
Caitlin, a fourth-grade teacher in a diverse, 
underperforming urban school, began the school 
year by taking stock of the varied socioeconomic 
and linguistic resources her students brought 
with them to the classroom. Elena had come to 
live with relatives in the US only days before and 
spoke almost no English. Three other ELL stu-
dents in Caitlin’s class possessed varying levels 
of English mastery. The rest of her students were 
Black, most of whom spoke African American 
Vernacular English (AAVE). Almost all of the 
children qualifi ed for free and reduced lunch, and 
some of her students’ parents received welfare. 
Nearly all of Caitlin’s students performed poorly 
on the state reading assessment as third graders. 

Caitlin’s classroom looks like many other class-
rooms across the country in which teachers are 
challenged by the diverse linguistic, cultural, and 
socioeconomic backgrounds of their students. 
How teachers like Caitlin respond to this diversity 
will depend on whether they view students’ lan-
guage and cultural experiences as assets on which 
they can draw in support of school learning or 
defi ciencies that must be overcome—or “fi xed”—
before students can succeed academically. Unfor-
tunately, many teachers, administrators, and 
policy makers have been persuaded to view poor 
students as culturally and linguistically defi cient. 
The high level of reading failure among children 
living in poverty, for example, is often linked to 
the claim that poor children lack the rich and var-
ied vocabulary needed to succeed in school (Bla-
chowicz & Obrochta, 2005; Blachowicz, Fisher, 
Ogle, & Watts-Taffe, 2006; Labbo, Love, & Ryan, 
2007; Neuman & Celano, 2001). These perceived 
linguistic defi ciencies tend to be blamed on par-
ents who, presumably, do not provide their chil-
dren with suffi ciently rich language learning 
environments (Britto, Brooks-Gunn, & Griffi n, 
2006; Cooter, 2006; Neuman & Celano, 2001). 
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The primary source for the claim that poor 
children grow up in linguistically impoverished 
environments that limit their vocabulary develop-
ment and, ultimately, their success in school is an 
enormously infl uential study of vocabulary devel-
opment by Betty Hart and Todd Risley (1995). 
The Hart and Risley study, which examined 
vocabulary development in families of differing 
socioeconomic backgrounds, has been described 
as “groundbreaking work . . . essential reading 
in any course dealing with early literacy skills” 
(Walsh, Glaser, & Wilcox, 2006, p. 38). Addi-
tionally, the Hart and Risley study has been cited 
in Congressional hearings (“The critical need for 
evidence-based programs,” 2003), in numerous 
articles in the popular press, and in over 600 arti-
cles published in scholarly journals.1 

In this article, we argue that strong claims 
about language defi ciencies in poor children 
and their families based on the Hart and Risley 
study are unwarranted. Further, we argue that the 
uncritical acceptance of Hart and Risley’s fi nd-
ings is emblematic of a trend among some educa-
tors, educational policy makers, and educational 
researchers to readily embrace a defi cit stance that 
pathologizes the language and culture of poor stu-
dents and their families (Dudley-Marling, 2007; 
Foley, 1997). We hope that this critique will help 
teachers resist “research-based” policies that aim 
to fi x the language and culture of poor and minor-
ity students with whom they work.

We begin with a description of the Hart and 
Risley study of vocabulary development. 

THE HART AND RISLEY STUDY

Hart and Risley are among those who have 
argued that federal educational initiatives target-
ing the educational performance of poor chil-
dren have been insuffi cient to interrupt the cycle 
of intergenerational poverty. As Hart and Risley 
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(1995) put it, “competence as a social problem is 
still with us. . . . Too many [poor] children drop 
out of school and follow their parents into unem-
ployment or onto welfare, where they raise their 
children in a culture of poverty” (p. 2). Hart and 
Risley hypothesized that language defi ciencies 
in poor children and their families play a signifi -
cant role in perpetuating the cycle of poverty. To 
examine this relationship, they studied the lan-
guage interactions of parents and children in the 
homes of 13 upper-SES (1 Black, 12 White), 10 
middle-SES (3 Black, 7 White), 13 lower-SES 
(7 Black, 6 White), and 6 welfare (all Black) 
families, all from Kansas City. Families were 
observed for one hour each month over a period 
of 2 1/2 years, beginning when children were 7–9 
months old.

Based on their fi ndings, Hart and Risley con-
cluded that, among the families in their study, there 
was a signifi cant relationship between the quan-
tity and quality of language used by parents and 
children and families’ socioeconomic status. They 
found, for example, that children’s vocabulary 
growth at three years of age strongly correlated 
with families’ socioeconomic status. In perhaps 
the most widely cited fi nding from their study, Hart 
and Risley reported that average three-year-olds 
from the welfare families demonstrated an active 
vocabulary of around 500 words compared to the 
average three-year-old from 
upper-SES, professional fami-
lies, who demonstrated vocabu-
laries of over 1000 words. Hart 
and Risley reported that these 
differences persisted after chil-
dren entered school and were 
strong predictors of children’s 
vocabulary development and reading comprehen-
sion in third grade. 

Crucially, Hart and Risley linked differences 
in children’s vocabulary to differences in the lan-
guage they heard from their parents. Accord-
ing to Hart and Risley, some children knew more 
words because they heard more words spoken to 
them by their parents. Based on an extrapolation 
of their data, Hart and Risley estimated that “by 
age 3 the children in professional families would 
have heard more than 30 million words, the chil-
dren in working-class families 20 million, and the 
children in welfare families 10 million” (p. 132). 
Compared to the welfare families, the high-SES, 
professional parents not only exposed their chil-

dren to more words, they displayed more words 
of all kinds to their children—“more multiclause 
sentences, more past and future verb tenses, more 
declaratives, and more questions of all kinds” 
(pp. 123–124). 

What is particularly striking about Hart and 
Risley’s data analysis is their willingness to make 
strong, evaluative claims about the quality of the 
language parents directed to their children. Hart 
and Risley attached particular signifi cance to the 
tendency of the welfare parents to prefer direct 
requests (“Pick up the toys”) and “corrective or 
critical” feedback (p. 187) compared to profes-
sional parents’ tendency toward indirect requests 
(“Why don’t you pick up the toys for me?”) and 
“affi rmative” feedback (p. 124). According to 
Hart and Risley, professional parents’ preference 
for indirect requests is refl ective of “upper-SES 
culture with its care for politeness” (p. 58). For 
example, the request form can you? “suggest[s] 
parental confi dence that small children are willing 
but have either forgotten or are not yet skilled or 
mature enough to do ‘better.’ They prepare chil-
dren for the important questions to come: ‘Did 
you remember to . . . ?’ or ‘Was that a nice/fair/
smart thing to do?’” (p. 105).

The predominance of indirect requests among 
the upper-SES parents is, according to Hart and 
Risley, refl ective of a range of language practices 

that prepare their children “to 
participate in a culture con-
cerned with symbols and ana-
lytic problem solving” (p. 133). 
Conversely, “in the welfare 
families, the lesser amount of 
talk with its more frequent par-
ent-initiated topics, imper-

atives, and prohibitions suggested a culture 
concerned with established customs” (p. 133). 
Hart and Risley conclude that the “prevailing neg-
ative tone” (p. 177) carried by the welfare parents’ 
propensity to employ direct requests and critical, 
corrective feedback had such a negative effect on 
children that it would take “thousands of hours of 
affi rmative feedback even to begin to overcome 
what [the] child has learned about herself in her 
fi rst three years” (p. 188).

For those inclined to embrace defi cit think-
ing (Valencia, 1997), Hart and Risley’s study of 
vocabulary development provides a satisfactory 
explanation to questions about the intractability of 
intergenerational poverty and the limited  success 
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of early intervention programs. Children living 
in poverty fail in school because their homes are 
defi cient in language. Moreover, the dearth of lan-
guage opportunities during poor children’s fi rst 
three years of life cannot easily be overcome. In 
Hart and Risley’s words, 

. . . we saw that what parents said and did with 
their children in the fi rst 3 years of language 
learning had an enormous impact on how 
much language their children learned and used 
(p. 159). . . . We could see too why a few hours 
of intensive intervention at age 4 had so little 
impact on the magnitude of the differences in cu-
mulative experience that resulted from those fi rst 
3 years. (p. 180)

From this perspective, the language practices of 
poor parents transmit to their children a “culture 
of poverty” (Hart & Risley, 1995, p. 2) that denies 
poor children the cognitive and linguistic resources 
needed to succeed in school. 
For educators persuaded by this 
defi cit perspective, closing the 
achievement gap that plagues 
American schools requires 
interventions that change how 
parents living in poverty inter-
act with their children. 

A CRITICAL ASSESSMENT 
OF HART AND RISLEY

Hart and Risley’s interpretation of their data impli-
cates defi ciencies in the language and culture of 
families living in poverty as the principal cause 
of poor children’s generally low academic perfor-
mance. This conclusion is undermined, however, 
by three factors: 

• methodological fl aws in how Hart and Risley 
selected their participants and collected their 
data; 

• an ethnocentric bias that takes for granted the 
normative status of the linguistic and cultural 
practices of the middle- and upper-income fam-
ilies in their sample;

• the failure to make explicit the theory of lan-
guage and culture that frames their analysis. 

Again, the purpose of this critique is to help 
teachers resist the defi cit thinking that stands 
behind Hart and Risley’s research and other edu-

cational reforms that blame the victims of poverty 
for their academic and economic struggles.

Methodological Limitations
Many educational researchers and policy makers 
have generalized the fi ndings about the language 
and culture of the 6 welfare families in Hart 
and Risley’s study to all poor families. Yet, 
Hart and Risley offer no compelling reason to 
believe that the poor families they studied have 
much in common with poor families in other com-
munities, or even in Kansas City for that matter. 
The primary selection criterion for participation in 
this study was socioeconomic status; therefore, all 
the 6 welfare families had in common was income, 
a willingness to participate in the study, race (all 
the welfare families were Black), and geography 
(all lived in the Kansas City area).

Families living in poverty are, however, an 
ethnically, linguistically, and racially diverse 

group (US Census Bureau, 
2003). Strong claims about the 
language and culture of fami-
lies living in poverty based on 
a sample of 6 Black welfare 
families living in Kansas City 
are unwarranted. Nor is there 

reason to believe that Hart and Risley’s welfare 
families—or other people living in poverty in the 
United States—share a “culture of poverty,” as 
Hart and Risley and others (see Payne, 2005, for 
example) assert. The claim that there is a culture 
of poverty that limits the academic and vocational 
success of poor people is based on a fl awed theory 
of culture that ignores the rich language and expe-
rience possessed by children from all cultural and 
linguistic groups (Foley, 1997; González, 2005; 
Jones & Luo, 1999). Further, assertions about the 
language and culture of parents and children liv-
ing in poverty based on a sample of 6 welfare 
families, all of whom were Black, and 13 profes-
sional families, 12 of whom were White, reinforce 
harmful stereotypes that confl ate poverty and 
race. The reality is that only 25% of the 33 mil-
lion Americans living below the poverty line are 
Black (US Census Bureau, 2003). 

The persuasiveness of Hart and Risley’s fi nd-
ings is further undermined by the means by which 
they collected their data. To examine the lan-
guage of professional, working class, and wel-
fare families, trained observers audio-taped the 
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verbal interactions between parents and children 
one hour per month over a period of 2 1/2 years. 
Observers were instructed to interact with fami-
lies as little as possible, to be “a silent, friendly, 
but not very interesting presence” (p. 35). Hart 
and Risley concluded that the observers had little 
effect on the parents and children they observed. 
In their words, “parents seemed to be quite com-
fortable with the observer . . . over time the 
observer tended to fade into the furniture” (p. 35). 

Smagorinsky (1995) notes that “data are social 
constructs developed through the relationship of 
researcher, research participants, research con-
text . . . and the means of data collection” (p. 192). 
Indeed, there is a substantial body of literature in 
anthropology, linguistics, and psychology indi-
cating that observers often affect the behavior of 
the people they are observing (e.g., Baum, Fore-
hand, & Zegiob, 1979; Le Compte & Goetz, 
1982; Rabinow, 1977; Zegiob, Arnold, & Fore-
hand, 1975), particularly when observers are 
viewed as outsiders (Labov, 1970). Zegiob, Arnold, 
and Forehand (1975), for exam-
ple, found that the presence of 
observers had a signifi cant effect 
on upper- middle-class mothers’ 
interactions with their children. 
Specifi cally, mothers were “more 
positive in their verbal behavior 
and structured their activities more” (p. 509) when 
they knew they were being observed. Other research 
indicates that the age, race, dress, and demeanor of 
observers can have a dramatic effect on the language 
of young Black males, for example (Labov, 1970). 
Hart and Risley failed to acknowledge even the pos-
sibility that observers would affect the parents and 
children they were observing beyond assuring their 
readers that the observers “tended to fade into the 
furniture” (p. 35).

The contexts in which Hart and Risley col-
lected their data may also have affected their 
fi ndings. Various social contexts recruit different 
language forms, content, and vocabulary (Gee, 
1996). Therefore, it is reasonable to expect that 
Hart and Risley would have made every effort to 
ensure that the social contexts in which parents 
and children were observed were comparable 
across SES groups. This issue takes on partic-
ular signifi cance given the small sample sizes. 
Hart and Risley did report that parents were 
asked to choose when they were to be observed, 
and most chose to be observed during routines 

like mealtimes. It is unclear, however, whether 
the professional and welfare families engaged 
in comparable activities while they were being 
observed. Nor is there any evidence that Hart and 
Risley considered variation in activities between 
groups as a possible threat to their interpreta-
tion of their data. It is at least possible that upper-
SES, professional parents chose to be observed 
during activities that were richer in language 
opportunities than when poor families chose to 
be observed. 

Ethnocentric Bias
Hart and Risley reported qualitative and quanti-
tative differences in the language practices of the 
middle- and upper-SES, working class, and wel-
fare families they studied. However, by taking 
the language practices of the middle- and upper-
SES families in their sample as the standard, Hart 
and Risley transformed the linguistic differences 
they found among the welfare families in their 
study into linguistic defi ciencies. For instance, the 

tendency of welfare families 
to prefer more direct request 
forms is presented as an illus-
tration of what Hart and Risley 
deem the “prevailing negative 
tone” (p. 177) in welfare fam-
ilies that will take “thousand 

of hours . . . to overcome” (p. 188). Yet, Hart and 
Risley offer no evidence that the children and par-
ents in the welfare families shared this interpreta-
tion of directives in their homes. Nor is there any 
indication that Hart and Risley even considered 
the possibility that poor parents and their chil-
dren might have considered these interactions as 
mainly positive, business-like, honest, or highly 
involved.

Arguably, Hart and Risley construed the inter-
actions between the upper-SES, professional 
parents and their children as higher in qual-
ity because they refl ected their own values (this 
group included parents who, like Hart and Ris-
ley, were college professors). In the upper-SES, 
professional families, Hart and Risley saw “qual-
ity interactions” that came “naturally” to fami-
lies in which “parents had all the advantages of 
higher education, challenging jobs, substantial 
incomes, and broad experience” (p. 91). The lan-
guage of professional families was “affi rmative in 
tone” (p. 177), encouraged “politeness” (p. 57), 
promoted “analytic problem solving” (p. 133) and 
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“recall” (p. 101), “organize[d] thinking” (p. 101), 
and taught children “to take responsibility for 
social behaviors” (p. 104). 

There is an alternative tradition in linguistic 
research informed by a sociocultural theory of lan-
guage that “takes seriously the linguistic and socio-
cultural strengths of members of non- dominant 
communities in the hope that demonstrations of 
these strengths could infl uence schools and the 
reception and progress of non-mainstream chil-
dren within them” (Michaels, 2005, p. 137). Labov 
(1970), Heath (1983), Michaels (1981), Gee (1996), 
and González, Moll, and Amanti (2005) are among 
the linguistic researchers who have demonstrated 
the richness, complexity, and rule-governed nature 
of the language practices of non-dominant groups. 
Miller, Cho, and Bracey (2005a), for example, 
recently reviewed a program of research indicating 
that the lower-SES, working class adults they stud-
ied participate “prolifi cally, avidly, and artfully in 
personal storytelling in their homes and communi-
ties and that they brought children into this valued 
activity from an early age” (p. 125). Moreover, 
Miller, Cho, and Bracey found that these work-
ing class families valued storytelling more highly 
and produced far more stories 
than their middle-class counter-
parts. Yet, from the perspective 
of defi cit theorists like Hart and 
Risley, the language of non-
dominant groups is rarely con-
sidered on its own terms, but rather is seen only 
in reference to the language of dominant groups. 
As Miller, Cho, and Bracey (2005a) put it, “Prob-
lems of ethnocentric bias, of invidious compari-
sons, of dichotomizing differences, of minimizing 
variation within groups [continue] to plague dis-
cussions when children from working-class, poor, 
or minority backgrounds are compared with their 
‘mainstream’ counterparts” (p. 116).

Failing to consider the language of poor fami-
lies on its own terms is the fatal fl aw of the Hart 
and Risley study. If language is, in part, about 
enacting identities (Gee, 1999), then an alterna-
tive reading of Hart and Risley’s study suggests 
that the most signifi cant difference between the 
upper- and middle-SES families and the welfare 
families who participated was their level of suc-
cess in enacting the linguistic and cultural iden-
tities Hart and Risley shared with the upper- and 
middle-SES families. 

Absence of a Clearly Articulated 
Theoretical Framework
Arguably, the position on scientifi cally based 
research that has emerged in the context of No 
Child Left Behind elevates method over theory, 
implying that theory may jeopardize the objectiv-
ity of the researcher. Research is, however, always 
undertaken from a point of view, some position 
on how the physical and social worlds we inhabit 
operate. The research tools of the physicist, for 
example, are created on the basis of (theoreti-
cal) assumptions about the nature of the universe. 
Similarly, the meanings physicists make of their 
observations are constructed on the basis of a gen-
eral theory of the physical world (Kuhn, 1970). 
Indeed, data collected by physical and social sci-
entists only have meaning in the context of some 
theoretical framework. As Dennett (1995) puts it, 
“there’s no such thing as philosophy-free science; 
there is only science whose philosophical baggage 
is taken on board without examination” (p. 21). 

It is diffi cult, perhaps impossible, for 
researchers to see beyond the margins of their 
theoretical vision. Still, it is the responsibility of 
researchers to delineate the boundaries of their 

theoretical framework. Situ-
ating research in an explicitly 
theoretical framework enables 
other researchers and practitio-
ners to critique the research on 
its own (theoretical) terms and 

from the position of alternative perspectives. Hart 
and Risley, however, fail to situate their study 
within an explicit theory of language or culture. 
They offer no theory of language or culture to 
support their presumption that people living in 
poverty share a common language or culture, for 
example. Arguably, by taking on board “philo-
sophical baggage . . . without examination” (Den-
nett, 1995, p. 21), Hart and Risley engage in 
“unrefl ected action and holding magical beliefs 
. . . they conduct research without questioning 
why they do what they do or how their actions 
are connected to understandings of knowledge, 
people, or language” (Bloome, Carter, Christian, 
Otto, & Shuart-Faris, 2005, p. xviii).

Based on their research, Hart and Risley report 
differences in the language of professional fami-
lies and families living in poverty, differences that 
correlate with children’s academic success. On the 
basis of these fi ndings, Hart and Risley conclude 
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that the linguistic defi ciencies of children living in 
poverty are the cause of their academic failures, 
necessitating interventions that change the ways 
poor parents interact with their children. Confl at-
ing correlation with causation in this way illus-
trates the “magical thinking” that emerges when 
researchers separate theory from method (Bloome 
et al., 2005). Hart and Risley make causal claims 
based on the co-occurrence of linguistic and aca-
demic variables, but what’s missing is an interpre-
tive (theoretical) framework for articulating the 
relationship between their data and their claims.

Researchers who fail to situate their research in 
an explicit theoretical framework deny readers of 
their work a conceptual position 
from which to assess or debate 
the research beyond technical 
discussions of method. The dis-
course of “scientifi cally based 
research,” which equates the 
scientifi c method with tech-
nique, has led to a body of research that is resis-
tant to meaningful (theoretical) critique. Hart and 
Risley’s conclusions about the language practices 
of families living in poverty, for example, are 
emblematic of a discourse of language depriva-
tion that 

seems impervious to counter evidence, stubbornly 
aligning itself with powerful negative stereotypes 
of poor and working-class families. It remains 
the dominant discourse in many arenas, both 
academic and popular, making it very diffi cult to 
see working-class language for what it is . . . or 
to be heard to be offering a different perspective. 
(Miller, Cho, & Bracey, 2005b, p. 153)

Hart and Risley offer their readers little guid-
ance on the theoretical framework of their analy-
sis, but our reading of Hart and Risley reveals a 
“tacit” theory (Gee, 1996) of language and cul-
ture that informs their interpretation of their data 
collection and their data analysis. From this per-
spective, they are establishing a norm thoroughly 
biased in favor of middle- and upper-middle-class 
children. This common-sense rendering of the 
data pathologizes the language and culture of poor 
families, refl ecting harmful, long-standing stereo-
types that hold the poor primarily responsible for 
their economic and academic struggles (Nunberg, 
2002).

Blaming the poor for their poverty in this way 
leaves no reason to consider alternative, systemic 
explanations for poverty or school failure. There 
is, for example, no reason to wonder how impov-
erished curricula (Gee, 2004; Kozol, 2005; Oakes, 
2006), under-resourced schools (Kozol, 1992), 
and an insuffi ciency of “high-quality” teachers in 
high-poverty schools (Olson, 2006) limit the aca-
demic performance of many poor students. Nor is 
there any reason to consider how the conditions 
of poverty affect children’s physical, emotional, 
and neurological development and day-to-day 
performance in school (Books, 2004; Rothstein, 
2004). Recent research in neuroscience, for exam-

ple, indicates that the stresses 
of living in poverty can impair 
children’s brain development 
(Noble, McCandliss, & Farah, 
2007). But most Americans do 
not easily embrace systemic 
explanations for academic fail-
ure. In our highly individual-

istic, meritocratic society, it is generally assumed 
that academic underachievement is evidence of 
personal failure (Mills, 1959). 

PATHOLOGIZING THE LANGUAGE 
AND CULTURE OF POOR CHILDREN

There has been a re-emergence of defi cit-based 
explanations for disproportionate school failure 
among poor Black and Hispanic youth (Foley, 
1997; Ladson-Billings, 1999). Popular family lit-
eracy programs that aim to fi x literacy defi cien-
cies in poor families (Taylor, 1997); the broad 
acceptance of Ruby Payne’s (2005) portrayal of 
people living in poverty as defi cient in the cogni-
tive, emotional, linguistic, and spiritual resources 
needed to escape poverty; Bill Cosby’s widely 
quoted denunciation of the language of Black 
youth (Dyson, 2006); and the tremendous infl u-
ence of Hart and Risley’s research on vocabulary 
and social class exemplify the willingness—
even eagerness—of many educators and educa-
tional policy makers to accept explanations for 
academic failure that implicate the language and 
culture of poor children and their families as the 
cause of their academic struggles. 

Rolstad (2004) laments that “linguistically 
baseless language prejudices often underlie [even] 
well-designed, well-conducted studies” (p. 5). 
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Linguistic research conducted within theoreti-
cal and anthropological linguistics and sociolin-
guistics that demonstrates the language strengths 
of children from non-dominant groups “has had 
virtually no impact on language-related research 
elsewhere” (Rolstad, 2004, p. 5). The defi cit-
based research of Hart and Risley, with all of its 
methodological and theoretical shortcomings, has 
been more persuasive than linguistic research that 
considers the language of poor families on its own 
terms (e.g., Labov, 1970; Heath, 1983; Michaels, 
1981; Gee; 1996; see also Michaels, 2005), per-
haps because Hart and Risley’s fi ndings comport 
with long-standing prejudices about the language 
of people living in poverty (Nunberg, 2002). 

Revealing the fl aws of defi cit-based studies 
like Hart and Risley’s is insuffi cient for chang-
ing how (some) people think about children and 
families living in poverty. 
Ultimately, the fundamental 
problem of Hart and Risley 
cannot be remedied by more 
or better research. Real social 
change demands reframing 
the question, i.e., “changing the way the public 
sees the world . . . [by] changing what counts 
as common sense” (Lakoff, 2004, p. xv). In this 
case, reframing the question involves trans-
forming the “common sense” that views people 
in poverty through the lens of defi cit thinking. 
Acknowledging the richness of the language and 
culture all children bring to school, for exam-
ple, leads to a very different set of questions, 
such as What is it about school that manages 
to transform children who are good at learning 
. . . regardless of their economic and cultural 
differences, into children who are not good at 
learning, if they are poor or members of certain 
minority groups? (Gee, 2004, p. 10). How can 
changing the conditions of poverty (e.g., qual-
ity health care, nutrition programs, safer neigh-
borhoods, better housing) affect the academic 
performance of poor students? Instead of “get-
ting the child ‘ready’ for school,” how do we get 
“the school ‘ready’ to serve increasingly diverse 
children?” (Swadener, 1995, p. 18).

There is no denying, however, that children 
from poor families experience higher levels of 
academic failure than their more affl uent peers. 
In the fi nal section of this article, we briefl y con-
sider a pedagogical stance that acknowledges and 

builds on the cultural and linguistic strengths that 
students from non-dominant groups bring with 
them to school.

AN ALTERNATIVE TO DEFICIT-BASED 
LANGUAGE PRACTICES

Children’s language plays a crucial role in school 
success . . . and school failure. To succeed in 
school, children must learn the formal language 
of schooling. There is little to be gained, however, 
by pathologizing the language and culture of chil-
dren living in poverty. Arguably, the representa-
tion of students’ language and culture as defi cient 
contributes to student alienation that some see as 
the root cause of high levels of school failure in 
non-middle-class communities (McCarthy and 
Crichlow, 1993). Moreover, when the language of 
schooling is viewed as a set of social and cultural 

practices (New London Group, 
1996; Gee, 1996), it is clear 
that school-based language 
practices must be learned in the 
context of schooling. Gutiérrez, 
Baquedano-López, and Turner 

(1997) put it this way:

From a sociocultural perspective, children 
develop, acquire, and are socialized to various 
literacies, as they actively participate in culturally 
defi ned systems of practices such as participating 
in religious classes, playing sports or games, and 
participating in formal and non-formal schooling 
activities. (p. 369)

From this perspective, the responsibility for 
teaching students—especially students from non-
 dominant groups—the language of schooling rests 
with teachers, not parents. 

As a beginning, teachers need to recognize 
the linguistic, social, and cognitive resources all 
children bring with them to school. This must 
go beyond merely acknowledging the language 
strengths of students from non-dominant groups, 
however. Michaels (2005) challenges educators 
“to go beyond claims and documentation of dif-
ference (even differences ‘on their own terms’) 
and show specifi cally how these differences can 
be recruited, in school, as strengths” (p. 137). In 
classrooms that make space for students’ linguis-
tic and cultural experiences, children have more 
linguistic, social, and cognitive resources to draw 
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There is little to be gained, 
however, by pathologizing the 

language and culture of children 
living in poverty. 
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on in support of their learning (Dyson, 1993, 
2003; Gutiérrez, Baquedano-López, & Turner, 
1997). The social practices in these classrooms 
“authenticate, integrate, and connect the class-
room literacy practices to the [discourse] prac-
tices” of the communities from which students 
come (Gutiérrez, Baquedano-López, & Turner, 
2007, p. 373). In this way, students’ language, cul-
ture, and background knowledge become tools 
for learning. The emphasis in such classrooms is 
on “what can be done with language, rather than 
what cannot” (Schleppegrell & Go, 2007, p. 530), 
and children’s everyday language is available as 
the basis for learning the formal language prac-
tices valued in school (Gebhard, Harman, & 
Seger, 2007). 

Finally, Hart and Risley draw attention to a 
real problem that teachers encounter every day 
in their classrooms: children enter school with 
more or less of the linguistic, social, and cul-
tural capital required for school success. How-
ever, we take exception to the characterization 
of this situation in terms of linguistic or cul-
tural defi ciencies. Through the lens of defi cit 
thinking, linguistic differences among poor par-
ents and children are transformed into defi cien-
cies that are the cause of high levels of academic 
failure among poor children. In this formula-
tion, the ultimate responsibility for this failure 
lies with parents who pass on to their children 
inadequate language and fl awed culture. But, 
in our view, the language differences Hart and 
Risley reported are just that—differences. All 
children come to school with extraordinary lin-
guistic, cultural, and intellectual resources, just 
not the same resources. It is the responsibility of 
teachers to draw on these resources in support of 
school learning, including teaching the language 
practices valued in school. If there are crucial 
language experiences needed for school success, 
then teachers must provide them. The remedy 
for disproportionate levels of failure among chil-
dren living in poverty is a school curriculum that 
respects their background knowledge and expe-
rience and builds on students’ linguistic, cultural 
and cognitive “funds of knowledge” (González, 
Moll, & Amanti, 2005) to teach them what they 
need to achieve success. As Gloria Ladson-
 Billings’s (1994) research reminds us, respect is 
the key to successful teaching. Ultimately, this is 
about respect for students’ knowledge, who they 
are, and where they come from.

Note
1. The Social Science Citation Index (SSCI) allows users to 
determine how often a particular publication has been 
cited in the 1700 social science journals included in the SSCI 
database. The number of times a work has been cited gives 
some indication of its infl uence. We found over 600 refer-
ences to the Hart and Risley study, nearly half of these in 
the past fi ve years.

References
Baum, C. G., Forehand, R., & Zegiob, L. E. (1979). A review 
of observer reactivity in adult–child interactions. Journal of 
Psychopathology and Behavioral Assessment, 1, 167–178.

Blachowicz, C. L. Z., Fisher, P. J. L., Ogle, D., & Watts-
Taffe, S. (2006). Vocabulary: Questions from the classroom. 
Reading Research Quarterly, 41, 524–539.

Blachowicz, C. L. Z., & Obrochta, C. (2005). Vocabulary vis-
its: Virtual fi eld trips for content vocabulary development. 
The Reading Teacher, 59, 262–268. 

Bloome, D., Carter, S. P., Christian, B. M., Otto, S., & Shuart-
Faris, N. (2005). Discourse analysis and the study of class-
room language and literacy events: A microethnographic 
perspective. Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Books, S. (2004). Poverty and schooling in the U.S.: Con-
texts and consequences. Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum. 

Britto, P. R., Brooks-Gunn, J., & Griffi n, T. (2006). Maternal 
reading and teaching patterns: Associations with school 
readiness in low-income, African-American families. Read-
ing Research Quarterly, 41, 68–89. 

Cooter, K. S. (2006). Issues in urban literacy when mama 
can’t read: Counteracting intergenerational illiteracy. The 
Reading Teacher, 59, 698–702.

The critical need for evidence-based comprehensive and 
effective early childhood programs: Hearing before the 
Committee on Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions, US 
Senate, 108th Cong., (2002). Available from http://olpa.
od.nih.gov/hearings/108/session1/testimonies/headstart.asp.

Dennett, D. (1995). Darwin’s dangerous idea: Evolution and 
the meaning of life. New York: Touchstone.

Dudley-Marling, C. (2007). Return of the defi cit. Journal of 
Educational Controversy, 2(1). Retrieved January 29, 2009, 
from http://www.wce.wwu.edu/Resources/CEP/eJournal/
v002n001/Index.shtml.

Dyson, A. (2003). Popular literacies and “all” children: 
Rethinking literacy for contemporary childhoods.  Language 
Arts, 81, 100–109.

Dyson, A. H. (1993). Social worlds of children learning to 
write in an urban primary school. New York: Teachers Col-
lege Press.

Dyson, M. E. (2006). Is Bill Cosby right?: Or has the Black 
middle class lost its mind? Reading, MA: Perseus. 

Foley, D. E. (1997). Defi cit thinking models based on culture: 
The anthropological protest. In R. R. Valencia (Ed.), The evo-
lution of defi cit thinking (pp. 113–131). London: Falmer.

Gebhard, M., Harman, R., & Seger, W. (2007). Reclaiming 
recess: Learning the language of persuasion. Language 
Arts, 84, 419–431.

Gee, J. (1999). Critical issues: Reading and the new literacy 
studies: Reframing the National Academy of Sciences Report 
on Reading. Journal of Literacy Research, 31, 355–374.

Gee, J. P. (1996). Social linguistics and literacies: Ideology in 
discourses (2nd ed.). Philadelphia, PA: Routledge/Falmer.

Gee, J. P. (2004). Situated language and learning: A critique 
of traditional schooling. New York: Routledge.

Th
e Lan

g
u

ag
e o

f Po
o

r C
h

ild
ren

369

LA_May2009.indd   Sec1:369LA_May2009.indd   Sec1:369 3/30/09   9:56:09 AM3/30/09   9:56:09 AM



González, N. (2005). Beyond culture: The hybridity of funds 
of knowledge. In N. González, L. C. Moll, & C. Amanti 
(Eds.), Funds of knowledge: Theorizing practices in house-
holds and classrooms (pp. 29–46). Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum. 

González, N., Moll, L. C., & Amanti, C. (2005). Funds of 
knowledge: Theorizing practices in households and class-
rooms. Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Gutiérrez, K., Baquedano-López, P., & Turner, M. G. (1997). 
Putting language back into language arts: When the radical 
middle meets the third space. Language Arts, 74, 368–378.

Hart, B., & Risley, T. R. (1995). Meaningful differences in 
the everyday experiences of young American children. 
Baltimore: Brookes.

Heath, S. B. (1983). Ways with words: Language, life, and 
work in communities and classrooms. Cambridge, UK: Cam-
bridge University Press.

Jones, R., & Luo, Y. (1999). The culture of poverty and Afri-
can American culture: An empirical assessment. Sociologi-
cal Perspectives, 42, 439–458.

Kozol, J. (1992). Savage inequalities: Children in America’s 
schools. New York: HarperCollins.

Kozol, J. (2005). The shame of the nation: The restoration 
of apartheid schooling in America. New York: Crown.

Kuhn, T. S. (1970). The structure of scientifi c revolutions 
(2nd. ed.). Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press.

Labbo, L. D., Love, M. S., & Ryan, T. (2007). A vocabulary 
fl ood: Making words “sticky” with computer-response 
activities. The Reading Teacher, 60, 582–588.

Labov, W. (1970). The study of nonstandard English. 
Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English.

Ladson-Billings, G. (1994). The dreamkeepers: Successful 
teachers of African American children. San Francisco, CA: 
Jossey-Bass.

Ladson-Billings, G. (1999). Preparing teachers for diverse 
student populations: A critical race theory perspective. In 
A. Iran-Nejad & P. D. Pearson (Eds.), Review of research in 
education: Vol. 24 (pp. 211–247). Washington, DC: Ameri-
can Educational Research Association.

Lakoff, G. (2004). Don’t think of an elephant! Know your 
values and frame the debate. White River Junction, VT: 
Chelsea Green.

Le Compte, M. D., & Goetz, J. P. (1982). Problems of reli-
ability and validity in ethnographic research. Review of 
Educational Research, 52, 31–60. 

McCarthy, C., & Crichlow, W. (1993). Introduction: Theories 
of identity, theories of representation, theories of race. In 
C. McCarthy & W. Crichlow (Eds.), Race, identity, and repre-
sentation in education (pp. xii–xxix). New York: Routledge.

Michaels, S. (1981). “Sharing time”: Children’s narrative 
styles and differential access to literacy. Language in Soci-
ety, 10, 423–442.

Michaels, S. (2005). Can the intellectual affordances of 
working-class storytelling be leveraged in school? Human 
Development, 48, 136–145.

Miller, P., Cho, G. E., & Bracey, J. R. (2005a). Working-class 
children’s experience through the prism of personal story-
telling. Human Development, 48, 115–135.

Miller, P., Cho, G. E., & Bracey, J. R. (2005b). Expanding the 
angle of vision on working-class children’s stories. Human 
Development, 48, 151–154. 

Mills, C. W. (1959). The sociological imagination. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press.

Neuman, S. B., & Celano, D. (2001). Access to print in low-
income and middle-income communities. Reading Research 
Quarterly, 36, 8–26. 

New London Group. (1996). Pedagogy of multiliteracies: 
Designing social futures. Harvard Educational Review, 66, 
60–92.

Noble, K. G., McCandliss, B. D., & Farah, M. J. (2007). Socio-
economic gradients predict individual differences in neuro-
cognitive abilities. Developmental Science, 10, 464–480.

Nunberg, G. (2002). A loss for words: “Fresh air” commen-
tary. Retrieved August 25, 2008, from http://people.ischool.
berkeley.edu/~nunberg/vocabulary.html.

Oakes, J. (2006, March). Learning power: Urban education 
and racial justice. Second Annual Carnegie Address, Boston 
College, Chestnut Hill, MA.

Olson, L. (2006, July 6). As deadline looms, report says 
states showing little progress in addressing teacher qual-
ity. Education Week (Online), 25. Retrieved January 29, 
2009, from http://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2006/07/06/
42teacherquality_web.h25.html?print=1.

Payne, R. K. (2005). A framework for understanding pov-
erty (4th ed.). Highlands, TX: Aha! Process.

Rabinow, P. (1977). Refl ections on fi eldwork in Morocco. 
Berkeley, CA: University of California Press.

Rolstad, K. (2004, May). Psychological misconstructions 
of language development. Paper presented at 12th 
Annual Conference on Reconceptualizing Early Childhood 
Education: Research, Theory, and Practice, Oslo, Norway. 
Retrieved January 29, 2009, from www.reconece.org/
proceedings/Rolstad.pdf.

Rothstein, R. (2004). Class and schools: Using social, 
economic, and educational reform to close the Black-
White achievement gap. Washington, DC: Economic Policy 
Institute.

Schleppegrell, M. J., & Go, A. L. (2007). Analyzing the writ-
ing of English learners: A functional approach. Language 
Arts, 84, 529–538.

Smagorinsky, P. (1995). The social construction of data: 
Methodological problems of investigating learning in the 
zone of proximal development. Review of Educational 
Research, 65, 191–212.

Swadener, B. B. (1995). Children and families “at promise”: 
Deconstructing the discourse of risk. In B. B. Swadener 
& S. Lubeck (Eds.), Children and families “at promise” 
(pp. 18–49). Albany, NY: State University of New York Press.

Taylor, D. (1997). Many families, many literacies: An 
international declaration of principles. Portsmouth, NH: 
Heinemann.

US Census Bureau. (2003). Current population survey. 
Washington, DC: Author. Accessed January 9, 2009, from 
www.census.gov/prod/2003pubs/p60-222.pdf.

Valencia, R. R. (1997). The evolution of defi cit think-
ing: Educational thought and practice. New York: 
RoutledgeFalmer. 

Walsh, K., Glaser, D., & Wilcox, D. D. (2006). What edu-
cation schools aren’t teaching about reading and what 
elementary teachers aren’t learning. Washington, DC: 
National Council on Teacher Quality.

Zegiob, L. E., Arnold, S., & Forehand, R. (1975). An exami-
nation of observer effects in parent-child interactions. 
Child Development, 46, 509–512. 

Th
e 

La
n

g
u

ag
e 

o
f 

Po
o

r 
C

h
ild

re
n

La
n

g
u

ag
e 

A
rt

s 
●

 
V

o
l. 

86
 

●
 

N
o

. 5
 

●
 

M
ay

 2
00

9

370

Curt Dudley-Marling is professor in the Lynch School 
of Education at Boston College. Krista Lucas is a doc-
toral candidate in Curriculum & Instruction in the Lynch 
School of Education at Boston College.

LA_May2009.indd   Sec1:370LA_May2009.indd   Sec1:370 3/30/09   9:56:10 AM3/30/09   9:56:10 AM




