
POVERTY IN AMERICA
TEACHER VERSION
Subject Level:
High School Sociology

Grade Level:
10–12

Approx. Time Required:
60–90 minutes

Learning Objectives:
• Students will be able to identify the difference between the “official” poverty measure 

developed in the 1960s and the “supplemental” poverty measure developed in 2011.

• Students will be able to use U.S. Census Bureau resources to identify changes in rates of 
poverty and analyze other poverty data.
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Activity Description
Students will explore census data, including infographics and reports, to better understand 
rates of poverty in the nation.

Suggested Grade Level:
10–12

Approximate Time Required:
60–90 minutes

Learning Objectives:
• Students will be able to identify the difference between the “official” poverty measure developed in 

the 1960s and the “supplemental” poverty measure developed in 2011.
• Students will be able to use U.S. Census Bureau resources to identify changes in rates of poverty and 

analyze other poverty data.

Topics:
• Poverty

Skills Taught:
• Comparing and contrasting data
• Making inferences

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Materials Required
• The student version of this activity, 18 pages (which the teacher will likely choose to print in color)

• A computer with Internet access for each student

Activity Items
The following items are part of this activity. The items, their sources, and instructions for viewing them online 
appear at the end of this teacher version.

• 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

For more information to help you introduce your students to the Census Bureau, read 
“Census Bureau 101 for Students.” This information sheet can be printed and passed out to your students as well.

Standards Addressed
See chart below. For more information, read 
“Overview of Education Standards and Guidelines Addressed in Statistics in Schools Activities.”

National Standards for High School Sociology

Domain 1: The Sociological Perspective and Methods of Inquiry

Assessable Competencies Essential Concepts

1.1 Students will identify sociology as a scientific field 
of inquiry.

1.1.2 Hypotheses

1.1.4 Scientific study of society

1.2 Students will compare and contrast the 
sociological perspective and how it differs from other 
social sciences.

1.2.3 Sociological imagination

https://www.census.gov/schools
https://www.census.gov/programs-surveys/sis/about/students101.html
https://www.census.gov/schools/standards/standards-guideline.html
http://www.asanet.org/ASA%20HS%20Standards%20(Final).pdf
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/income-poverty/historical-poverty-thresholds.html
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Domain 2: Social Structure: Culture, Institutions, and Society

Assessable Competencies Essential Concepts

2.3 Students will evaluate important social 
institutions and how they respond to social needs.

2.3.1 Social institutions such as: family, education, 
religion, economy, and government

2.4 Students will assess how social institutions and 
cultures change and evolve.

2.4.1 Shifting historical context such as: industrial 
revolution, urbanization, globalization, the internet 
age

Domain 4: Stratification and Inequality

Assessable Competencies Essential Concepts

4.1 Students will identify common patterns of social 
inequality.

4.1.3 Racial and ethnic inequality

4.1.4 Class inequality

4.1.5 Gender inequality

4.2 Students will analyze the effects of social 
inequality on groups and individuals.

4.2.1 Life chances

4.2.2 Social problems

4.3 Students will explain the relationship between 
social institutions and inequality.

4.3.1 Distribution of power through social institutions

Bloom’s Taxonomy
Students will analyze poverty and its impact on the U.S. population.

Creating

Evaluating

Analyzing

Applying

Understanding

Remembering

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Teacher Notes
Before the Activity
Students must understand the following key terms:

• Educational attainment – the highest level of education that a person has completed

• Householder – the main person, at least 15 years old, who rents or owns the housing unit

• Poverty – when a family’s total income cannot support that family’s basic needs

• Poverty threshold – a dollar amount that the Census Bureau uses to determine poverty status

• Income deficit – the amount in dollars that the income of a family in poverty falls below its poverty 
threshold; if family income is negative, the deficit equals the threshold.

• Life chances – a concept that links a person’s probability of receiving opportunities in life with that 
person’s socioeconomic status

• Recession – a significant decline in economic activity spread across the economy, lasting more than a few 
months

• Unemployment – as defined by the Census Bureau, refers to all civilians 16 and older who fall in all three 
of the following categories: were neither “at work” nor “with a job but not at work” during the week being 
referenced, were actively looking for work during the previous four weeks, and were available to start a 
job; it also includes civilians who did not work at all during the reference week, were waiting to be called 
back to a job from which they had been laid off, and were available for work (except for temporary illness).

Teachers should use information from this Census Bureau page 
(www.census.gov/topics/income-poverty/poverty/guidance/data-sources.html) to explain to students the Census 
Bureau’s role in establishing the “official” poverty measure in the United States, specifically through the Annual 
Social and Economic Supplement to the Current Population Survey.

During the Activity
Teachers should monitor students as they work.

After the Activity
Teachers should prompt students to share with the class three things they learned from the activity.

http://www.census.gov/schools
https://www.census.gov/topics/income-poverty/poverty/guidance/data-sources.html
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Extension Idea
• Teachers could ask students to research a state-level or national program — such as Temporary 

Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) — that has been proposed as a possible solution to poverty in the 
United States. Teachers could then direct students to examine this program’s effect on society in terms of 
health outcomes, levels of educational attainment, etc., and develop a thesis (in essay or video form) on 
the program’s effectiveness or failures in addressing poverty in America.

http://www.census.gov/schools
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Student Activity
Click here to download a printable version for students.

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.

Activity Items
The following items are part of this activity and appear at the end of this student version.

• 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

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.

Student answers will vary but could include: Both measures say that people are considered poor 
if the resources they share in the family are not enough to meet their basic needs. However, the 
“official” poverty measure does not account for government assistance while the SPM does. 
Also, the “official” measure uses three times the cost of a minimum amount of food in 1963 in 
today’s prices while the SPM uses more factors of family spending (including clothing, shelter, and 
utilities).

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 estimated percentage of all people lived in poverty — according to each poverty measure 
— in 2016?

The “official” poverty measure says 12.7 percent lived in poverty in 2016, and the SPM says 14.0 
percent did.

http://www.census.gov/schools
https://www2.census.gov/programs-surveys/sis/activities/sociology/hs-1_student.pdf
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/income-poverty/historical-poverty-thresholds.html
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/income-poverty/historical-poverty-thresholds.html
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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?

Student answers will vary.

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?

Student answers will vary but could include: The “official” poverty rates were only higher than the 
SPM rates for people younger than 18.

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?

Student answers will vary but could include: For a family of four, the threshold more than doubled 
from 1980 to 2000, going from $8,414 to $17,603 to account for inflation over time.

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.

Student answers will vary but could include: I think female householders in nonfamily households 
would have been more likely to be living in poverty because they had the lowest estimated median 
income among types of households in 2016.

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).

Student answers will vary but could include the observations that people who work less than full 
time year-round, who have a disability, and who do not have a high school diploma experience 
higher rates of poverty.

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?

Student answers will vary but should mention that the percentage of people in poverty in 1959 vs. 
in 2016 has gone down while the number of people in poverty has gone up in keeping with overall 
population growth. Students should also mention that the overall poverty rates for the youngest 
and oldest age groups have gone down. In addition, students should mention that recessions tend 
to lead to an increase in the percentages and numbers of people in poverty.

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

Student answers will vary.

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?

Student answers will vary.

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.

Student answers will vary.

http://www.census.gov/schools
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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


CENSUS.GOV/SCHOOLS SOCIOLOGY | PAGE 18

POVERTY IN AMERICA TEACHER VERSION

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


CENSUS.GOV/SCHOOLS SOCIOLOGY | PAGE 23

POVERTY IN AMERICA TEACHER VERSION

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
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