
What a man is depends on his character; but what he does, and what we 
think of what he does, depends on his circumstances. The characteristics 
that ruin a man in one class made him eminent in another.

Introductory Essay,  Major Barbara
George Bernard Shaw



Defining Poverty

• What is poverty?



Poverty Yesterday & Today

• How does the definition of “poverty” 
affects us in school. Head start? Title I?

•  How do we decide who is living in 
poverty?



• Is poverty a relative or absolute term? If 
you own a television, does that mean you 
are not poor? What if you own a car?

• What is poverty? (Does is mean a deficit of 
anything other than money?)

• What do you think the poverty threshold 
for a family with two adults and two kids 
should be in Ashe County? In NYC?



Test your social class IQ......
.   ._



From a NYTimes article, May 26, 2001
By LOUIS UCHITELLE

A common definition of living above the poverty threshold: 
"That is self-sufficiency," said David Weinschrott, a United 
Way director. "Poverty is all about stereotypes. Families with 
less than $25,000 fall below self-sufficiency."

Adam Smith would have agreed. There's more to poverty than 
lacking the bare necessities, he argued. "A linen shirt, for 
example, is, strictly speaking, not a necessary of life," Smith 
wrote in 1776. "The Greeks and Romans lived, I suppose, 
very comfortably though they had no linen. But in the present 
times, through the greater part of Europe, a creditable day 
laborer would be ashamed to appear in public without a linen 
shirt, the want of which would be supposed to denote that 
disgraceful degree of poverty which, it is presumed, nobody 
can well fall into without extreme bad conduct."



The importance of how we measure poverty, and assess children:

Second international Mathematics Study (SIMS):
1. Scores from children in districts that are well funded, with little poverty --> 
rate second only to Japan
2. Poorly funded schools with high poverty  --> “our aggregate achievement score 
would have been below those of all other industrialized nations studied and 
nearly on a par with those of Nigeria and Swaziland” (Payne and Biddle, 1999)

Twenty-seven federal or federal-state programs that provide cash or in-kind benefits 
link eligibility to the federal poverty line. 
(Examples: Head Start, Title I, National School Lunch and Breakfast)

Wall Street Journal attempt to discredit US Census Bureau 1998 report that 
concluded there are 30 million people living in poverty. WSJ:
Poor are rich compared to the past, therefore, 
Poverty is an issue that has been “solved”

So, can poverty be considered an absolute measure, or is it relative to the times in 
which one lives?



History of the poverty measure

1775 English magistrates caluculated:

minimum income = the cost of a gallon loaf of bread, multiplied by three, + 
allowance for each dependent

1963, Molly Orshansky of the Social Security Administration calculated:

Minimal Diet (see following slides)
(source: US Department of Agriculture, 1955)

1/3 of income = food. Therefore, Orshansky took the cost of the low cost food 
budget x 3 = poverty line (1964 =$3000 for a family of four.)

1974: a different basic food budget has been used, but not one the Department 
of Agriculture considers “nutritionally adequate for long-term use” (Sidel, 1986. 
pp 3-4)



Changes in consumption patterns:

Food accounts for less than 1/6 of current consumption, while it was 
approximately 1/3 of income in 1955.

Today:
Housing = 42% of total expenditure, while it was 34% in 1955
Single parent expenses: Example, childcare costs



What is the minimum wage?

http://www.dol.gov/esa/minwage/america.htm



Minimum wage worksheet:

$7.25 x 8 hours = $58.00 per day

$58.00 per day for 5 days = $290 per week 

$290 x 52 weeks of work = $15,800 per year



What is the income that defines a family of four as living 
in poverty in the United States?



Table with row headings in column A and column headings in rows 4 to 8. (Leading dots indicate subparts)
Poverty Thresholds for 2010 by Size of Family and Number of Related Children Under 18 Years

    
Size of family unit   Eight

  None    One    Two   Three   Four   Five   Six   Seven  or more

One person (unrelated individual).…..
  Under 65 years....................……… 11,369
  65 years and over.................……… 10,481

Two people.........................……………………. 
  Householder under 65 years........... 14,634 15,063
  Householder 65 years and over...…. 13,209 15,006

Three people.......................……………………… 17,094 17,590 17,607
Four people........................………………………. 22,541 22,910 22,162 22,239
Five people........................……………………… 27,183 27,579 26,734 26,080 25,681
Six people.........................……………………….. 31,266 31,390 30,743 30,123 29,201 28,654
Seven people.......................…………………….. 35,975 36,199 35,425 34,885 33,880 32,707 31,420
Eight people.......................……………………… 40,235 40,590 39,860 39,219 38,311 37,158 35,958 35,653
Nine people or more................……………………48,400 48,635 47,988 47,445 46,553 45,326 44,217 43,942 42,249
Source:  U.S. Census Bureau.

Related children under 18 years



2011 HHS Poverty Guidelines2011 HHS Poverty Guidelines2011 HHS Poverty Guidelines2011 HHS Poverty Guidelines
Persons in Family or 

Household
48 Contiguous 
States and D.C. Alaska Hawaii

1 $10,890 $13,600 $12,540

2 14,710 18,380 16,930

3 18,530 23,160 21,320

4 22,350 27,940 25,710

5 26,170 27,940 30,100

6 29,990 37,500 34,490

7 33,810 42,280 38,880

8 37,630 47,060 43,270

For each additional 
person, add

3,820 4,780 4,390

SOURCE:  Federal Register, Vol. 76, No. 13, January 20, 2011, pp. 3637-3638SOURCE:  Federal Register, Vol. 76, No. 13, January 20, 2011, pp. 3637-3638SOURCE:  Federal Register, Vol. 76, No. 13, January 20, 2011, pp. 3637-3638SOURCE:  Federal Register, Vol. 76, No. 13, January 20, 2011, pp. 3637-3638







Do you know the 
hidden rules?

Can we really teach without 
knowing the rules we live by, and 
without also knowing the rules by 

which our students live?



Capitalism
We will all act in our own 
best interests, according to 

the principal of utility

• (Laissez-faire industrial capitalism)



Utilitarianism: Jeremy 
Bentham (1748-1832)



• The importance of reason over custom and 
tradition

• Just as nature is explained through 
reference to the laws of physics, so human 
behavior can be explained by reference to 
the two primary motives of pleasure and 
pain; this is the theory of psychological 
hedonism.



• At the beginning of the Introduction to the Principles of Morals and 
Legislation, Bentham writes that "[n]ature has placed mankind 
under the governance of two sovereign masters, pain and 
pleasure. It is for them alone to point out what we ought to do, 
as well as to determine what we shall do. On the one hand the 
standard of right and wrong, on the other the chain of causes and 
effects, are fastened to their throne. They govern us in all we do, 
in all we say, in all we think: every effort we can make to throw 
off our subjection, will serve but to demonstrate and confirm it."

• Bentham believed that the nature of the human person can be 
adequately described without mention of social relationships.

• Bentham's moral philosophy reflects what he calls at different 
times "the greatest happiness principle" or "the principle of 
utility"--a term which he borrows from Hume.



Connection to Malthus

• Malthusian theory also influenced British 
policies in Ireland during the 1840s: The 
government neglected relief-measures 
during the Irish Potato Famine 
(1845-1849), seeing mass starvation as a 
natural and inevitable consequence of the 
island's supposed over-population.



Can the accumulation of fact 
create meaning? Or must 

meaning precede fact?

• How do children make their experiences 
meaningful?



Video:  The American Dream at Groton

1. Why does the minister say “We bring them here to break their 
hearts”?
2. Why does one of the teachers say, “Class is the dirty little secret of 
American life”?
3. Why does Jo call her first visit to Groton a “seduction”?
4. What difference does it make if ‘success is assumed”?
	

 Have you experienced this?
5. Why does Groton need to “reflect America”?
6. Jo thinks it’s a very tough society. Do you agree?
7. Is Jo, as she herself says, a “mutant”? Why does she say this?
8. Why should an educator in NC study the history of mass testing in 
the US? (Or should they?)
9. How does our society in general define human worth? How do 
you, personally?


