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At a time when the national conversation is focused on lagging upward mobility, it is no surprise that many
educators point to poverty as the explanation for mediocre test scores among U.S. students compared to those of
students in other countries. If American teachers in struggling U.S. schools taught in Finland, says Finnish
educator Pasi Sahlberg, they would flourish, in part, because of “support from homes unchallenged by poverty.”
Michael Rebell and Jessica Wolff at Columbia University’s Teachers College argue that middling test scores
reflect a “poverty crisis” in the United States, not an “education crisis.” Adding union muscle to the argument,
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Teachers president Randi Weingarten calls poverty “the elephant in the room” that accounts for poor student
performance.
But does the room actually contain the elephant?

To prove that poverty is the major factor driving America’s meager academic achievement, at least two of the
following three claims need to be established:

1. Poverty is related to lower levels of student learning.

2. America’s poor students perform worse than other countries’ poor students.

3. The poverty rate in the United States is substantially higher than the rates in countries with which it is
compared.

Let’s examine each in turn.

Is Poverty Related to Lackluster Learning?

To this first question, the answer is obviously in the affirmative. That’s not to say “poor children can’t learn.” It is
to say, rather, that there’s long been a clear connection between families’ socioeconomic status and students’
academic achievement. As can be seen in Figure 1a, states with higher percentages of students from low-income
families report lower average scale scores in 8th-grade math on the National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP). The same connection between poverty and academic performance can be observed at the school level
(see Figure 1b).

Why do kids from low-income families tend to score so much lower on average than their more-affluent peers? Is
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