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Abstract

Similar to most topics in psychology, the issue of intelligence is subject to the nature verses nurture debate. While many psychologists agree that intelligence is determined both by genetic and environmental factors, there is still a large debate as to what environmental factors can influence one’s intelligence. One such environmental factor is the socioeconomic level of households that children grow up in. Childhood is a very important time for intelligence development and this paper will discuss factors in a low-income household that may lower children’s intelligence levels. Such factors include lack of parent involvement, low expectations of the children, and inadequate nutrition the children receive.   

Influence of Socioeconomic Status on Children’s Intelligence

The topic of intelligence has been a significant area of research in the field of psychology for many years. Psychologists worldwide continually try to define what intelligence is and how it affects a person’s ability to succeed. Included in this ongoing debate is the question of how a person’s intelligence is determined. One of the classic arguments in all of psychology is the nature vs. nurture debate, and this debate coincides directly with the studies going on in the field of intelligence. Several twin and adoption studies have been done over the years to determine how much of intelligence is inherited and how much is due to environmental factors. One notable factor that has been studied is the influence a child’s socioeconomic status has on their developing intelligence. Several studies done over the years have found that children who grow up in low-income families are at a higher risk to be delayed in cognitive development than children who grow up in middle- or high-income families (McWayne, 2004). While different researchers attribute this trend to different factors present in the life of an underprivileged child, there are some common factors that show up in many studies. Some of the main characteristics that could be hindering low-income children’s intelligence are the lack of parent involvement, low expectations for children, and nutrition problems. Although these factors create problems for children, research suggests that underprivileged children can greatly benefit from help from outside sources such as well run preschools and intervention programs (Burchinal, Lee, & Ramey, 1989).  

Parent involvement can include a number of parent-child activities, but studies have shown that positive interaction with children and encouragement especially relating to academics can lead to higher intelligence levels (Englund, Luckner, Whaley, & Egeland, 2004). One study completed by the University of Minnesota found a positive correlation between high amounts of parent-child interaction, high expectations for the child, and the child’s achievement. The study was conducted by collecting data from a sample of low income mothers with children 42 months old.  The quality of the mother’s interaction with her child was assessed by videotaping the mother and child together. In addition, the mothers were interviewed to determine what their academic expectations were for their child. When the children reached first grade they were given an abbreviated version of the Wechsler Preschool and Primary Scale of Intelligence to evaluate their intelligence level. The researchers concluded that mothers who interacted well with their children and tailored their own behavior to coincide with the activities of the child had children with higher IQs compared to mothers who did not interact with their children. In addition, the children who had high expectations set for them tended to have higher intelligence (Englund et al., 2004).  



Parental involvement is a key to a child’s development, but many low income families struggle to provide this support for their children. Many low-income parents have grown up in low-income families themselves where their parents may not have been ideal. Also, low-income parents tend to be less educated and thus do not have a good example to follow or proper education to know good parenting techniques (Turkheimer, Haley, Waldron, D’Onofrio, Gottesman, 2003).  This lack of education also makes it hard to find a good paying job and often results in these adults working multiple jobs with long hours (Turkheimer et al., 2003). Therefore, low-income parents may not be home with their child often, and even when they are, they do not interact with their child as much as they should. Thus, the parent involvement and positive expectations that are important to children’s development and intelligence are not present for many children living in low-income households.  


Another reason why low-income families may provide a poor environment for the development of a child is the lack of healthy nutrition. Although the level to which nutrition affects intelligence is still debatable, many studies support the idea that the malnutrition present in many low-income households contributes to a decrease in mental development (Ricciuti, 1993). One study was able to show that malnutrition in early life of an animal can lead to reduced brain size, decreased number of brain cells, and decreased learning abilities. Besides not allowing the brain to develop properly, malnutrition can also affect the daily energy of a person. If a child is not getting adequate amounts of food, their metabolic energy is reduced and this limits their level of activity. A malnourished child is often times less curious, less responsive to the environment, and less motivated to learn. These effects of malnutrition also decrease the ability for a child to develop their intelligence (Ricciuti, 1993).  


Although children that grow up in low-income families tend to be at a large disadvantage in terms of development of their intelligence, studies have shown that with intervention programs these children can achieve normal intelligence levels. One particular study divided low-income children into three groups including: a) children who were placed in an intervention daycare center on a continual basis until they were in kindergarten, b) children who were placed in a community daycare on a more intermittent basis, and c) children who did not attend any group daycare (Burchinal et al., 1989). Then, at several points throughout the experiment the children were tested using an age appropriate intelligence test. The researchers concluded that the group of children who attended the intervention daycare had the highest average IQ at all ages of testing. While many low income children do not receive proper stimulation or parent involvement at home, this intervention program provided them with a better environment to grow and learn. This particular study suggests that the environment a child grows up in can make a significant difference in how he/she develops intellectually (Burchinal et al., 1989).

In conclusion, intelligence is an integral part of human life, but largely varies from person to person. Intelligence may be affected to some degree by genetics, but the environment a person lives in also has a strong influence on mental development. Because of the circumstances that often come along with low-income levels, this way of life can be detrimental. Parents of low-income families are often times less educated and have tough job schedules that do not allow them to interact with their child in the proper way. In addition, because of the constant economic struggle to provide for a family, the children most likely are not getting the proper nutrition they need for their brains to develop. While organizations are continually trying to help children living in these situations, they cannot reach everyone. Thus, the socioeconomic class that a child lives in can greatly affect the intelligence level he/she achieves.    
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