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Introduction 

 “The basic idea of educational equality implies that children’s academic outcomes and life 

chances should not depend on factors that are beyond their control, such as family socioeconomic 

status” (Yang Hansen, Rosén & Gustafsson 2011, p. 198). This is something that is clearly 

expressed in the Swedish National Syllabi (Skolverket, 2011). Yet, research shows that it is not 

the case; educational inequity in Sweden has increased over time (Yang Hansen et al., 2011). 

There are many factors beyond the teacher’s, and even the school’s, control that contributes to the 

classroom situation. This paper aims to investigate how and to what extent socioeconomic status 

(SES) has an effect on students’ achievement levels, and to investigate the challenges and 

possibilities for the teacher to create just pedagogy and classroom practices that aim at equal 

opportunities in education. This paper is foremost directed towards English as a foreign language 

(EFL) teachers and educators in the field of a Swedish educational context.  

Key Questions to Consider 

The role of SES 

• What role does SES play in the EFL-classroom?  

• What does research say about the role of SES in creating unjust availability to learning 

English/language education in the classroom? 

 

Teaching implications  

• How can teachers work with the knowledge of the impact of SES in the classroom? 

• What implications are there for how teachers can manage and organize their teaching and 

classroom to offer (more) equal opportunities? 

Research   

The relevance of socioeconomic status 

 SES is a complex, multi-dimensional and multi-faceted concept that functions at different 

levels of society (Block, 2012; Yang Hansen et al., 2011). It is almost three decades ago that 

different aspects of family SES was shown to impose “effects on educational achievement 

through different channels and can be observed at different levels” (Coleman, 1988 in Yang 

Hansen et al., 2011 p. 198). Reviewing research and studying textbooks on Second language 

acquisition (SLA), Block (2012, 2013) finds that SES as a central construct in language and 

identity is not, nor has it ever been, “on the SLA agenda to any significant degree” (Block 2012, 

p.193).  

 The lack of SLA research focusing on SES appears to facilitate the conclusion that SES is a 

less important factor for success in language learning than it has been in the past (ibid.). 

However, drawing from research on both over-all academic achievement connected to SES, as 

well as on language learning, the notion that SES would have become a less important factor is 

contradicted. Yang Hansen, Rosén and Gustafsson (2011) demonstrate how changes in the 

Swedish school system and society; i.e. school reforms, economic crisis, and demographic 
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change; has increased socioeconomic and ethnic segregation of students and influenced both 

educational quality and equality of educational achievement in Swedish secondary school. Even 

though their research does not focus specifically on learning English, it contributes to the 

advocacy for SES being a useful construct in understanding engagement in foreign learning 

processes (Block, 2012). Class is most definitely a key shaping factor in formal language 

education at all levels around the world. As Block proclaims: “the study of English is always a 

class-inflected phenomenon” (p.202). 

Accessibility and learning English   

 Through unequal resource policies and maintaining a hegemonic curriculum, the 

educational system is part of the reason why students from low SES backgrounds generally, and 

historically, have not had the same emotional attachment and commitment to education as 

students from more privileged backgrounds (Munns et al., 2008). As an institutional mechanism, 

connecting to SES, which affects students’ academic achievement, different research has shown 

that many countries’ language policies serve to promote English learning foremost to the elite of 

the country, and that “those with privilege are most likely to have access to English learning” 

(McKay, 2010, p. 111). At first thought, this might not appear to be applicable to the Swedish 

context as English is a mandatory school subject from primary school to upper secondary school, 

and hence not as inaccessible as in some countries. However, as McKay further states “it is 

often those who have both the economic resources and time for language learning who gain 

proficiency in English”, which brings forth an important point even for Sweden (ibid.).  

 English language education is very much linked to the idea that children should become 

‘global citizens’ which Block expresses to be a middle class aspiration that requires certain levels 

of mobility and economic, cultural and social capital (Block, 2012). Even students seem to reflect 

on this. In Khattak et al.’s (2011) research article on causes of English language learning anxiety, 

the authors’ proclaim that it is the students’ poor socioeconomic backgrounds that generally make 

them feel as if the English language is only the language of the elite. These students tend to have 

a hard time feeling confident learning English, with one student saying: “‘I think only rich can 

learn English language effectively’” (p. 494). Additionally, Stroud and Wee (2005) found that 

students’ parental-figure’s occupation, level of English proficiency, and engagement in the 

student’s school-work affects the student’s choice of specific language and literacy practices and, 

in turn, their degree of success in the EFL classroom. Also Kanno and Cromley’s (2013) study 

confirms this, finding parental educational level and educational expectations of parents at least 

as important, if not more important than family income for students’ access to postsecondary 

education. 

The school system, teacher, and classroom practices upholding inequality 

 In connection to students’ home-environment and SES, students from less privileged and 

diverse backgrounds often lack the necessary discourse skills to succeed academically in Swedish 

schools (Damber, 2009). Damber explains that by assuming that all students share similar 

conditions, teachers constitute as a source for upholding a certain liberal discourse as a means of 

excluding certain students. This phenomenon is referred to as ‘color blindness’, neglecting 

marginalized learners’ need for support. Common classroom practices such as thematic work and 

working on your own provide unjust circumstances and can have a negative effect on certain 

students who experience difficulties understanding what they are expected to do. This is an 

expression of the weak framing and weak classification, with covert expectations and rules, that 
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Swedish schools are characterized by (ibid.). Traditional pedagogical and English literacy 

practices, as well as a narrow definition of literacy and what counts as legitimate texts, disengage, 

discourage and alienate students of low SES from learning and education (Zammit, 2011).  

What is the Aim? 

 Pedagogies make a difference, but cannot alone challenge the inequality of the world. There 

is also a need for “complementary and broader politics geared towards school, system and social 

reform involving a politics of redistribution, recognition and representation” (Lingard & Mills 

2007, p. 242). Educational leaders and planners need to establish policies that afford English 

access to learners of all economic backgrounds, in order to avoid English fluency contributing to 

a greater economic divide (McKay, 2010).  

 Damber writes that resistance to the deficit syndrome and the avoidance of color-blindness 

emerged as potent elements in the teachers’ approach. To conceptualize this, it is important for 

the teacher to have high demands and high expectations on all students, and to have trust in the 

students’ capacities (Damber, 2009, Munns et al., 2008). Focusing on student engagement 

showed to be significant as a way of disrupting discourses of power and promoting alternate 

pedagogy.  As traditional pedagogy, curriculum and assessment practices disengage many 

students, there needs to be a change in pedagogy and discourse, so that all students can feel that 

school is for ‘them’ (ibid. p.161).  

 Both Kanno and Cromley (2013) and Damber (2009) imply that a positive relationship with 

the home, between teachers and parental figures, is important. Damber further argues that this can 

counteract such phenomena as color-blindness and mono-linguistic perspectives. 

Practical Implications 

 In order to build a reflective and supportive learning community in the classroom, where 

the students are challenged and motivated, and given opportunities to become more successful 

learners, teachers and students need to be “involved in pedagogical conversations that strongly 

negotiate learning situations” (Munns et al., 2008, p. 161). The students must be seen as co-

constructors of knowledge and definitions of literary practices and texts must be broadened and 

redefined. There needs to be a balance between, and aim to target, affective, cognitive, and 

operative learning processes and experiences at high levels (Zammit, 2011). Practical 

implications that most research argues for are: 

Resistance to the deficit syndrome and the avoidance of color-blindness 

 High demands 

 High expectations and trust in the students 

 Placing trust in the students and their capacities 

 Utilizing the students’ L1  

 Having a good relationship with the students’ home 

Focus on student engagement  

 Students as co-constructor of knowledge, curriculum content & assessment 

 Sharing ideas and learning from each other 

 Self-assessment and reflective strategies to encourage them to learn 
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Focus on meaning 

 Contextualized learning and engaging messages 

 Authentic literature 
 

Mixing strong framing with weak classification 

 Individualization 

 Explicitness 

 Scaffolding structures and routines 

Embedding multiliteracies, utilising information and communication technologies into low SES 

classrooms, is one example that can recognize students as literate individuals and enhance their 

engagement in learning, providing the space to develop new literacy practices and to view school 

as ‘a place for me’ (Zammit, 2011). 

Conclusion  

This paper shows that there are various channels and levels on which socioeconomic 

status affects students’ academic achievement and EFL-classroom practices, as well as many 

implications for how teachers can aim towards constructing socially just pedagogies. Research 

demonstrates that the teacher can take a critical approach on tackling predispositions of inequity 

that engages students and gives them agency over their knowledge and learning. However, this 

paper reveals that there has been an unsubstantial amount of research conducted in the field of 

SES and EFL and that more research is called for.  
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