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Selection 1

Standard of Living
Decreasing for the
Working Class

Before You Read

Guided Questions
1. Do you think American workers are living a decenit and happy life as you ma y have expected?
2. Do you know a lot about the American economy?

The long economic boom has pushed unemployment to its lowest
level in years, but more jobs don’ t necessarily mean higher living
standards. A new report shows that an American holding a full-time
job in the late 1990s was still as likely to fall below the official poverty
line! as a similar worker in the 1980s, and more likely to do so than a
full-time worker in the 1970s.

Working full time and year around is ,for more and more Ameri-
cans, not enough according to a recent study by a prestigious insti-
tute. The report maintains that "this is not the outcome one would
expect from the longest economic expansion in economic history."

The report highlights an important point often lost amid the
celebratory hype? about the current boom: Lower-skilled workers have
profited much less than others, and have yet to recover from the sharp
erosion of earnings from the mid-1970s through the mid-1990s.

"Much of the reporting on the long boom is historical —those at
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the very bottom are gaining, but they haven't gained enough to make
up for where they were,” said one well-known American poverty ex-
pert. Among other reasons, high-paid unionized manufacturing jobs
for unskilled workers have been replaced by lower-paid, nonunion ser-
vice jobs. Adjusting for inflation the average wage for a full-time worker
without any college education was 8% less last year than it was in
1972.

According to the report, 2.8 million Americans with full time jobs
— people working at least 35 hours a week, 50 weeks a year — were
living below the poverty line in 1998. A family of three earning $13,003
or less in pretax income was considered poor that year.

That meant 2.9% of all full time workers in 1998 Wwere poor, a
sharp increase from 2.5% in 1997 and the highest level since 1990s
recession. Through the first seven years of the current economic ex-
pansion, the poverty rate for full-time workers never fell below 2.5%.

The institute's researchers, using Census data, found that the
poverty rate for full-time workers stayed almost constant qver the past
20 years, with rates hovering between 2.4% and 3.1% in the 1980s.That
conclusion together with other data suggest that lower-income fami-
lies fared better in the 1990s than in the 1980s,

By this measure, the 1990s economy looks much worse than the
1970s. In 1973, the poverty rate for full-time workers fell to 2%, and
after rising a bit during the mid-1970s oil crisis, fell again to 2.1% in
1978.

The main reason cited by the main author of the report is "the
expansion of low-productivity jobs," even as the economy's total pro-
ductivity has accelerated. The percentage of non-management work-
ers holding manufacturing jobs fell from 30% in 1965 to 15% in 1998,
At the same time, "combined employment in the retail and service sec-
tors—the two lowest paying sectors, on average—increased from 30%
to 48%," the report found.

A full time maid at a major Hollywood movie studio has been sup-
porting herself and two small children on about $13,000 per year, just
at the official poverty line. With no high school degree, she said it's the
best job she was able to find. Besides, the 21 year old added, the hours
—{from 6:30 pm to 3:00 am — "mean I don't have to pay for a baby
sitter” since the mother can watch the children after she finishes her job.
The mother said she and her children aren't starving, but the low pay




forces her to live in a cramped apartment, to forsake a car—she has an
hour-long bus ride to work—and skips buying the toys her four-year-
old wants. "You have to lie and tell them you'll get it tomorrow," she
said.

Economists also attribute the persistence of poverty among full-
time workers to the erosion of the minimum wage from about $7 per
hour in 1969 (in today's dollars) to the current level of $5.15. A single
full time worker earning the current minimum wage would be above
the poverty line, but such a worker supporting at least one dependent
would be below the poverty line, according to the report's author.

The head of the White House National Economic Council chal-
lenged the study's findings. He said, "Nobody's disputing there's still
economic hardship out there."But then he went on to say that poverty
for all Americans has fallen sharply through the 1990s while wages
and salaries for the lowest-paid workers have jumped, he said. "There's
a lot of evidence that the benefits of the expansion have reached out
more to the fringes of the work force," he said.

The earned-income tax credit not included in the Census poverty
definition does help to offset those trends. The maid, discussed above,
said she gets about $1,000 back a year in income tax refunds under
the program. The report's author conceded "that's a serious problem
with the official definition of poverty." But she added, the poverty defi-
nition also doesn't include Social Security taxes, which would lower
take-home pay.

The report also looks at long-term regional and racial patterns in
poverty among full-time workers. For nonwhite workers, the poverty
rate was 4.42% in 1998, compared with 2.90% for white workers in-
cluding Hispanics®. In both the Northeast and the Midwest, the pov-
erty rate for nonwhite full-time workers was higher in the 1990s than
in the 1980s. In the South and West, however, the rate was lower in the
1990s than in the 1980s.

The report noted that working poverty rates have fluctuated much
more over the past three decades for nonwhites than for whites, which
“suggests that regional cycles and shocks affecting the poverty rate of
full-time workers have hit nonwhite full-time workers harder than white
workers."

That trend may explain differences in long-term economic suc-
cess between races, the report notes. "Cycling in and out of poverty
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makes it more difficult to save, accumulate wealth, and carry out long-
term personal and financial planning,” it said.

Culture and Language Notes

1. poverty line: minimum level of income needed to buy the basic necessities of life.
2. celebratory hype: apparent and misleading rejoicing.

3. Hispanics: Spanish and Portuguese American.

New Words .

prestigious: a. having or bringing prestige # B2 HHEYER

inflation: n. rise in prices resulting from an increase in the supply of money, credit, etc.
- accelerate: v. make (sth.) move faster or happen earlier; increase the speed of ...
- skip: v. omit a task, etc.

- offset: v. compensate for sth.; balance sth. IR%p
- fare: n. progress; get on.

1.
2.
3
4
5. fringe: r. outer edge of an area, group or activity.
6
7
8. cramped: a. (of space) narrow and restricted.

9

. forsake: v. give sth. up; renounce; abandon
10. fluctuate: v. (of a price, number, rate, etc.) rise and fall; change irregularly. JEzh

Phrases and Expressions

attribute ... to regard sth. as belonging to, caused by or produced by sb/sth.
make up for compensate for sth.

After You Read
Comprehension Check

True or False Questions

1. The long economic boom has greatly improved the employees' living standards.

2. According to the author of the report, the main reason of the decreasing of the living
standards for the working class is the expansion of low-productivity jobs.

3. The example about a full time maid cited by the author is used to say that the maid
benefits a lot from her high school degree.

4. Economists attribute the persistence of poverty among full-time workers to the reduc-
tion of the minimum wage.

5. The regional cycles and shocks affecting the poverty rate of full-time workers have hit




white full-time workers harder than the nonwhite workers.
6. Cycling in and out of poverty makes it easier to save, accumulate wealth, and carry out

long-term personal and financial planning.
Short Answer Questions .
1. What do you think the factors that may affect the poverty rate of full-time workers?
2. What does the author mean by saying the celebratory hype about the current boom?
3. How can the employees find any solutions to their worse living standards?
4. Why do nonwhite workers have to suffer more than white workers?
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Selection 2

What about Students

Who Don’ t Go to
College?

Before You Read
Guided Questions

1. What are the disadvantages for the students who don't go o college?

2. Can you say some similarities and differences between American and Chinese students who go to work without

college degrees?

£0n-

For all of the curatﬁi:l powers of a booming economy, the over-
flowing prosperity of the last four years has failed to raise the second-
class incomes of the one-third of American adults who have not gone
beyond high school.

Just as near-universal high school education was one of the great
achievements of 20th century America, politicians and business lead-
ers have long sought to lure more students to college, reasoning that
the college-educated would earn more in a ‘new economy" that now
more than ever rewards a bachelor's degree. College, they believed,
could help close the gap between the economic haves and have-nots,
yet the proportion of Americans who have only a high school diploma
has barely budged for 30 years, through good times and bad.

Where many saw college as the answer, nearly everyone also
counted on the booming economy as a way to narrow the income gap.
Prosperity created a tight labor market that drove up wages, which




