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What do teens need to succeed? “Good grades” is the stan-
dard answer that I hear every day in my practice. I wish it were that 
simple. Good grades in high school are necessary to be accepted 
into a competitive university, but success in high school and after-
ward is much more complex. Many factors go into it, most of which 
are not well known to the public. Some will surprise you. In reading 
this area, I found so much material that I felt was interesting, I have 
decided to cover this topic in two newsletters. I will cover factors in 
the child’s environment in the first segment, and individual factors in 
part II.

Demographics
When a child is born, we can predict pretty accurately whether 

he will go to college or not by the educational and income level of 
his mother. That is a fact. If he comes from a family of two college 
educated parents with good jobs, his chances are eight times that 
of the boy born to a low income single mother with a high school 
diploma. We’ve always thought of education as the great equalizer—
that all segments of society had equal access to higher education, 
and that, if poor students worked hard, they could achieve the same 
levels of education. However, education is not the equalizer it used 
to be. The gap has always been there between rich and poor fami-
lies, and it is growing wider. Let’s go into some of the research.

One of the biggest gaps for upper and low income students 
is whether they come from a two-person family or a single parent 
family. Robert Putnam, a Harvard social scientist, author of the 2015 
book, Our Kids, found that more than 90% of children in college-
educated homes are being raised by two parents, compared with 
30% of children from high school-educated homes. Two-parent 
families can afford to specialize—with one parent being the bread-
winner, and the other parent having a part time job or being a stay 
at home parent, leaving time to focus on the children’s needs. Kids 
from these homes have the trifecta—a two parent home, educated 
parents who make more money and have more financial resources 
to devote to the children, and more time with those parents. He 
found that children from high income families had three times as 
much nurturing parent time as children from poor families. Those 
children had access to better day care, were in more activities, and 
were more likely to have family meals and to attend church. Putnam 
found that smart, poor kids with high test scores are now less likely 
to graduate from college than not-so-smart rich kids with low test 
scores, “exactly the opposite of what the American dream used to 
be.” 

In 2013, of those students whose parents were in the upper 25 
percent of the population in income, about 77% earned a bachelor’s 
degree by the time they turned 24. This is up from 40% in 1970. 
Only 9% of students from the lowest income level obtained a college 
degree. This is up from 6% in 1970. Why is the rate 8 to 9 times 
higher? Part of the problem is low completion rates. Forty-five per 
cent of young adults from the lowest 25% in family income enroll 
in college now. That’s a pretty good number, up from 28% in 1970. 
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However, only about one in five of this group completed college.

Of those families at the top of the income spectrum—those who 
made $108,000 per year—about 81% of their children went to col-
lege. Of those, 99% graduated in six years. (This sounds high to me 
but I checked it). This data comes from a report from the University 
of Pennsylvania’s Alliance for Higher Education and Democracy and 
the Pell Institute for the Study of Opportunity in Higher Education. 
(see: Korn, WSJ). 

Why were graduation rates so low for low income students? 
Much research has been done on this issue, and the answers are 
multi-faceted. Students from higher income families are more likely 
to attend competitive, doctoral degree granting universities where 
graduation rates are high. (The graduation rate for University of 
Georgia students is 88%.) Low income students are more likely to 
attend two year colleges where the graduation rates are between 13 
to 18 per cent, regardless of family income. Expectations are lower. 
Many are simply unprepared for the rigors of college level academic 
work. A great many simply can’t afford to continue after a couple of 
years. Some lack the family support they need, lack transportation, 
or might be working 30 to 40 hours a week. Also, the amount of 
money provided by Pell grants has been cut back in recent years.

Many sociologists have looked at the family background of low 
income students to see why they fail to graduate. In doing research 
for this newsletter, I reviewed the study of Annette Larreau, a 
sociologist at the University of Pennsylvania. She and her students 
went into the homes of a group of middle class families and another 
group of working class families, observing and filming for hundreds 
of hours. They were seeking to know what was different in them that 
might account for higher educational attainment in the middle class 
group. (I did note that the “middle class” parents all had college 
degrees, so middle class in Pennsylvania might be better described 
as upper middle class in Georgia.) 

Larreau’s work was published in book form as Unequal Child-
hoods. I will review only a few highlights. The middle class parents 
looked at raising children as a project which they would devote 
themselves to, like a garden to cultivate. They spent more time 
reading to children and enrolled them in enrichment activities, even 
before they had turned five. Many of them, by middle school, were 
enrolled in several activities which were very time-consuming for 
them and for their parents. The parents supervised their children’s 
activities very closely. Many of the children complained they had 
little free time. 

Working class parents saw children differently. They provided 
the basics—food, clothing, shelter, love—but assumed that children 
would make their own amusements and grow up more naturally. 
This latter group of children had more free time to hang around the 
house or play outside. Interestingly, they were often happier than the 
intensely scheduled children, more mature, and more independent.

The middle class parents also took a major role in intervening 
between their child and other adults in authority—the classroom 
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teacher, the coach, the Boy Scout leader, etc. They saw it as their 
job to anticipate problems or conflicts and get these other individu-
als to provide what their child needed or accommodate around 
his special needs. The working class parents didn’t get involved, 
emphasizing instead that their children respect and obey people in 
authority and follow the rules.

The middle class families also took a major role in getting their 
kids into enrichment activities that helped them in life. They en-
rolled children in tutoring if they 
needed it, got them into SAT prep 
classes, signed them up for summer 
camps. They had art lessons, music 
lessons, gymnastics. They found 
summer internships for their children 
when in high school. They helped 
them get a passport and sent them 
abroad. Working class parents didn’t 
pursue these activities. Their chil-
dren were more likely to get paying 
jobs by the age of 16 and contribute 
some of the money to the family. 

When it came time to apply to 
college, all families stressed the 
need to go to college. However, 
the middle class parents had more 
knowledge about colleges, how they 
are different, what they have to offer. 
They helped their children pick the right college, and they took an 
active role in the application process. They made sure everything 
was completed on time. Working class parents tended to leave it 
up to the adolescent to make the decisions about college with their 
guidance counselor. They tended to view teenagers as “grown” at 16 
and on their own. Larreau gave several examples of working class 
students who applied to colleges that were too competitive for them 
and thus got rejected at all of them. Middle class parents wouldn’t 
have let that happen. 

All of these factors together contributed to another factor that is 
more difficult to describe. By the age of 18, the children from middle 
class homes, as a result of all the activities and the time spent on 
them and the enriching experiences, had a level of self-confidence 
that enabled them to travel to new places, have new experiences 
and meet new people. They were more likely to leave home to at-
tend a major research university. They had skills at interacting with 
others—they could assert themselves with peers, participate in 
class discussions, solve everyday problems confidently, speak to 
the professor if they had a problem. Several researchers have found 
that it is this lack of self-confidence and social skills—not a lack of 
ability—that contribute to the higher college dropout rate among 
working class and low income college students.

Ten years later, Larreau followed up with her families to see 
how they were doing. Those from middle class families had higher 
college graduation rates and were mostly in good paying jobs. They 
were delaying marriage and childbearing. Those from the working 
class homes were more likely to drop out of high school in order to 
work, and to have never applied to college. They were more often 
married at a young age, had children, and were working and paying 
bills.

The Effects of Poverty
Social class has significant effects on children’s prospects for 

success in other ways beside income levels and parenting styles. 
Ground breaking research done in the last ten years has found that 
children growing up in poverty experience much higher rates of fam-
ily disruption and adverse life events. Scientists call these ACE’s. 

These are experiences such as: divorce, living with a single parent, 
moving often, witnessing abuse or violence in the home, witnessing 
drug or alcohol addiction in the home, and being the victim of physi-
cal/sexual abuse. Children growing up in poverty are more likely to 
have a parent who has committed a crime and been incarcerated, to 
commit crimes themselves or be the victim of a crime. 

The accumulation of these stressors cause subtle changes in 
the body, specifically in the HPA (hypo-pituitary-adrenal) axis. This 

is a feedback loop in the brain and 
body that helps us regulate stress. 
When it is overwhelmed, this causes 
actual changes in the brain, particu-
larly in the hippocampus. This area 
of the brain helps us with cognitive 
skills such as attention, focusing, 
concentration, and working memory. 
We call these cognitive abilities the 
executive functions. This is very im-
portant. The executive functions help 
us control our emotions when frus-
trated, to control impulsive behavior, 
to stay calm during confusing situa-
tions. This new research explains, in 
part, why children from low income 
families have higher rates of disrup-
tive behavior problems in school 
and why they are more likely to be 

diagnosed with ADHD. Their brain’s ability to focus and concentrate 
has been impacted negatively by their stressful lives. 

The good news coming out of this research is that the effects 
of chronic stress can be mitigated by the constant presence of a 
parent who is warm and nurturing. The child is able to form a secure 
attachment with a warm parent (usually but not necessarily the 
mother). The parent who is emotionally stable, calm, and patient 
helps the child to develop the necessary skills to calm himself when 
upset or frustrated. While this is ideal, it is hard to achieve. The 
reality is that mother is often very stressed, too, by the difficult and 
unstable life which she lives.

This research builds on the research by Sroufe and Egland 
which was reported in their 2005 book, The Development of the 
Person. These researchers observed children at the age of one who 
were being raised by low income mothers. The authors categorized 
the children’s attachment to their mothers as: securely attached 
or anxiously attached to their mothers. By anxiously attached, the 
authors define this as the child’s failure to cry when mother left 
the room, or cried so severely that they did not react warmly when 
mother returned to the room, or they became aggressive toward 
her, etc. Those children with secure attachments were better able 
to socialize with peers in pre-school, better able to form close 
friendships in middle school, and had more friends in high school. 
They were more likely to be seen by their teachers as attentive and 
engaged. They rarely acted out in class. The majority of children 
with anxious attachment had behavior problems. Ninety per cent of 
the anxiously attached group were rated as overly dependent on the 
teacher

Finally, they were followed into high school. Parental attachment 
better predicted which students would graduate from high school 
than IQ or achievement scores. In fact, using attachment category 
alone, the authors could predict, at the age of four, which ones 
would drop out of high school with 77% accuracy.

Other Factors in the Family
If you are reading this and you are a low income, single parent, 

you may feel that the odds are against your child succeeding in 
school. The statistics paint a clear picture. My advice to you is—
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move in with relatives who are stable and stay there. Living with a 
stable, two-parent family—whether it be grandparents or aunt and 
uncle—greatly increases the quality of life for your children in so 
many ways. More of your time and financial resources can be spent 
on helping your children through life. Moving frequently is strongly 
associated with failing grades in school.

Hopefully, the neighborhood will have good schools. Fifty years 
ago, sociologist James Coleman published a landmark study of 
600,000 children in 3,000 schools in which he found that children 
born to poor families are at greater risk of failing when they attend 
schools with other poor children. He found that the composition 
of the student body was more strongly associated with academic 
achievement than any other factor about the school. Black children 
did not perform better in school because they sat next to white 
students, but because they sat next to students who were from 
more educated, middle class families—whatever their race. Those 
students worked harder in school, valued school success more, and 
had higher aspirations (see: Downey).

There is a great deal you can do that doesn’t cost anything. Here 
are some other insights from research.

Talk to your children--a lot. Elicit conversation from them as 
well. This cannot be emphasized enough. When I was a graduate 
student, we read the studies on class differences in child rearing 
by Robert Levin done as far back as the 1940’s. His classic re-
search found that middle class moms (and dads) are more likely to 
talk to their children, explaining, encouraging, praising, answering 
questions. In doing so, they pass on knowledge, build the child’s 
vocabulary, encourage the child to speak his mind, and emphasize 
that what the child has to say is important. Low income moms were 
much more likely to say “Be quiet” and “Go play.” 

A famous study by Hart and Risley found that by age three, the 
children raised by professional parents had heard 30 million words 
spoken to them. The children with parents on welfare had heard 
just 10 million. That difference is huge—and it is there by age three. 
In order to do this, you must put away your cellphone—so that you 
aren’t texting on it and your child isn’t playing games on it. It greatly 
takes away from time that should be spent talking.

Have family meals—every night. I routinely ask children and 
teens if they have family meals. The majority say no. So sad. In 
1997 researchers Bowden and Zeisz categorized 527 teenag-
ers as either well-adjusted or not well-adjusted, then looked at 
many variables in the home that were distinctly different in the two 

groups. Those who were well-adjusted—less likely to do drugs or be 
depressed, were motivated at school, made better grades, and had 
better peer relationships—ate with their families an average of five 

days a week. The less adjusted teens ate with their families three 
days a week or less. This is now a famous study and it has been 
replicated by others. What is it about family meals that is so im-
portant to teens’ success? It may be that parent-teen relationships 
are closer because they talk together every day over dinner. These 
parents may be more involved in the teens’ schoolwork or activi-
ties. Or it may be that these families are more stable, more affluent, 
and more organized, enabling them to have regular family meals. 
The takeaway is this—it doesn’t cost any more to have family meals 
than to let everyone eat separately in front of their screens, but the 
results are positive and significant. When my children were growing 
up they often had a friend stay over for dinner. Several times one of 
them would whisper to us, “Do you do this every night? This is nice.”

Give them a good diet. We know that a diet high in sugar and 
saturated fat is not good for children—it causes obesity. However, 
we did not know till recently that obesity in children actually causes 
changes in the growing brain. Studies which came out in June of 
this year found that excess weight in children was associated with 
deficits in executive function—weaker short-term memory, poor 
attention and concentration, poorer mental flexibility, and poorer 
decision-making. Brain imaging studies have shown structural 
changes too in children with obesity and metabolic syndrome—thin-
ner structures in the frontal lobes, less white matter integrity, and 
smaller hippocampal volume (a structure involved in memory skills). 
Diets higher in Omega 3 fatty acids feed the growing brain and are 
associated with positive changes in the child’s brain.

Limit screen time—whether texting, social media, or video-
games—yours and the screen time of your adolescents. I won’t 
go into detail here because I may do a separate newsletter at a later 
date, but the research over the last ten years has been very clear 
and straightforward. Teens who spend several hours a day on social 
media and playing video games are less social, more depressed, 
and are lacking in self-confidence. They have poorer social skills, 
fewer peer relationships. Studies have found an inverse relation-
ship between screen time and grades in high school—the more the 
screen time, the lower the grades. For example, Walsh, and others, 
in Providence, Rhode Island, did a study of 11 forms of media use 
by 483 female college freshmen. These young women were found 
to spend half their day—12 hours—involved in some sort of media 
use, particularly texting and social media. Media use in general, but 
particularly social media use was  directly associated with lower 
grades and other negative academic outcomes. Similarly, psychol-
ogy professor Rosen at Cal State, found that students who used 
more hours of media were more unhealthy across the board, from 
elementary school through high school. They were more likely to be 
absent from school due to sickness, to report more problems with 
depression, to have worse behavior in school, and worse grades. 

Read books. Have your children read them too. I know that the 
struggle to get kids away from screens goes on in many homes. 
I talk to parents throughout the week about this problem. I think it 
starts with the tone the parents set toward learning. Parents who 
spend their free time watching television, playing computer games 
and focused on Facebook, are declaring to their children that 
electronic entertainment is the most important activity in one’s life. 
That is their right to do so, but they make it even harder to get their 
children to read books and do homework. 

If the parents read books to children nightly, watch educational 
television, take the kids to museums, and are always reading books 
themselves, they set the stage for reading and learning as a valued 
goal. The best part about it is that taking the kids to the library every 
Saturday morning is free. Kids can even download the books from 
the library to their Kindles or iPads at no cost. 

References available upon request.
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We’ve looked at the demographics 

of successful students, their home 

environments. But what about IQ? 

How important is that?

How do we account for students 

who are bright but aren’t good 

students? What character traits are 

associated with being successful?  

Where do they come from?


