
STUDENT VERSION

POVERTY IN AMERICA

Activity Items
• Item 1: Measuring America — How the U.S. Census Bureau Measures Poverty

• Item 2: The Supplemental Poverty Measure, 2016

• Item 3: Income and Poverty in the United States, 2016

This activity also uses the following online tool:

• Poverty Thresholds
www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/income-poverty/historical-poverty-thresholds.html

Student Learning Objectives
• I will be able to identify the difference between the “official” poverty measure developed in the 1960s and

the “supplemental” poverty measure developed in 2011.

• I will be able to use U.S. Census Bureau resources to identify changes in rates of poverty and analyze other
poverty data.

https://www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/income-poverty/historical-poverty-thresholds.html
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NAME:                DATE:       

Use Item 1: Measuring America — How the U.S. Census Bureau Measures Poverty to answer question 1.

1. Describe the key similarities and differences between the “official” poverty measure developed in the 
1960s and the “supplemental” poverty measure (SPM) developed in 2011.

Use Item 2: The Supplemental Poverty Measure, 2016 to answer questions 2 through 4.

2. Go to Page 22 to see Table A-2 and look at the “Percent” columns for the “official” poverty measure and 
the SPM. What percentage of all people lived in poverty — according to each poverty measure — in 2016?

3. Now read the sections “Poverty Estimates for 2016: Official and SPM” and “Poverty Rates: Official and 
SPM” on Pages 3 through 6. What’s one major thing you learned?

http://www.census.gov/schools
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4. Then look at Figure 3 on Page 5. In terms of age group, how were the 2016 poverty rates according to the 
“official” poverty measure and the SPM different? Why do you think this was the case?

Use the Poverty Thresholds online tool to answer question 5.

5. Examine any two years of data. Looking at a particular family unit size, how do the poverty thresholds 
change from one year to the other?

Use Item 3: Income and Poverty in the United States, 2016 to answer questions 6 through 8.

6. Go to Page 6 to see Table 1 and look at the information in the “Characteristic” and “2016” columns. Based 
on these data, which groups do you think were more likely to be living in poverty in the United States in 
2016? Explain.

7. Go to Page 13 to see Table 3 and look at the information in the “Characteristic” and “2016” columns 
(specifically “Percent”). Use the data to explain differences in poverty rates based on any three 
characteristics (e.g., race and Hispanic origin, sex, and educational attainment).

http://www.census.gov/schools
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8. Go to Pages 12 and 14 and look at Figures 4 and 5, then explain how poverty has changed in the United 
States between the 1950s and 2016. (Be aware that a dotted line indicates missing data.) How do the 
appearance and the disappearance of a recession change the data?

Reflection Questions:
1. How is poverty defined in the United States, and which groups are most likely to experience it?

2. Do you think using the poverty measure (either “official” or “supplemental”) is an adequate way to think 
about the realities of living in poverty?

3. Reflect on what you learned in the activity, and examine the last figure of Item 1. Discuss which 
government programs alleviate poverty, and how they do so.

http://www.census.gov/schools


CENSUS.GOV/SCHOOLS SOCIOLOGY | PAGE 4

Item 1: Measuring America — How the U.S. Census Bureau Measures Poverty

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 1: Measuring America — How the U.S. Census Bureau Measures Poverty (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 1: Measuring America — How the U.S. Census Bureau Measures Poverty (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 1: Measuring America — How the U.S. Census Bureau Measures Poverty (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 1: Measuring America — How the U.S. Census Bureau Measures Poverty (Continued)

www.census.gov/library/visualizations/2017/demo/poverty_measure-how.html

Go to the link above to view the infographic online.

http://www.census.gov/schools
https://www.census.gov/library/visualizations/2017/demo/poverty_measure-how.html
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Item 2: The Supplemental Poverty Measure, 2016

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: The Supplemental Poverty Measure, 2016 (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: The Supplemental Poverty Measure, 2016 (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: The Supplemental Poverty Measure, 2016 (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: The Supplemental Poverty Measure, 2016 (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: The Supplemental Poverty Measure, 2016 (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: The Supplemental Poverty Measure, 2016 (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 2: The Supplemental Poverty Measure, 2016 (Continued)

www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2017/demo/p60-261.pdf

To view the PDF online, click on the link above and go to Pages 1–6, 22 and 23.

http://www.census.gov/schools
https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2017/demo/p60-261.pdf
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Item 3: Income and Poverty in the United States, 2016

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 3: Income and Poverty in the United States, 2016 (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 3: Income and Poverty in the United States, 2016 (Continued)

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Item 3: Income and Poverty in the United States, 2016 (Continued)

www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2017/demo/P60-259.pdf

To view the PDF online, click on the link above and go to Pages 6 and 12–14.

http://www.census.gov/schools
https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2017/demo/P60-259.pdf



