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Ruby Payne knows a man raised in a poor, single-parent household who, as a boy, saved $40 to buy a

new bike only to have his mom spend the money on medicine for his sick sister.

So when a teacher later told the boy’s class about the importance of saving money to get ahead, he

scoffed. Rules, Payne said, are different for the poor than for the middle class or wealthy.

Payne, an author of several books on poverty, relayed the story yesterday to about 350 people at the

Missouri Theatre Center for the Arts. Her lecture, followed today by a workshop, was sponsored by the

Heart of Missouri United Way. Payne’s talk was a mix of personal anecdotes and generalizations some

attendees later said fit people they know.

The key to helping poor families and children in schools, she said, is to understand the “hidden rules”

among classes. For instance, poor people tend to spend their paychecks or use food stamps as soon as

they get them so they don’t have to share, she said. That’s because, in their communities, money is seen

as communal property.

Payne told the story of a teacher who once gave twins $200 to buy new school clothes, but the girls later

admitted they instead bought a VCR. Payne urged the audience to consider what they would do with a

$1.4 million Picasso painting. Most said they’d sell it.

Language also is different among classes, and that can affect a person’s situation. Payne asked people to

consider a middle-class boy getting stopped by police and having the knowledge and formal language to

not seem argumentative. A poor person might become defensive or elusive in the same situation, she

said, and that could mean the difference between a ticket and an arrest. Poor people don’t know formal

language used in middle and upper classes, Payne said. “I can hear it now: ‘Please put that weapon

away,’ ” she joked.

Payne’s stereotypes and lack of actual research have caused some to criticize her. She dismissed that

criticism, saying her work is focused on cognitive thinking, which is different than traditional methods of

studying economic class.

Steve Calloway, a former Columbia Public Schools board member, said he attended the event as a skeptic

but thought Payne had some interesting points.

“I wouldn’t say I’m a believer, but it was insightful,” he said, adding he was glad the school district is

open to “a different way of thinking.” The district had invited teachers to attend Payne’s talk for

in-service credit.
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Tim Rich, executive director of the area United Way, said Payne’s speech is the first part of what he

hopes will be a community conversation about poverty.

That’s critical as Columbia Public Schools faces a growing population of free or reduced-price lunch

recipients, said Susan McClintic, a teacher at Alpha Hart Lewis Elementary School. She said she’ll be

able to apply some of Payne’s ideas to her class but also stressed that her job is to come to class confident

in everyone’s ability to learn.
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