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Introduction

I grew up in a typical middle-class home. Although the world of the wealthy 

was appealing to me, what interested me more was the world of the poor. 

“Why?” was the primary question I grappled with over the years. I was sim-

ply unable to fathom why the poor could (or would) not lift themselves out 

of poverty. I believed that if “those people” simply tried harder or had “better 

values,” they would be able to succeed.

Today, I realize that this attitude was terribly small-minded and preju-

diced. But I had to discover that on my own. Extensive education and travel 

opened my eyes and transformed my soul. Today, I know much more about 

what goes on in economically disadvantaged families.

This evolution in my thinking is not what drove me to write this book. 

Instead, I was inspired by this stunningly simple question: “If life experi-

ences can change poor kids for the worse, can’t life experiences also change 

them for the better?” Seeing and hearing how kids from desperate home 

circumstances succeeded in schools around the world intrigued me. More 

than two decades ago, I cofounded an academic enrichment program called 

SuperCamp that has changed tens of thousands of lives worldwide, so I 

know change can and does happen. My own success and that of others 

inspired me to fi nd out how it happens—and how it can be replicated.

This book focuses on the relationship between academic achievement 

and low socioeconomic status (SES). In it, I make the following three claims:
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Chronic exposure to poverty causes the brain to physically change in a • 

detrimental manner.

Because the brain is designed to adapt from experience, it can also • 

change for the better. In other words, poor children can experience emo-

tional, social, and academic success.

Although many factors affect academic success, certain key ones are • 

especially effective in turning around students raised in poverty.

In this book, I discuss these key factors, highlight real schools that possess 

these factors, and provide a template for success with specifi c research-

based action steps. If a strategy makes the difference between learning and 

not learning, it’s crucial. Here, I share such knockout factors as well as the 

research behind them.

About that research. Researchers often claim, “This is what works.” But 

for whom? Low-income, middle-income, or upper-income kids? Was the 

study conducted over a few weeks, or did the researchers record longitudi-

nal data for 10 years after graduation? What does the phrase highly effective 

teachers mean? Did these teachers’ students earn high scores on standardized 

tests? Or did they enjoy overall success in life? Is the recommended strategy 

suffi cient in itself for success? Is it necessary for success? If so, is it necessary 

for all students? Too many sources fail to elucidate these factors and boil 

down the research to clear strategies that busy educators can apply directly 

in their practice. That’s a gap that this book aims to fi ll. Here, I focus on the 

few things that matter most; take any one of these factors out, and you’re 

likely to fail.

Why is there such a stark disparity in academic achievement between 

low-SES and well-off students? Theories explaining why economically 

disadvantaged students underperform in school abound: their parents do 

not have high IQs, their home environment is substandard, their parents are 

missing or have moved, or they just don’t care. Yet these assumptions just 

perpetuate the problem. A proportion of kids raised in poverty do succeed, 

so we know that a high income level is not a necessary and suffi cient condi-

tion for academic success. It’s true that many poor students have not suc-

ceeded, but that’s due less to parents than to certain school-site variables that 

may surprise you.
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This book offers a three-pronged approach. First, it provides a better 

understanding of what poverty is and how it affects the students you work 

with. You’ll learn more about the social, cognitive, health-related, and stress-

related challenges that economically disadvantaged kids face every day. 

Second, it demonstrates what actually drives change, both at the macro level 

(within a school) and at the micro level (inside a student’s brain). You’ll learn 

about turnaround schools as well as schools that have a history of high per-

formance among students raised in poverty. The better you understand how 

to bring about change, the better you can engage the resources necessary to 

make it happen. Finally, this book addresses you and your school. What can 

you learn from those who have succeeded? What practices are replicable? 

Which instructional strategies will help you make miracles happen?

In this book, I aim to provide more than a framework. I give you the 

 theory, the research, and the strategies to ensure success at your school. 

What I do not aim to provide is an exhaustive compendium of every idea 

on reform, every instructional strategy, and every consultant’s opinion on 

cultural differences. This book assumes you already know that leadership 

counts, that a healthy environment is crucial, that you should use effective 

pedagogy, that school safety is number one, and so on. Here you’ll learn 

about what will give you an edge. Think of this book as a spotlight focus-

ing attention on what matters most. I hope that the strategies offered in this 

book, distilled from my own experience and research, will provide an inspir-

ing and practical guide for improving the lives of your own students.
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often exclude their kids from healthy after-school activities, such as music, 

athletics, dance, or drama (Bracey, 2006).

Effects on School Behavior and Performance
Many children raised in poverty enter school a step behind their well-off 

peers. The cognitive stimulation parents provide in the early childhood years 

is crucial, and as we have seen, poor children receive less of it than their 

well-off peers do. These defi cits have been linked to underdeveloped cogni-

tive, social, and emotional competence in later childhood and have been 

shown to be increasingly important infl uences on vocabulary growth, IQ, 

and social skills (Bradley, Corwyn, Burchinal et al., 2001; Bradley, Corwyn, 

McAdoo et al., 2001). Standardized intelligence tests show a correlation 

between poverty and lower cognitive achievement, and low-SES kids often 

earn below-average scores in reading, math, and science and demonstrate 

poor writing skills. Although the effects of poverty are not automatic or 

fi xed, they often set in motion a vicious and stubborn cycle of low expecta-

tions. Poor academic performance often leads to diminished expectations, 

which spread across the board and undermine children’s overall self-esteem.

The dramatic socioeconomic divide in education doesn’t help matters. 

High-poverty, high-minority schools receive signifi cantly less state and local 

money than do more prosperous schools, and students in such schools are 

more likely to be taught by teachers who are inexperienced or teaching out-

side their specialties (Jerald, 2001) (see Figure 2.9). This gap is most evident 

in the subjects of math and reading.

2.9 Percentage of Teachers Outside Their Subject Expertise Assigned 
to Teach in High-Poverty Schools

Source: Adapted from Dispelling the Myth Revisited: Preliminary Findings from a Nationwide 
Analysis of “High-Flying” Schools, by C. D. Jerald, 2001, Washington, DC: The Education Trust.

Math English History
Physical
Science

All Public Schools 35.8% 33.1% 58.5% 59.1%

High-Poverty Schools 51.4% 41.7% 61.2% 61.2%
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Action Steps
Survey your student needs. When kids are preoccupied with essential 

safety, health, and relational issues, they cannot focus on academics. Consult 

your school’s counselors and special education teachers about the accom-

modations that make sense for students. The most common support services 

students need include

Academic and alternative tutoring.• 

Academic, career, or mental health counseling.• 

Access to medications.• 

Child care for teen parents.• 

Community services (housing and utilities).• 

Dental care.• 

Life skills classes in fi nances, health, housing, and so on.• 

Medical care, both urgent and long-term.• 

4.1 Self-Discipline Beats IQ

Source: Adapted from “Self-Discipline Outdoes IQ in Predicting Academic Performance of 
Adolescents,” by A. L. Duckworth and M. P. Seligman, 2005, Psychological Science, 16(12), pp. 
939–944.
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A two-year study of 8th graders revealed that self-discipline was a signifi cantly 
better predictor of academic performance than IQ. This graph depicts fi nal grade 
point average as a function of ranked quintiles of IQ and self-discipline.
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