Lesson: Poverty and Race in the U.S.
What does it mean to be poor in the United States? What are racial stereotypes about poverty?
Studies show that media portrayal of poor people tends to over represent the proportion of blacks
among the poor. As a result, polls show that over half of all U.S. citizens believe that the majority of
poor people are black.
1. Do you think this image is accurate? How do you think we could explore this?

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, there is a specific definition of poverty used by United States
government. Each year the Census Bureau sets poverty levels. Depending on the size of a family,
there is a specific amount of income, called the poverty threshold, below which a family is considered
poor. For this lesson, we are going to look at poverty among all U.S. citizens using data from 2015.
For example, the poverty threshold for a family of four in 2015 was $24,250.
TRY THESE
The poverty rate is the percentage of people who are poor according to the Census Bureau
definition. In other words, the poverty rate is the percentage of people whose income falls below
the poverty threshold. The following table gives the actual poverty rates from 2015 for U.S. citizens
broken down according to categories used by the US Census Bureau (US Census Bureau, 2016).
2. Check out the poverty rates in this table.
What do you notice?

3. If we look at a random
sample of poor U.S.
citizens, what do you think
would be the racial makeup of that sample?
Specifically, if we sampled
100 poor U.S. citizens, how
many of them would you
expect to be in each of the
categories?
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U.S. Poverty Rates by Race
Race
Black
White
Other People of Color

Poverty Rate
26%
11%
19%

100 Poor U.S. Citizens
Race

How Many People?

Black
White
Other People of Color
TOTAL

100
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NEXT STEPS
To find out how good your estimates in Question 12 are, we need to evaluate the percentage of poor
people who are from each category. First, we need to know the racial make-up of the entire
population. From the Census Bureau (Federalsafetynet.com, 2016) we have the following.
Percent of total population by race
Race
Percent
Black
13%
White
62%
Other People of Color
25%
4. Now, imagine a hypothetical population of 10,000 U.S. citizens. Out of these 10,000 U.S. citizens,
how many would be Black? Remember, from the table on the previous page, 13% of U.S. citizens
are Black. What is 13% of 10,000? Write this number in the “total” column of the row for Black.
Poor
Not Poor
(Below Poverty Line) (Above Poverty Line)

Total

Black
White
Other People of Color
Total

10,000

5. Complete the “total” column for each of the other groups in the table above.
6. Remember that the poverty rate for Blacks is 26%. So, calculate 26% of the total number of
Blacks and enter this number in the “poor” column in the row for Blacks.
7. Complete the “poor” column for each of the other groups in the table above.
8. Use subtraction to complete the “not poor” column in the table.
9. Use addition to calculate the totals for each of the “poor” and “not poor” columns.
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10. How many in our population of 10,000 are poor? How many of the poor people are Black? So,
what percent of the poor people in our population are Black? Divide the number of poor Black
people by the total number of poor people. Put this percent in the table below.

Percent of Poor Population by Race
Race
Percent
Black
White
Other People of Color
11. Complete the rest of the table above.
12. How do your estimates in Questions 3 compare to the percentages above?

13. Which groups are overrepresented among the poor? Which groups are underrepresented among
the poor? Hint: Compare the tables that show the percent of total population by race to the
percent of poor by race.

14. Which group is the biggest among the poor? Which group is the smallest among the poor?

15. What are the social justice implications of this analysis?
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