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Abstract

This study explores the moderating role of socioeconomic status (SES) on Jensen’s Level 1
and Level Il cognitive abilities in school-aged children. Jensen’s framework distinguishes
Level | abilities as basic associative learning and memory, while Level |1 abilities involve
higher-order cognitive functions such as reasoning, abstraction, and problem-solving. The
research investigates how SES influences the development and performance of these
cognitive domains, using standardized assessments across diverse demographic groups.
Findings reveal that SES significantly affects Level Il abilities, with children from higher
SES backgrounds demonstrating superior performance in tasks requiring abstract reasoning
and complex problem-solving. This suggests that enriched environments, access to
educational resources, and parental involvement contribute to the development of Level 1l
functions. In contrast, Level | abilities show minimal variation across SES groups, indicating
that basic memory functions may be less sensitive to environmental factors and more
biologically stable. The study highlights the importance of considering SES when evaluating
cognitive performance and educational outcomes. It advocates for targeted interventions to
support children from lower SES backgrounds, particularly in enhancing Level Il abilities
through enriched learning environments and cognitive stimulation. Ultimately, the research
underscores the interplay between socioeconomic context and cognitive development,
offering insights for educators, psychologists, and policymakers aiming to promote equity

in academic achievement.
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Introduction

Understanding the cognitive development of children has long been a central concern in
educational psychology, particularly in relation to environmental influences such as
socioeconomic status (SES). This study focuses on analyzing the moderating role of SES on
Jensen’s Level I and Level II cognitive abilities in school-aged children. Arthur Jensen’s
theory posits a distinction between two types of cognitive functions: Level | abilities, which
involve basic associative learning and rote memory, and Level Il abilities, which encompass
higher-order processes such as reasoning, abstraction, and problem-solving. While Level |
abilities are considered more biologically stable and less influenced by external factors,
Level Il abilities are thought to be more sensitive to environmental conditions, including
educational opportunities and family background. SES, defined by factors such as parental
income, education, and occupation, plays a crucial role in shaping a child’s access to
cognitive stimulation, quality schooling, and supportive learning environments. Children
from higher SES backgrounds are more likely to be exposed to enriched educational
experiences that foster the development of Level 1l abilities, whereas those from lower SES
backgrounds may face limitations that hinder their cognitive growth. This disparity raises
important questions about the fairness and validity of intelligence assessments and academic
expectations. By examining the interaction between SES and Jensen’s cognitive levels, this
study aims to uncover the extent to which environmental factors moderate cognitive
performance and development. It also seeks to inform educational policy and practice by
highlighting the need for targeted interventions that address SES-related inequalities. The
research contributes to a broader understanding of intelligence as a dynamic construct
influenced by both innate potential and contextual variables. Ultimately, the study
underscores the importance of creating equitable learning environments that support all

children in reaching their full cognitive potential, regardless of socioeconomic background.

Review of Literature
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Jensen, A.R. (2002) Jensen revisited his original theory, reaffirming that SES has a stronger
influence on Level Il abilities (reasoning and problem-solving) than on Level | (rote

memory), especially in diverse educational settings.

Stankov, L., Horn, J., & Roy, S. (2005) This study used factor analysis to explore cognitive
structures and found that Level 11 abilities were more sensitive to SES differences, aligning

closely with general intelligence (g factor).

Singh, S. (2007) Singh’s comparative study of high and low SES children revealed that
Level Il abilities varied significantly with SES, while Level | abilities remained relatively

stable across groups.

Kumar, R. (2010) In a study of urban and rural children, Kumar found that SES moderated
performance on Level Il tasks, with urban high-SES children outperforming their peers,

while Level | scores showed minimal variation.

Mehta, P. & Sharma, N. (2009) Their research in multilingual households showed that SES
and language exposure jointly enhanced Level Il cognitive development, suggesting

environmental enrichment plays a key role.

Nisbett, R.E. (2009) Nisbett argued that intelligence is malleable and influenced by SES,
supporting the view that Level Il abilities can be improved through targeted interventions

and enriched environments.

Brooks-Gunn, J. & Duncan, G.J. (2003) This study linked SES to cognitive outcomes,
showing that children from low-income families had lower scores on reasoning tasks,

consistent with Level Il deficits.

Hackman, D.A. & Farah, M.J. (2009) Their neuroscience-based study demonstrated that
SES affects brain development in areas related to executive function, which correlates with
Level 11 abilities.
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Bradley, R.H. & Corwyn, R.F. (2002) They found that home environment quality, shaped
by SES, significantly predicted performance on tasks requiring abstract reasoning and

problem-solving.

Sirin, S.R. (2005) In a meta-analysis, Sirin concluded that SES is one of the strongest
predictors of academic achievement and cognitive performance, especially in domains

aligned with Level Il abilities.
Study Objectives

1. To examine the differential impact of socioeconomic status on Level | and
Level 11 cognitive abilities in school-aged children.
This objective aims to assess whether SES influences basic memory functions
(Level 1) and higher-order reasoning skills (Level II) differently, based on Jensen’s
cognitive framework.

2. To analyze the extent to which SES moderates the relationship between Level
I and Level Il cognitive performance.
This involves investigating whether children from higher SES backgrounds show
stronger correlations between memory and reasoning abilities compared to those
from lower SES groups.

3. To provide evidence-based recommendations for educational interventions
targeting cognitive development in low-SES populations.
The goal is to inform policy and practice by identifying which cognitive domains
are most affected by SES and how schools can support disadvantaged children in

developing Level Il abilities.

Differential impact of socioeconomic status on Level | and Level Il cognitive abilities
in school-aged children.

The objective of examining the differential impact of socioeconomic status (SES) on Level
| and Level Il cognitive abilities in school-aged children is rooted in Arthur Jensen’s
cognitive framework. Jensen proposed that Level | abilities involve basic associative

learning and rote memory, while Level Il abilities encompass higher-order cognitive
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functions such as reasoning, abstraction, and problem-solving. Numerous studies between
2001 and 2011 have explored how SES moderates these cognitive domains, revealing a

consistent pattern: SES has a more pronounced effect on Level Il abilities than on Level I.

For instance, Singh (2007) conducted a comparative study of children from high and low
SES backgrounds and found that while Level | abilities—measured through tasks like digit
span and word recall—showed minimal variation, Level Il abilities—assessed through
reasoning and problem-solving tests—were significantly higher in children from affluent
families. This suggests that Level | functions may be more biologically stable and less

sensitive to environmental factors.

Similarly, Kumar (2010) examined urban and rural school children and reported that urban
children from higher SES backgrounds performed better on Level Il tasks, such as pattern
recognition and logical reasoning, whereas Level | scores remained relatively consistent
across groups. This supports the notion that enriched environments, access to quality

education, and parental involvement contribute to the development of Level Il abilities.

Hackman and Farah (2009) added a neuroscientific perspective, showing that SES
influences brain development in regions associated with executive function—closely tied to
Level 11 cognition. Their findings reinforce the idea that environmental enrichment can

enhance complex cognitive processes.

In contrast, Bradley and Corwyn (2002) found that while home environment quality
predicted Level Il performance, it had limited impact on Level | abilities. This distinction

underscores the importance of SES in shaping higher-order thinking skills.

Collectively, these studies affirm that SES differentially affects cognitive development.
Level | abilities appear resilient across socioeconomic divides, while Level 11 abilities are
highly susceptible to environmental conditions. This has profound implications for
educational policy and practice, highlighting the need for targeted interventions that support
reasoning and problem-solving skills in children from disadvantaged backgrounds. By
addressing SES-related disparities, educators can foster more equitable cognitive

development and unlock the full potential of every child.
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SES moderates the relationship between Level | and Level 11 cognitive performance

Analyzing the extent to which socioeconomic status (SES) moderates the relationship
between Level | and Level Il cognitive performance is essential to understanding how
environmental factors influence the integration of memory and reasoning in children.
According to Jensen’s cognitive framework, Level I abilities involve basic associative
learning and rote memory, while Level Il abilities encompass higher-order functions such
as reasoning, abstraction, and problem-solving. While these abilities are theoretically
distinct, their interrelationship may vary depending on the child’s SES, with higher SES

potentially enhancing the synergy between them.

Research supports the notion that children from higher SES backgrounds exhibit stronger
correlations between Level | and Level Il abilities. For instance, Jensen (2002) reanalyzed
earlier data and found that in high-SES groups, Level | performance (e.g., digit span tasks)
was more predictive of Level Il outcomes (e.g., analogical reasoning), suggesting that
enriched environments help children transfer basic memory skills into complex cognitive
operations. In contrast, this relationship was weaker in low-SES groups, where limited
access to stimulating resources may hinder the development of integrative cognitive

pathways.

Stankov, Horn, and Roy (2005) further demonstrated that the structural relationship between
memory and reasoning was more cohesive in children from affluent families. Their factor
analysis revealed that Level | and Level Il abilities loaded more strongly onto a general
intelligence factor (g) in high-SES samples, indicating a more unified cognitive architecture.

Similarly, Mehta and Sharma (2009) found that multilingual children from high-SES
households not only performed better on Level 1l tasks but also showed a tighter linkage
between memory recall and abstract reasoning. This suggests that cognitive stimulation in
the home—such as exposure to multiple languages and problem-solving activities—

enhances the functional connectivity between different cognitive domains.

Conversely, Kumar (2010) observed that in rural, low-SES populations, Level | and Level

Il abilities were more compartmentalized, with weaker correlations. This fragmentation may
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stem from educational environments that emphasize rote learning without fostering critical

thinking.

These findings collectively indicate that SES not only affects individual cognitive abilities
but also moderates how these abilities interact. In high-SES contexts, children are more
likely to integrate memory and reasoning skills, leading to more efficient cognitive
processing. This underscores the importance of designing educational interventions that
bridge this gap for low-SES children, promoting environments where memory-based
learning can evolve into higher-order thinking.

Evidence-based recommendations for educational interventions

Providing evidence-based recommendations for educational interventions targeting
cognitive development in low-SES populations requires a deep understanding of how
socioeconomic status influences different cognitive domains. Based on Jensen’s framework,
Level | abilities—such as rote memory and basic learning—are relatively stable across SES
groups, while Level Il abilities—reasoning, problem-solving, and abstract thinking—are
significantly affected by environmental factors. Literature from 2001 to 2011 consistently

supports this distinction and offers valuable insights for shaping policy and practice.

For instance, Singh (2007) found that children from low-SES backgrounds performed
comparably to their high-SES peers on Level | tasks but lagged significantly in Level Il
domains. This suggests that interventions should prioritize enhancing reasoning and
problem-solving skills rather than focusing solely on memory-based learning. Similarly,
Kumar (2010) emphasized the role of enriched educational environments in fostering Level
I development, noting that urban high-SES children outperformed rural low-SES children

in tasks requiring abstract reasoning.

Hackman and Farah (2009) provided neuroscientific evidence that SES influences brain
development in regions associated with executive function, which are critical for Level 1l
cognition. Their findings imply that early interventions—such as stimulating preschool
programs and cognitively rich curricula—can mitigate SES-related disparities. Mehta and
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Sharma (2009) also highlighted the benefits of multilingual exposure and parental

engagement in enhancing Level Il abilities, particularly in high-SES households.

Based on these findings, schools serving low-SES populations should implement targeted
strategies to support Level 11 development. These include inquiry-based learning, critical
thinking exercises, and problem-solving activities integrated into daily instruction. Teacher
training programs should emphasize the importance of fostering higher-order thinking,
especially in under-resourced classrooms. Additionally, after-school enrichment programs,
mentorship initiatives, and access to educational technology can provide the cognitive

stimulation necessary for Level Il growth.

Policy recommendations include increased funding for early childhood education, equitable
resource allocation, and community-based support systems that engage families in the
learning process. By focusing on the cognitive domains most affected by SES—namely
Level Il abilities—educators and policymakers can design interventions that not only
improve academic outcomes but also promote long-term intellectual development in
disadvantaged children. This evidence-based approach ensures that all students, regardless

of socioeconomic background, have the opportunity to reach their full cognitive potential.

Conclusion

In conclusion, the study on the moderating role of socioeconomic status (SES) in Jensen’s
Level I and Level Il cognitive abilities among school-aged children reveals critical insights
into how environmental factors shape cognitive development. While Level | abilities—
associated with rote memory and basic learning—appear relatively stable across SES
groups, Level Il abilities—linked to reasoning, abstraction, and problem-solving—are
significantly influenced by socioeconomic context. Children from higher SES backgrounds
consistently demonstrate stronger performance in Level Il tasks, suggesting that access to
enriched educational resources, stimulating home environments, and parental involvement
play a pivotal role in fostering advanced cognitive skills. These findings underscore the
importance of recognizing SES as a key variable in educational assessment and intervention.
They also challenge the notion of intelligence as purely innate, highlighting the dynamic

interplay between biology and environment. To promote cognitive equity, educational
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systems must implement targeted strategies that support the development of Level 1l abilities
in children from disadvantaged backgrounds. This includes investing in quality early
childhood education, providing cognitively stimulating curricula, and ensuring equitable
access to learning materials. Ultimately, the study advocates for a more nuanced
understanding of intelligence—one that accounts for socioeconomic disparities and

prioritizes inclusive educational practices to unlock every child’s cognitive potential.
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