
The effect of low socio-economic class on schooling success in Australia: case studies from 

Australia and around the world 

 

Clay Alan Simpkins 

S2172633 

 

Introduction – ‘at risk’ or ‘educational risk’ students 

The term ‘educational risk’ or ‘at risk’ is often used when describing students that may be 

‘underachieving’ in school. The definition of ‘at risk’ students can vary, with Baditoi (2005) 

noting that several authors or institutions described ‘risk’ differently. For the purposes of this 

report, the term ‘educational risk’ or ‘at risk’ will be defined as students “who are at risk of 

not achieving the outcomes described in the Cirriculum Framework, whose achievement 

level, rate of progress or behaviour differs noticeably from past performances and/or that of 

the students peers, underperforming or not engaged in their schooling” (Western Australian 

Government Department of Education, 2013).  

Several factors may aid in determining if a student is at educational risk and thus influence 

the success of schooling for the at risk student. These factors include, but are not limited to, 

differences in culture, minority, absenteeism and socio-economic status (reviewed in Baditoi 

2005). It must be noted that two or more factors may play a role in producing at risk students 

(Frymier, 1992; Alexander et al, 1997). Students with multiple risk factors are more likely to 

fail or leave the schooling system when compared with students with only one risk factor 

(Alexander et al., 1997). For example, students with an indigenous heritage (i.e. aboriginal) 

that are from a low socio-economic background may be classified as being at higher risk then 

indigenous students from a high socio-economic background.   

Lower socio-economic students and the schooling environment 

It is important to note that stereotyping low socio-economic students is probably not ideal, as 

students, regardless of any status (i.e. ‘at risk’ or ‘not at risk’ / ‘indigenous’ or ‘non-

indigenous’), have different personalities and identities. Therefore, the educational 

requirement of students will vary between individual children. However, I will attempt to 

explain the current issues facing lower socio-economic students using relevant literature. 

The status of a student’s socio-economic background is a major contributor as to if a student 

is likely to be within the ‘at risk’ category. This is evident in the study conducted by 

Alexander et al. (1997) that found approximately one-third of student dropouts were from 

low socio-economic backgrounds. Furthermore, Baditoi (2005) found in her study that 

poverty was within the top three indicators of at risk students, further adding evidence that a 

student’s socio-economic background is important for schooling success. 

The exact income of a socio-economic family may vary between countries. For the purpose 

of this report, a low socio-economic student will be considered a student who comes from 

households where the annual income is less than or equal to $60000. This is because, within 

Australia, $60000 is the maximum annual income that a family can receive (regardless of one 

or two parents) before being eligible for low income support (Australian Government 

Department of Human Services, 2013).  



Low parental involvement in a student’s education can partially contribute towards the lower 

educational outcomes of low socio-economic students (Bakker et al., 2007). Bakker et al. 

(2007) reviewed several authors to determine how parents are involved in a student’s 

education and came up with three categories for parental involvement. These were: “(a) 

participation in schools, which can vary from volunteering for school activities to 

participation in decision-making processes; (b) communication between parents and schools, 

which can vary from attendance of parent–teacher conferences to the reading of school 

newsletters; and (c) educational activities in the home, which can vary from joint reading to 

the discussion of daily school” (Bakker et al. 2007, p178-179). 

 

No reasons were mentioned as to why there was low parental involvement within these 

categories for socio-economic families. However, hypotheses can be derived for parental 

absenteeism from all three categories.  For example, financial hardships may result in parents 

working longer hours to maintain a liveable income. Hence, time restrictions due to other 

commitments by the parent may limit parental involvement in a student’s education across all 

three categories.  

 

Socio-economic status and parental involvement may also be negatively associated with 

single parent families, where single parents may have other priorities (i.e. working longer 

hours in an attempt to provide financial stability) then being involved in student educational 

activities. Some would also note that a disrupted family would put students at higher 

educational risk than those in two parent families (reviewed in Milne, 1986). However, it is 

noted that the primary risk of students being defined as at educational risk within single 

parent families is due to absence of resources due to low income (Pong & Ju, 2000). Students 

from low-socio economic backgrounds are also likely to have time restraints when compared 

with other students (Devlin et al., 2012). I believe that within the early middle schooling 

years it is unlikely that student time restraints may not be from employment due to Australian 

laws limiting the age of the workforce. Therefore, other life chores (i.e. looking after siblings 

due to parental absence from work) may impose time restraints students.  

The absence or low exposure to digital resources (information and communication 

technologies) within lower socio-economic students is noted as being limited (Argy, 2007). 

For example, high socio-economic students were 14% more likely to have access to home 

computers and 22% more likely to have access to computer internet services when compared 

with low socio-economic students (Kent & Facer, 2004). This access will decrease further in 

communities that are remote (Argy, 2007), adding further weighting that lower socio-

economic students in remote locations will be at higher educational risk than those from non-

remote localities. This may be due to socio-economic families failing to have financial 

stability to purchase home computers or laptops for educational purposes. The lower access 

to resources is not limited to information and communication technologies, with books and 

access to private tutoring being limited due to family finances (Orr, 2003).  

Socio-economic status may also affect the self-esteem of a student. A literature review 

conducted by Orr (2003) noted that students from lower socio-economic backgrounds may 

not be able to afford ‘cool’ clothing. The ability of not being able to afford ‘cool’ items may 

result in a student being unpopular due to absence of the ‘cool’ item. It has been shown that 

student relationships (when aged 11 or 13) to their peers can influence self-esteem 

(Donnellan et al., 2005). Therefore, unpopularity due to absence of ‘cool’ items would likely 

result in lower self-esteem by the student. Lower self-esteem could lead to lower academic 

success within the schooling environment (Liu et al., 1992; Sterbin & Rakow 1996; 



referenced in Orr 2003). The comments made by Orr (2003) were based on students from the 

American schooling system. However, the same principles may be applied to Australian 

middle-year students. For example, I have noted during school visits that students often have 

mobile phone devices or electronic tablets. The range of mobile phone or electronic tablet 

brands are numerous and will often differ in price dependant on the brand type. The ‘cool’ 

phones or tablets are likely to be more expensive then the ‘non-cool’ phones / tablets 

(assuming that the ‘cool’ items are in higher demand and thus more expensive). This may 

negatively influence a student’s popularity which may also influence the students’ self-

esteem, potentially resulting in lower academic performance.       

Field trips have been found to increase students’ engagement in the field of science 

(Zoldosova & Prokop, 2006). This is important as students’ interest in particular subject areas 

are likely to result in increased participation and learning of the subject areas. Students from 

low-socio economic areas may be reduced in their ability to attend fieldtrips due to the 

financial costs involved. This would hinder the likelihood of increasing lower-socio 

economic student’s interest in an education subject area.  

The literature review by Orr (2003) notes that students who attend a private school have, on 

average, higher academic achievement then students who attend a public/government school. 

As previously, Orr (2003) was referring to the American schooling system. However, we can 

apply this principle to Australian schools. For example, Miller and Voon (2012) note that 

there are “considerable differences in school outcomes on the NAPLAN tests in Australia 

between Government and non-Government schools” (p147). The main middle school year 

differences were within Years 9 (Miller & Voon, 2012). Miller and Voon (2012) conclude 

that the schools socio-economic status is the main contributor. Therefore, the inability of low 

socio-economic students to attend schools where funding for cognitive learning activities is 

higher (i.e. private schools) is likely to influence a student’s educational outcome to some 

degree.   

Low socio-economic schools often fail to provide teachers that have background knowledge 

in their subject areas and/or teachers with extensive years of experience (American 

Psychological Association, 2013). This can be detrimental to students attending low socio-

economic schools as teacher quality (i.e. background knowledge, years’ experience) will 

influence student’s academic achievement (Heyneman & Loxley, 1983; Gimbert et al., 2007; 

Staropoli, 2010; American Psychological Association, 2013). Currently, the Queensland 

Department of Education has a transfer point system in place to ‘reward’ teacher service in 

remote areas. These areas may also be classified as low socio-economic or having students 

with aboriginal backgrounds. However, I believe the ability of the current system to keep or 

obtain good ‘quality’ teachers at these locations is lacking. This is because teachers who 

undertake teaching in these areas can transfer to a ‘better’ school (i.e. a school that is not 

remote or within a low-socio economic area).        

The cultural background of a family my influence their socio-economic status (Guiso et al., 

2006). Cultural change is often a difficult and slow process (Guiso et al., 2006). Hence, 

children from families whose culture has a low socio-economic background status are likely 

to stay within that culture (and hence low socio-economic area). For example, German 

Catholics within the United States maintained their low socio-economic status by keeping 

their cultural beliefs over multiple generations (Guiso et al., 2006). Students from these 

cultures are therefore likely to already be at education risk before entering a classroom. Once 
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the student reaches middle school the negative effects of coming from a low socio-economic 

background may have already disengaged the student.     

Teaching strategies to aid lower socio-economic students 

Crosswell et al. (2010) states that “educational failure can in turn influence adjustment in 

work and health-related outcomes” and can therefore “…perpetuate(s) the cycle of poverty, 

and communities become second and third generation unemployed” (p106). Furthermore, a 

study conducted within Melbourne, Australia, found low socio-economic secondary students 

are less likely to further their education by attending tertiary institutions (Bowden & 

Doughney, 2010). Bowden and Doughney’s (2010) principle may also hold true for lower 

socio-economic students when deciding to further their education from middle to senior 

secondary education. That is, students who perceive the education system as ‘flawed’ may 

opt out of further education in Years 11-12 and seek employment. Therefore, teaching 

strategies to combat learning disabilities of children from lower socio-economic backgrounds 

need to be addressed across all schooling years in an attempt to prevent negative future 

outcomes (whether it be education, financial or health) of the at risk child.  

In order to help develop socio-economic students with their education I would, firstly, 

attempt to identify all at risk students (not just those from lower socio-economic 

backgrounds). This may be undertaken via looking at the students’ personal portfolio if in a 

private school or One School if in a Queensland Government School. If possible, I would do 

this before I went in to the first class to better prepare my lesson/s.  

If the student had discussed a time constraint issue on an assessment item (i.e. assignment) 

then I would try and cater to the students time restraints by offering extensions on the 

assessment item/s. However, this would be dependent on the individual students’ situation. 

Furthermore, I would try and offer any disadvantaged socio-economic student/s a range of 

assessment items (i.e. online, research reports). One option, if possible, would be to offer 

students what assessment item they would like to undertake. This would, hopefully, reduce 

the stressors that low socio-economic students have towards education/learning as they would 

be able to pick the assessment item that best caters to their personal needs.  

Within the classroom setting I believe that using Vygotsky’s philosophies of the Zone of 

Proximal Development and social interaction will help to engage and development a low 

socio-economic student’s cognitive abilities. This does not mean the teacher has to have 

constant one-on-one interactions with low socio-economic student. Group activities and 

sharing of ideas by other students can be implemented in order to implement Vygotsky’s 

philosophies within the classroom setting.  
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