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What is the American Dream? 

Is it realistic for everyone? Explain why or why not







Table of Contents
Unit 6: Social Inequalities
1. Table of Contents

2. Social Stratification Notes

3. Social Stratification Guided Reading

4. What Do You Wear to Work

5. People Like Us

6. Class in America/Social Mobility Notes

7. Poverty Notes



Poverty in America



Defining Poverty in the United States

• Poverty – a standard of living that is below the minimum level 
considered adequate by society

• Poverty is a relative measure



Defining Poverty in the United States

• The U.S. Census Bureau defines poverty in terms of the minimum 
annual income needed by a family to survive
• Minimum income is called the poverty level (line)

• The poverty line on determined by calculating the cost of providing an 
adequate diet (based on the USDA’s minimum nutritional standards)
• The amount is multiplied by 3 because research shows that 1/3 of income is 

spent on food.

• The poverty line is adjusted each year to reflect the cost of living



Poverty Level by Family Size, 2015

Family Size Poverty Level

1 $11,770

2 $15,930

3 $20,090

4 $24,250 (reported number)

5 $28,410

6 $32,570

7 $36,730

8 $40,890



Poverty in America

Percent of population below the poverty level

Age All 
Races

White Black Latino

Total 
Population

14.8% 12.7% 26.2% 23.6%

Under 18 21.1% 17.9% 37.1% 39.1%

18 to 64 13.5% 11.9% 22.6% 19.8%

65 and over 10.0% 8.7% 19.2% 18.1%
Source: U.S. Census Bureau, 2015



Variations in American Poverty

• Not every American runs an equal risk of being poor

• Characteristics such as age, sex, race, and ethnicity affect poverty

• Children under 18 represent 25% of the population, but 33% of those 
living in poverty

• The level of poverty among Black and Latino children is more than 
twice the level among White children



Variations in American Poverty

• 57% of the poor are women

• Women head about ½ of all poor households

• 40% of households headed by Black and Latina women live in poverty

• 25% of households headed by White women live in poverty



Effects of Poverty

• The lives of poor Americans differ from the lives of wealthier 
Americans

• Poor and wealthy members of society have different life chances and 
behavior patterns



Effects of Poverty

• Life Chances – the likelihood that individuals have of sharing in the 
opportunities and benefits of society
• Includes health, length of life, housing, and education

• Research shows that the lower someone’s social class, the less 
opportunity individuals have to share in the benefits of society

• Poor Americans are at a serious disadvantage in two important life 
chances – health and length of life

• Rates of heart disease, diabetes, cancer, arthritis, pneumonia, and 
tuberculosis are highest among those living in poverty











Effects of Poverty

• Poor people have less money to spend on food and are 
often less informed about good nutrition

• Nutritious food is often more expensive (per calorie)

• Less time to spend cooking

• Poor people often live in food deserts
• Food desert – an area in which nutritious foods including raw 

foods are not available







Effects of Poverty

• Lack of money also limits  the amount of health care that poor people 
receive

• A significant number of poor Americans do not have health insurance 
because it is too expensive

• Service class jobs do not commonly offer health insurance benefits

• Uninsured people are less likely to get check ups or other 
preventative care



Effects of Poverty

• The environment that poor Americans work and live in has a negative 
effect on health

• The working poor often have jobs that involve more health and safety 
risks

• Housing that is affordable is often inadequate and unsafe



Effects of Poverty

• Educational opportunities are also limited for poor Americans

• School funding is based mainly on local property taxes

• As a result, schools in low-income areas are often inadequately 
funded because of low tax revenues

• These educational limitations negatively affect future life chances as 
education is strongly tied to social mobility



Effects of Poverty

Patterns of Behavior

• Divorce rates are higher among low-income families
• More stress

• Poor Americans are more likely to be arrested, convicted, and sent to 
prison
• More likely to commit crimes that the police pursue more aggressively

• Because criminals usually commit crimes near their communities, poor 
people are more likely to be the victims of crime


