you to absorb quick bites of 
information and make fast generalizations. It often establishes a set of 
attitudes, or biases, toward groups of people, places, and things. Those 
biases may be designed to keep you alive, but remember that surviving 
is different from thriving. Because speed can keep you alive, your brain 
uses shortcuts to cut out the time-consuming process of thinking, ana-
lyzing data, listening to opposing points of view, gaining consensus, 
and sharing the decision. The predator would have eaten you a long 
time ago in that thoughtful scenario.

Your brain generates cognitive biases so quickly you rarely notice it. 
In fact, researchers have identified more than 175 cognitive biases (Ben-
son, 2016). Here are five common biases you may have experienced:

1.	 Bandwagon effect: We tend to join in with what many others 
are doing. (“Ten other schools are doing this in our state; let’s 
do it!”)

2.	 Blind spot bias: We are often unable to notice our weaknesses 
(“I would know it if I had those cognitive biases.”)

3.	 Confirmation bias: We tend to see anything that confirms what 
we already believe in. (“Yes! This example confirms exactly what 
I was saying earlier.”) This bias gives us the feeling of pride and 
validation (Darley & Gross, 2000; Hart et al., 2009).

4.	 Familiarity bias: If we have already heard of an idea before, it is 
easier to be biased in favor of it or to dismiss it. (“This idea’s as old 
as my grandma. We’ve all heard it before; we should move on.”)

5.	 Stereotype bias: We often judge others by the gender, social, or 
ethnic group they are in (“That kid’s like the rest of those people. 
Not a drop of motivation.”)

A starting bias to remember is the blind spot bias (see above). That’s 
the inability to notice and reveal your own weaknesses because you 
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16       Teaching with Poverty and Equity in Mind

feel you would already know about them (Pronin, Lin, & Ross, 2002). 
Any time you catch yourself denying that you have a bias, pause. That 
defense just might be your worst bias of all.

Throughout this book, you’ll find yourself uncovering one bias after 
another. When that moment happens, relax; we all have them.

Why is this brain-based background relevant to you? As I said, we 
all have biases. Some biases are helpful and save us time. But others 
distort our perception of reality and become destructive. Biases are 
rarely “fixed,” but they can be altered, diminished, or reinforced. Edu-
cators who succeed with students from poverty have different, more 
constructive biases than those who struggle. Fortunately, there are 
solutions to solve this big bog of biases, and they lie in our “System 2” 
brain (see Figure 1.2).

Your System 2 Brain Can Help You Thrive
Eventually the System 1 brains of the emerging Homo sapiens 

(roughly 160,000 to 200,000 years ago) began to develop into the 
brains we have today (Roebroeks & Soressi, 2016). Over the millennia, 

Figure 1.2  Two Brains in One Head

System 1: 
Fast, Reactive, and 

Reflexive

System 2: 
Slower, Thoughtful,  

and Reflective
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Start with Yourself       17

the human brain has added greater complexity as the world changed. 
Our brain added the capacity for more sophisticated life skills, such 
as reflection, language, and cognitive problem solving, which Dr. 
Kahneman calls our System 2 brain. These emerging pathways enabled 
us to form larger tribes, boost communication skills, improve plan-
ning, and gain better predatory and defensive options. Tribes and cul-
tures grew, moved, and then expanded. They clashed with others for 
resources again and again. There were “in-groups” and “out-groups” 
with subsequent warfare.

Over time, our brain’s newly adaptive survival tools allowed us to 
make conscious changes. If you’re serious about growing yourself, these 
are what it takes to make success happen. The “grab and go” mentality 
(using System 1) only gets you more of the same. For many, the biases 
created by System 1 thinking are about stereotypes related to gender, 
race, or ethnicity. But that’s just the tip of the bias iceberg. The good 
news? You’ll learn how to flip that bias. Yes, you can do it, and it will 
change the way you think and act. Let’s start fresh with a term you’ve 
heard a lot lately: equity.

Emerging Equity Tools to Embrace
If you teach students from poverty, the single solution that can change 
everything for you is equity. Equity refers to the mindset, policies, and 
approaches used to ensure that every student gets what they need to 
succeed. Equity is different from equality. Equity requires giving more 
to those who need it most, so that students have a greater chance of 
successful outcomes. Equity is not a new curriculum or assessment. 
Equity fosters antidiscrimination, antisexism, and antiracism. Equity 
also includes the policies, systems, and structures that may be in place 
in the classroom or school. In sum, equity is a framework for under-
standing your role at work in ways that will help every one of your stu-
dents succeed. See Figure 1.3 to better understand equity at a personal, 
social, and systemic level.
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18       Teaching with Poverty and Equity in Mind

The lack of equity is what started most of the problems, and for that 
reason, equity is the solution to most of the problems. Equity means 
you are doing whatever it takes for students to succeed. Make the 
choice to embed equity in every single facet of your work, and you’ll 
mitigate enough potential student risk factors so that students will 
thrive, every day. Let’s be very clear about this: Equity is a path, but it 
is not just another item for your daily to-do list. Equity in your school 
works best when it is based on a strong foundation.

What does it look like, sound like, and feel like to your students? 
Many staff members at Title I schools may complain about their stu-
dents but fail to develop the insights, expertise, or daily habits to make 
changes. Equity is learning to be empathetic and to act on student 
needs. Until you can wrap your head around the world that your stu-
dents live in, you’ll always struggle. This book will share mindsets, tools, 

Figure 1.3  Three Ways to Foster Equity

Personal
In your home (with family), 

foster an effort to recognize and 
reduce biases about poverty and 
race. Defuse discrimination and 

share more inclusive options.

Systemic

Acknowledge and 
raise awareness of social, 

legal, political, and economic 
“isms.” Engage and partner 

with helpful community 
resources. Support voter 

turnout.

Social

At work, embrace 
social diversity. Build 

learner proficiency with a 
growth mindset, high expec-

tations, and cultural de-
biasing. Engage with daily 

affirming words and 
actions.
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Start with Yourself       19

and action steps to help you grow in your engagement with equity. You 
can download a handy, simple equity graphic organizer at www.jensen 
learning.com/equity-resources.

Finally, what’s in your path preventing you from being amazing 
is not genes, talent, or an education. It’s your own brain. Sometimes 
your brain’s biases, stories, and identities can help; other times they 
can hurt. In this chapter, you learned why and how your brain’s System 
1 tendencies of bias and distracted intentions often work against you. 
The good news is that brains are highly malleable, and you can pivot to 
a new choice any day of your life (see Figure 1.4.). Your System 2 brain 
is more than capable of change. Let’s start with what equity steps we 
will need to take to succeed.

This book will introduce growth paths that may potentially become 
life-changing and powerful for you. Even better news? Each path is 
modifiable to best fit you, your classroom, and your students. They 
will allow you to enhance your personal and professional life. One or 
two tools will be introduced in each chapter, and any one of these is 
powerful for helping you be amazing in your life. However, they are 

Figure 1.4  Your Best Asset Is You

Professional growth is built  
on personal growth.
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20       Teaching with Poverty and Equity in Mind

insufficient individually to make the miracles we’re after, so stay with 
us on this path.

I’d suggest starting with just one tiny but powerful step: authentic 
intention. For years, I felt like the most intention-less person on the 
planet. I rarely focused on a single task for long. I would jump from 
one idea to another. Not much got finished, and what was finished was 
rarely done well. I remember blaming it on my ADHD. In fact, I failed 
to even ask myself, “What on earth am I intending at the moment?”

Over the years, I discovered that unless I focus authentically and 
intentionally, write things down, and make lists for almost everything, 
I am a basket case. You may have students who seem distracted and 
unfocused. Do you have a bias against those students? My personal 
turning point was to realize there were others like me. I started to 
reflect on all the students whom I had thought less of because they 
seemed scattered and devoid of intention. I felt ashamed, but over 
time, I learned to forgive myself. I decided the best course was to help 
other kids just like me. That’s why I became a teacher focusing on skills 
for underperforming students.

Authentic intention is defined as a directed thought to perform a 
determined, specific task in a specific location at a specific time. Inten-
tion could be a stated or written goal (“I will affirm the value of a differ-
ent student every day, in person, at the door before they leave, starting 
next Monday.”). Intentional thought guides one into an action (Bonilla, 
2008). Intentions are regarded by many researchers as a directed 
thought for a predicted gain, but we often intend the wrong things, 
intend nothing at all, or get distracted. Intention is usually a necessary 
difference-maker for growth.

One study found that subjects’ success in habit forming was partly 
driven by the level of involvement of the part of their brains that sup-
ports goal-directed intention (Zwosta, Ruge, Goschke, & Wolfensteller, 
2018). Strong intention suppresses irrelevant distractions which, in 
turn, helps the brain focus on the task at hand (Eryilmaz et al., 2017). 
In fact, intention is in the top three interventions that form new habits 
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(Mergelsberg, Mullan, Allom, & Scott, 2020). (The other two interven-
tions are the type of habit and the specific behavior chosen.) In short, 
there’s clear evidence that intentions matter.

Chapter in a Nutshell
This chapter is about you, the teacher, and how your equity mindset 
can make the difference for your students. Equity is the belief, commit-
ment, and actions that help students get what they need to succeed at 
school. In other words, if a student walked to school barefoot, and con-
tinually had blisters, would you point fingers and blame the mayor, the 
uneven sidewalks, and the potholes in the streets (the environment)? 
Or would you help that student get a pair of shoes?

Poverty is not the reason for underperforming students. Students 
who struggle are the result of a mismatch between the students’ needs 
and the response provided by the teachers and the school. The lack 
of compensatory equity is our challenge to meet. Successful schools 
enhance existing assets, build new skills, shift expectations into high 
gear, build community, show respect, and open opportunity doors. 
Struggling schools fail at these missions. The difference is you.

Revisit the Student Questions
At the start of each chapter, you will see several equity questions that 
students may ask about you and your class. These questions come from 
five aggregated surveys of more than one million students. The sources 
used to gather these student questions are listed in Appendix B. Notice 
that equity questions are all about what students need. Other questions 
will be answered within each of the upcoming chapters.

Here are the student questions for this first chapter:

➢	“Who is my teacher, and what does my teacher believe?”

➢	“Does my teacher respect and support me, or will I be marginalized 
again?”
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Your students care about those two questions as much as or more 
than you care about your questions. Most teachers’ questions about 
teaching are about themselves. They have the words I, me, or my in 
them: How should I set up my classroom? How can I make this process 
easier for me? What’s my plan for this semester? What software, books, 
programs, or activities will I use this year? How will I implement our 
new discipline policy? What is the latest tech that I could use in my 
classroom? and on and on. The student questions above suggest that 
students care as much about the question “Who are you?” That’s where 
this book fits in.

Before the Next Chapter
Write a list of things you intend to do differently in your classroom over 
the next 30 days. These are things that you are thinking of changing after 
reading this first chapter. You might end up with multiple intentions. 
Once you have done that, rank them in order of priority. Use the criteria 
of “urgent and important” for the top of the list, maybe listing just your 
top two intentions. A couple of examples might be the following:

•	 “Choose my intentions daily for work and home life.”
•	 “Be an ally and advocate for the students who struggle the most!”

Next, add the place and time you’ll complete the intention. Those 
added critical details are called implementation intentions and are 
highly effective (Milne, Orbell, & Sheeran, 2002). Always pair your 
constructive professional changes with personal changes. That’s why 
you’ll make two tiny (but powerful) changes this chapter. Your new 
intentions might read like this:

•	 Professional: “Every day, once I arrive in my classroom, I will 
select a different student whom I will be an amazing ally for. I will 
connect with empathy and joy. I will support this student with 
one piece of positive feedback today.”
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•	 Personal: “Later in the day, as soon as I arrive at home and park 
my car, I pause. I review my home intentions (‘Leave my work at 
work and bring kindness and joy as an ally for my partner, family, 
or roommate’) before going through the front door.”

Review your top intentions every morning. If you hear a voice in 
your head saying, “I don’t have time for more new stuff!”, recognize 
that that voice is expressing your “time bias,” which consistently makes 
iffy estimates. After all, most teachers seem to have plenty of time 
for reteaching. You do have time to make crucial changes. After two 
weeks, you can add to, subtract from, or modify your intentions. Read-
ing these daily will help them serve as your guiding North Star for this 
next segment of the change process.

If you want to see what really matters to you, pause and look at 
how you spend your time as you read this book. You can “borrow” 
knowledge, reading or listening from others, but the delegation of hab-
its (showering, eating, sleeping, working out, brushing teeth, changing 
clothes, and thinking) is impossible. You make the choice to change 
your habits and grow. Be different. Think, plan, and embed the affirm-
ing answers to the student questions at the start of every chapter. The 
next action step is all yours. We will add to your growth each chapter. 
In this chapter, it’s all about intentions and equity. Go ahead and start 
with your intentions; your students are waiting.
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For up-to-date information about ASCD resources, go to www.ascd.org. You can 
search the complete archives of Educational Leadership at www.ascd.org/el.

ASCD myTeachSource® 
Download resources from a professional learning platform with hundreds of research-
based best practices and tools for your classroom at http://myteachsource.ascd.org/.

For more information, send an email to member@ascd.org; call 1-800-933-2723 or 703-
578-9600; send a fax to 703-575-5400; or write to Information Services, ASCD, 2800 
Shirlington Road, Suite 1001, Arlington, VA 22206 USA.
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