AoW #10: Name: Pd:
Living on the edge: Above poverty, many families still struggle
AMANDA BENSEN, Features Writer, The Post-Star Glens Falls, NY

Due: Monday, Oct. 19 (late fees apply!)

Directions:
. Annotate - show evidence of close reading (see “article annotation” handout for expectations)
. Answer the questions. . .

Thesis: (definition: The basic argument advanced by a speaker or writer who then attempts to prove it; the subject or major
argument of a speech or composition; a statement supported by arguments and evidence)
What is the thesis of the article?

Vocabulary in context: define the following and DO NOT use a dictionary.
Swath (p’graph 9) Ethos (p’graph 20) Threshold (p’graph 9)

Nearly all (probably all!) newspapers have a small section devoted to “Letters to the Editor” wherein people send
in reactions to various articles they’'ve read in the paper. An example follows:

FURLOUGHS: TEACHERS, KIDS NOT ONLY ONES AFFECTED

| am writing because, frankly, | am tired of the misleading press that "poor teachers" receive. "Personal sacrifices"
are a choice. When budget cuts are made, the reduction of funding is not restricted to the classroom. Also,
personal expenses incurred in support of school fundraisers are not limited to teachers.

The perception that teachers and students are suffering the most is incorrect. Loss of funding affects everyone.
Where is the concern for clerical, custodial and food service staff and their contributions and sacrifices? Without
their support, there would be a dramatic change in (if not total shutdown of) operations.

With regard to labor contracts, teachers have agreed to furlough days with no change in their medical premium.
Media reports at this time say clerical staff (members of HGEA) are asked to consider furlough days in addition to
an already increased medical premium.

Is that a "fair" share?
Lynn Wong, Aiea

In the space below, write a paragraphed and grammatically correct “Letter to the Editor” showcasing your reaction to this
AoW. Feel free to (properly) embed (small) quotes and passages from the AoW. 150 words, include a word-count if you’d
like credit.

TITLE:




WORD COUNT!

Living on the edge: Above poverty, many families still struggle
AMANDA BENSEN, Features Writer, The Post-Star Glens Falls, NY

Michelle Stewart dreams of spending just one day at a store without peeking at a price tag and
having to tell her kids, ‘No.’

“It’s kind of sad, but I think a lot of people feel that way,” she said. “I'm just so tired of struggling.”

Her husband, Charles, makes about twice the state’s minimum wage of $6.75 an hour as a dump
truck driver, and often works up to 25 hours of overtime a week. They do their best to stretch his
paycheck across a wide canyon of expenses each week, but there never seems to be enough for
their family of four in Hudson Falls.

“He gets paid every Friday, and by about Tuesday, after paying rent and some bills and doing the
shopping, there’s about $60 left,” she said.

Christina Mattison of Fort Ann is in a similar situation. She earns about $7.50 an hour as a cashier
for a retail chain, and her fiancée, James Mariani, earns twice that much as an overnight retail
stocker. But their combined wages are barely enough to cover household expenses, let alone pay
a baby-sitter for their four children — so they work opposite shifts, staggering their sleep
schedules as needed. “We’ve been struggling a lot lately, especially with gas prices going up,”
Mattison said. “This winter’s going to be tough, because we have fuel heat, but I don’t even want
to think about that yet.”




According to the government’s definition of poverty, as measured by the U.S. Census Bureau,
neither of these families are poor. The official poverty threshold for a family of four is $19,806 in
annual income, which translates to a full-time hourly wage of about $9.50 in a single-income
family. For a family with four children, like Mattison’s and Mariani’s, the threshold rises to about
$26,000, or two workers earning $6.25 per hour. They are well past that mark.

But in recent years, many economists have pointed out that the poverty rate is calculated with an
overly simplistic formula that hasn’t changed since the 1960s, and does not include the effect of
factors like taxes, home ownership, health care and child care costs.

“There’s almost no place in America where you can live on $20,000 as a family of four...you need
at least $36,000 to pay basic expenses,” said Amy Glasmeier, director of the Poverty in America
project at Penn State University, which developed a city-specific Living Wage Calculator based on
census data and economic statistics.

The more complex reality, she said, is that a large swath of the population is barely getting by,
making too much to qualify for public assistance but not enough to cover all their expenses. They
may not have not crossed the threshold into poverty, but they live on its doorstep. In Michelle’s
words, “it's better to be poorer than poor or richer than rich” than stuck in the middle. For
example, when Charles was briefly unemployed earlier this year, the Stewarts applied for food
stamps. But for a family of four, the maximum gross monthly income that qualifies for assistance
is currently $2097. They were $12 over the limit even though he had not worked for two weeks.

“I can’t tell you how many people say things to me like, ‘People ought to be able to get by on that
kind of money,” but they don’t do the math!” Glasmeier said. “A lot of people don’t do the math
because it’s too scary. They don’t want to know how close they are to the edge.”

Stewart is all too familiar with the math. She knows exactly what it costs to pay the rent ($900 a
month for a small three-bedroom house, and they’re still catching up on past months), fill the gas
tank on their ‘89 Chevy Blazer ($62 and rising), make three healthy meals for her family every
day (around $125 a week), pay the car insurance ($187 a month), and outfit their two kids with
school clothes and supplies (at least $400 each).

“My husband makes decent money, and we’re still not making it,” Michelle said. “So I don’t know
how any family could survive on minimum wage. The cost of living here is just so high.”

Minimum wage is higher in New York than in many other states — it will rise to $7.15 an hour on
Jan. 1, while the federal rate remains stuck at $5.15 — but it’s still a far cry from what many
people consider a living wage. Michelle thinks it’s getting harder and harder for families like her
own to make it, and she’s not alone.

“Lower middle income workers, which is what [ would call anyone making under $50,000 a year,
are feeling really significant constraints based on changing national economic circumstances,”
Glasmeier said. “They’re the first to feel the effect of things like rising gas prices and higher
interest rates.”

Such workers, she added, are also the least likely to have any sort of financial safety net if they
meet with unexpected costs.

“In some cases and in some places, these are families who find themselves at the end of the month
with insufficient money, being forced to make choices between making their payments and
buying food,” she said. “It's far more dire, and far more precarious, than the American public
would ever care to believe.”

No net to fall into Glasmeier describes the growing gap between America’s rich and poor in terms
of income brackets, comparing the lowest-earning 20 percent to the highest-earning 20 percent of



the population. Between 1979 and 2003, bottom-bracket incomes rose 14 percent, or about
$17,000. In the same time period, the incomes of the highest earners rose 200 percent, or about
$625,000.

“Which group would you like to be in?” she remarked dryly.

In other highly developed countries, she said, there is a sense of obligation to the poor, but the
American attitude toward poverty is less forgiving.

“The American ethos seems to be that everyone deserves a chance, but you're supposed to make
it on your own,” she said. “But what happens if something that you have no control over suddenly
turns your life upside down?”

That’s what happened to the Stewarts. Two years ago, faced with nearly $50,000 in bills after
Michelle was hospitalized for a week with no health insurance, the couple filed for personal
bankruptcy. Michelle has applied for at least 10 office jobs in the last few months, and has been
told she is underqualified, overqualified, or just “not able to commit enough,” which she attributes
to telling prospective employers that her children are her top priority.

If she does find work, she worries about leaving her children, now 11 and 14, on their own for too
long. Childcare can cost $150 or more a week.

“When you're earning like $9 an hour and subtracting child care and gas costs, it almost isn’t
worth it,” she said.

She knows several families who have moved to the Carolinas and Florida, where they've heard
wages are higher, taxes are lower, and the cost of living is cheaper. The Stewarts are considering a
similar move, although they don’t want to uproot their family.

James and Christina, who will marry next spring, have set their sights on something closer to
home — the new Advanced Micro Devices plant moving into Malta. James, who has some college
education and is a certified computer technician, hopes he can to get a better-paying job there, so
Christina can afford to stay home with the kids. “I'd like to be able to provide them with
everything they need, so they never have to worry,” he said.

The Stewarts are less optimistic, although they haven’t given up. They doubt they will ever be
able to save for retirement or send their kids to college.

“It’s kind of a joke in our house — we’ll say we're going to write up our wills, and our son will say,
‘What are you going to leave me, Dad’s work pants?’” Michelle said. “I guess all I can really leave
them is the hope that they won’t be like us. That they’ll make it big.”



