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Motivational Differences: Middle Class vs. Poverty 

Driving Forces in Middle Class:   Work Achievement Material Security 

Driving Forces in Poverty:   Survival Relationships Entertainment 

 

Communication Differences: Middle Class vs. Poverty 

Communication in Middle Class: Formal Register 

 Formal Register: complete sentences and a dramatically larger, more 

nuanced vocabulary. Used at work, in school. 

 Story structure is linear – beginning/middle/end approach; the emphasis is 

on plot 

 Conversational focus is on the future, the implications, the why 

 Discourse pattern is direct, to the point. Can view casual approach as 

meandering and frustrating, uncooperative and not relatable. 

 

Communication in Poverty: Casual Register 

 Casual Register: the language used between friends/peers with a shorter, 

less complex vocabulary. Incomplete sentences. Non-verbals are a primary 

source of information (80 – 85%) 

 Story structure is non-linear, jumps around. Interruptions expected, 

welcomed. The emphasis is on characters, people. Noise level is often high. 

 Main value of the speaker is ability to entertain, be likeable (rather than to 

inform and influence). 

 Discourse pattern is less direct, going around the main issue before finally 

coming to the point. Can view formal register as rude and non-caring. 

Continued… 



S3 HO 

Communication Differences: Formal vs. Casual Register  

 

Implications for Individuals from Poverty 

 The ability to use formal register is a hidden rule of the middle class. 

 Many students from generational poverty do not have access to formal 

register at home, and some are unable to use formal register at all. 

 When conversations are held in casual register, much of the meaning 

comes from non-verbal assists rather than from word choices.  

 To be asked to communicate in writing (which lacks non-verbal assists and 

uses more specific – and often unknown - word meanings) can be an 

overwhelming task for those who communicate exclusively in casual 

register. 

 School is conducted in formal register (standardized tests, middle-class 

teachers) and educational success assumes formal register capability. 

 Well-paying jobs are accessed via formal register (the absence of which, at 

an interview, will disqualify an applicant immediately) and well-paying job 

success assumes the use of formal register in most circumstances. 

 

Implications for Advocates – consider communication differences 

when: 

 Intentionally attempting to develop rapport, mutual comfort, and trust with 

others involved in your case. 

 Working toward understanding and being understood 

 Trying to increase your CASA kids’ capabilities and opportunities. Consider 

“teaching” formal communication skills by using expanded vocabulary and 

formal register intentionally and instructively. 

 

 

Source: Bridges Out of Poverty 

 


