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A comparison of privileged and underprivileged elementary school children

Isabelle Zoller

Infroduction

Verbal intelligence tests are often considered as biased with regard to socio-economic

background and prior language-related

learning experiences.

Whereas non-verbal

intelligence tests are said to neglect important aspects of cognitive aptitudes. Nevertheless,,
intelligence tests continue to be the most widely used measures of cognitive aptitudes.

In the following, the achievement level of privileged and underprivileged elementary school
from German-speaking and non-German-speaking families are compared in regard to
performance level in both verbal and non-verbal intelligence tests. In accordance to popular
opinion, it is expected that underprivileged children (especially those from non-German-
speaking families) score higher on non-verbal than verbal tests of mental abilities.
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Method

Sample

Launch: Project PRISE

academic  performance are
being observed for two more
years in middle school.

The total EVES-sample consists of 1520 elementary school students (739 girls: 48.6%; 781
boys: 51.4%) from 16 elementary schools in Heidelberg. The children started school in
2001 and 2002 respectively. The age at school enrolment ranges from 5;0 to 8;9 with an

average of 6 years and 7 months.
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background and parents that rate their German skills as poor.

Materials / Methods
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Results

Family Background

Figure 2 shows the results of a 2-factor analysis of variance with socio-economic
background and language environment as main factors:
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Fig. 2: Performance level in non-verbal and verbal tests of mental
abilities (t-scores)

Stability

In each grade children of lower socioeconomic background are outperformed by
children growing up in families with a high socio-economic status (72 = .11).

Over time, test performance of all
students varies significantly (72 =

50,9 62,1 60,1 .49). A particular strong decrease
o — ) - in performance can be observed
towards the end of fourth grade
(Fig. 3).
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sample (red line).
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Fig. 3: Stability of performance over time and across different test
materials (t-scores)

Test Materials

All in all, a comparison of the
average score on all verbal
(subtest 1, 5, 8 =& subtests with
w07 highest loading on verbal factor
0 486 ® 06 according to test manual) and
W53 non-verbal tasks (all other
bal (PSE - grade 4) subtests) shows a  higher
40 achievement level of privileged
Non-German German Non-German ‘ German Children compared tO Students Of
low socioeconomic background
(72 = .12) (Fig.4).
In can, however, be observed
that regardless of prior language
related experiences privileged children tend to score higher on verbal than non-verbal
tasks, whereas the opposite effect can be found for underprivileged children.
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Fig. 4: Comparison of average test performance (t-scores) in verbal
and non-verbal subtests of PSB 4-6 (grade 4)

Conclusion

Growing up in a non-German-speaking family has no significant influence on test
performance. Regardless of family language, test materials (verbal / non-verbal) and
duration of schooling (grade) underprivileged elementary school students are
outperformed by children of higher socioeconomic background. Although, the present
findings indicate that test results of underprivileged children tend to be lower on verbal
than non-verbal tests the effects are very small and thus contradict the assumption that
differences in cognitive aptitudes of privileged and underprivileged children are mainly
due to unfairness in tests.
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