Budget of a Janitor

Modified by James W. Loewen from his “Introductory Sociology: Four Classroom Exercises,” Teaching Sociology, 6 #3 (4/1979), 221-44. Intended to help high school and college students answer the query, “Why are people poor?”


Teaching sociology can be a tough task. Students from the upper and upper-middle class are strong believers in the ideology known as "American individualism." They feel they have "chosen" to go to college and will succeed in life.  They chalk up their future success and their parents' past accomplishments as just that – accomplishments achieved through individual attributes like hard work, intelligence, education, and ambition. Even high school students in poor neighborhoods who look forward to achieving upward mobility often identify with this line of thinking.
 Conversely, students are particularly likely to blame the victim, as described in William Ryan's book of that title. 


In short, they make lousy sociologists, particularly on their first encounter with the field. 


This point was brought home to me with particular force way back in 1968, when I stopped introducing sociology to Harvard sophomores and took up duties at Tougaloo College, a historically black institution in Mississippi. Although many of my students had been poorly prepared for college work by the state's then-segregated high schools, they were sympathetic to the content of the course. The following sentence captures the basic idea of sociology:  Social structure pushes people around, influences their careers, and even affects how they think.  Somehow my Tougaloo students – black, relatively poor, from Mississippi – found it easy to grasp the notion that social structure pushes people around. They knew, too, that society influences occupations; none of them had a parent who was an architect, because no college in the Deep South that admitted African Americans taught architecture. They were already developing a "sociological imagination," as C. Wright Mills put it in his book of that title in 1959.


Harvard undergraduates, by comparison, had what might be called a "social psychological imagination" and resisted the key insights of sociology. So did my students later at the University of Vermont (UVM), again children of the elite. These students could learn sociology academically. They were good at memorizing the “basic idea of sociology” and regurgitating that sentence on an exam. Their problem came when they tried to make it connect with life. They put this new academic learning into an academic compartment and never let it upset their preset doctrines about how the social world works. 


I talked with a section of introductory students at UVM who had just finished an informed discussion of sociological theories about social stratification. Ingenuously I asked them, in four short words, "Why are people poor?" They replied with all kinds of individualistic reasons – lack of education, lack of ambition and hard work, even lack of intelligence. When I persevered by asking, "I understand Vermont is a poor state, at least compared to a place like Connecticut; are those the reasons why?" the students suddenly became sociologists again, citing external corporations, the labor-intensive nature of the tourist industry, and the like. Their response to the simply-put question had been unaffected by the sociological education they had just received. That education had not engaged them. 


High school students in U.S. history courses display the same problem, especially if they live in majority-white suburbs. It is hard for them to have empathy for the poor, because residential segregation on economic lines means few working-class children attend their school, so they don’t know any. It’s easier to assume that “they” – the poor – are not making it because they simply don’t push society around enough, the way “we” do. 


To cope with this problem, I developed an exercise, “Budget of a Janitor.” In it, students come up with the categories of expenditure that a household head must consider. They even come up with a budget, complete with dollar amounts, rapidly and as a class. Then, as they try to balance it, they learn how difficult is the plight of the poor. 


Beforehand, the teacher needs to get three pieces of information. Phone your payroll or human relations department to learn what your school district or college pays an entry-level janitor. Clip the "furnished apartments" classifieds (or search on-line listings) and mark the second-cheapest apartment located reasonably close to your school. Also check the rates for two children, age 1 and 4, at a day-care center near your school.
 Break these three items down to a weekly basis.


Begin as I did: ask your students, "Why are people poor?" Invite a student to be scribe, writing down class answers in a space on the blackboard. If your students are upper-middle class (or higher), they may answer as mine did. 


Now invite the class to engage in an exercise of imaginative empathy. They are the parent of two small children. Their spouse has been run over by an uninsured motorist and no longer exists. Assuming they are the single parent and work as a janitor at your institution, how will they spend their money? What will they have to buy? 


First elicit from them the categories of expenditure: food, clothing, shelter (rent), water (included in rent), electricity, heat (if not electric), transportation, insurance, medical and dental care, laundry, household supplies (cleaning products, diapers, etc.), savings, and all the rest. Will the parent have a cell phone? a line phone? If not, how can s/he find work in the first place? How can she phone in sick? Stay in touch with relatives and friends? What should they budget for recreation? Will they ever eat out? see a movie? go anywhere? Will they just watch TV? What should students include for furniture, including the television, computer, mattresses, bedding? You can suggest that students figure the clothing cost for the adult parent for the year, then divide by 52, and the same for furniture and TV. 


Don’t get bogged down in nitpicking.  Ask for a volunteered number for food, say, and if the result seems high, quickly ask if anyone has a lower number; then take a number in between and ask how many think it’s too low? too high?  When a dispute arises, quickly come to an average that half think is too high, half too low. Often students will guess high. Try to talk them down a bit, but high estimates merely increase the power of the exercise, so do not fret if the class consensus still seems unrealistic. Ask the class, before moving on, if they feel the budget is too high, realistic, or too low. If "too high," adjust downward until most students say “realistic” or equal numbers say “too high” and “too low.”


Now show the income. Multiply the hourly rate by 40 hours.  Remember to subtract 6.2% for social security withholding (4.2% temporarily in 11/2012). Even though you do not need to take out for taxes, since the family will not owe income tax, the result will probably be much less than the budgeted expenditures.


At this point, challenge them: you balance it. They can try – eliminate the phone, all reading material, savings, etc. After they have made their cuts, ask: now can you see why poor people may not be so well informed? They cannot afford even to get to the library, let alone subscribe to a newspaper or magazine. Can you see why they grow fat and dress poorly? They cannot afford healthy food or good clothes. Can you see why they seem heedless of the morrow? They cannot possibly afford to save. Can you see why poor people run out on the rent? Whether on welfare or a job, they cannot balance the household budget, and something has to give. So poor people get a bad name – dishonest, always moving about, can’t manage money. The children are disadvantaged by their situation, so they are likely to do poorly in school; then the cycle will repeat. Inevitably, they resemble the stereotypical images of poor people in the minds of upper-middle class students.  


Eventually, your students may conclude that this person cannot afford to work! If s/he stays home taking care of the children, then s/he need not buy work uniforms or half as many other clothes and shoes. S/he saves on bus fare and childcare. But then s/he lacks independence and as time passes becomes less and less employable. 


Then ask:  what is the answer? Usually students will come up with well-intentioned suggestions that are individualistic and amount to improving the parent, such as job training. Help them realize that our janitor cannot afford job training – cannot take time off from work, cannot pay for more childcare, cannot get to the community college or job training site. Job training is not a viable option.


Finally, ask them, if a fairy godmother flew past, waved a wand, and magically supplied job training, transforming our janitor into, say, a nurse or graphic designer, would that really solve the problem? Help them see that no, the problem would remain – it would only be rotated to the next janitor. 


Finally, return to the problem with which you began, only instead of asking "Why are people poor?" ask, "Why is our janitor poor?"  Revisit the explanations, still on the board, that students supplied at the beginning of the exercise. Will they do? Help students move beyond the “blaming the victim” response. Is it not clear that the school district (or university) makes him/her poor? It is the occupational structure – the pay and status accorded the janitor– that makes the poverty. It follows, then, that the way to solve the problem of poverty is not by working with the poor, but by altering institutions. A union would surely help. So might a higher minimum wage. Publicity about the problem could play a role. You might ask students what part they could play in ending poverty in their school, beginning with the janitors. At the least, the exercise may prompt students to take a deeper look at the causes of poverty and a more compassionate look at the poor. It does mine.

�Sociologists will recognize this ideology as a variant of Social Darwinism.  Sociologist William Graham Sumner popularized it in the U.S. in the 1880-90s, the age of the “robber barons.” 


� I always choose the second cheapest apartment, assuming that the cheapest is not inhabitable, and the same for daycare. If you teach at a location where rental housing and daycare are distant, do the best you can; students will have to budget more transportation money. If you teach where public transportation does not exist or is not workable, then use IRS figures to estimate mileage costs for a used car (c.$.50/miles in 2012). 


� As a UVM undergraduate said to me months later in the student union, “You have no idea what that exercise did to me. I realize I’ve been going around for years thinking that was their fault, it was their fault that they were poor, and now I see how wrong I’ve been.”





