
Cu rrent po l i tical and soc i oecon om i c
events are con tri buting to an en-
tren ch ed class sys tem within Am eri c a .

Poverty is playing an incre a s i n gly large
role in the lives of m a ny ch i l d rena p-

prox i m a tely one in four live at the
poverty level . Poor ch i l d ren of a ny race
or et h n i c i ty are more likely to su f fer de-

vel opm ental del ays and damage ,d rop
o ut of s ch ool and give bi rth du ri n g

t h eir teen ye a rs . Un derstanding some of
the class ch a racteri s tics of poverty is
i m port a n t . A sch ool principal at my

c u rrent clinical work site works wi t h
m a ny econ om i c a lly poor families and

has taught me some important lesson s .

■ Hidden Rules
Poverty is pri m a ri ly a re sult of i n terre-
l a ted factors ,i n cluding parental em-

p l oym ent status and earn i n gs ,f a m i ly
s tru ctu re and parent edu c a ti on . Peop l e
ra i s ed in a specific class learn cert a i n

t h o u ght pattern s ,s ocial interacti on s
and cogn i tive stra tegies that of ten re-

main with the indivi dual thro u gh
adu l t h ood . S ch ools and businesses op-
era te from middle class norms and use

( but don’t te ach) the hidden rules of
the middle cl a s s .

The fo ll owing are some of the cul-
tu ral rules unique to poverty:1

• While cri teria for middle class dec i-

s i ons of ten rel a te to work and ach i eve-
m en t , gen era ti onal poverty cl a s s

dec i s i ons are of ten based on the impor-
t a n ce of on e’s pers on a l i ty to su s t a i n

mu l tiple rel a ti on s h i p s .
• Time occ u rs in the pre s ent mom en t
and futu re implicati ons are sel dom con-

s i dered ; being proactive ,s et ting goa l s
and planning ahead are not a part of

gen era ti onal poverty ’s cultu re .
• Ex tra mon ey is shared among an in-
d ivi du a l ’s su pport sys tem ra t h er than

using the ex tra mon ey to “get ahead ”.
From a poverty pers pective , a pers on

wi ll never “get ahead ” so it is import a n t
to share fortune with others to en su re
one wi ll be assisted in a time of n eed .

• A male’s iden ti ty is of ten ti ed to be-
ing a lover and figh ter while a “good ”

woman is ex pected to take care of a n d
rescue her man and ch i l d ren .
• For many in gen era ti onal poverty, ja i l

is a part of l i fe ; u n l i ke the middle cl a s s ,
a lack of re s o u rces means a lack of re-

s o u rces to avoid ja i l .
• S colding and corporal punishmen t
f rom the matri a rch (typical head of

h o u s ehold) is abo ut pen a n ce fo ll owed
by for giveness and feed i n g ; correcti on

or ch a n ge is of ten not an ex pect a ti on
because of a strong bel i ef in fate and
de s ti ny.

■ Rule Recognition
Recognizing these rules has hel ped
l e s s en my fru s tra ti on wh en I work wi t h
people who are ex peri encing gen era-

ti onal poverty. I have learn ed how es-
s en tial it is to analy ze a family ’s

re s o u rces before dispensing middl e
class su gge s ti ons (wh i ch are of ten im-

po s s i ble to fo ll ow given ava i l a ble re-
s o u rce s ) . I have learn ed the va lue of
h elping kids and adults unders t a n d

h ow two sets of beh avi ors (one for the
s treet and one for middle cl a s s - ori en ted

s ch ool and work set ti n gs) helps a per-
s on cope in our com p l i c a ted and cl a s s -
conscious soc i ety.

Families ex peri encing poverty of-
ten work hard if t h ey re s pect yo u .

Adults and kids from poverty do not
t a ke kindly to the “p a ren t” voi ce ; f u ll
coopera ti on is mu ch more likely wi t h

the “adu l t” voi ce wh en accom p a n i ed
with genuine em o ti onal warmth and

re s pect for pers onal space . I have
t h rown aw ay my atti tu de of trying to
“s ave” people en tren ch ed in poverty.

In s te ad I find su ccess wh en I re s pect in-
d ivi dual ch oi ces and of fer to te ach cop-

ing stra tegi e s , provi de a su pport
s ys tem , and be a good role model .

Poverty is ra rely abo ut a lack of i n-

tell i gen ce or abi l i ty. But many indivi du-
als stay in gen era ti onal poverty bec a u s e

t h ey are not aw a re of beh avi oral stra te-
gies that would open the door to other
opti ons and/or they don’t have anyon e

to help te ach them the rules of the mid-
dle class so they can access re s o u rce s .

The nu m ber of people (parti c u l a rly
ch i l d ren) bel ow the poverty line is
growi n g. We have an important role to

h elp those in poverty ach i eve the high-
est level of well n e s s .
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