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Immediately engaging the audience with his passionate tone, Pulitzer Prize winning David Shipler took the podium to speak on the topic of his new book, The Working Poor, Invisible in America. Mr. Shipler began by depicting poverty as a vicious cycle. To demonstrate the difficulty of escaping the grip of poverty, he recounted the story of a single mother caught in this cycle. Her low paying job forced her to rent a damp house that aggravated her son’s asthma. On two occasions, the boy’s asthma attacks necessitated emergency room attention; the boy was rushed to the hospital in an ambulance. However, the woman’s insurance plan did not cover ambulance costs. Unable to pay the fees, the woman received a bad credit rating. When she went to get a loan for a house that would alleviate her child’s symptoms, the bad credit followed her, and her request was denied. So perpetuated the cycle. This woman’s situation, Mr. Shipler added, is not unique; on the contrary, it is typical for American’s below the poverty line. 

Mr. Shipler went on to define poverty not as a problem, but as a whole cluster of problems, each aggravating the other. The plight of growing up poor including the negative effects of bad parenting, sexual abuse, and inadequate education often lead to bad life choices including early pregnancy, dropping out of high school, alcohol and drug abuse, bad money managing skills, and a fear of the outside world. Mr. Shipler emphasized the issue of sexual abuse as one of the most common and detrimental aspects of the culture of poverty. Victims of sexual abuse feel powerless, cultivating the belief that their choices don’t matter, which then leads to destructive behavior. Moreover, sexual abuse triggers distrust of men and emotional barriers to relationships, both of which lead to bad relationships and, in many cases, single parenting.

Despite the seeming hopelessness of the situation, Mr. Shipler warned the audience not to give up. Skill deficiencies can be remedied. There are small victories every day. Halfway houses and employers, for example, can constructively advance the soft skills (punctuality, work ethic, confidence, etc.) of impoverished individuals. At a particular Burger King, for example, it was brought to the manager’s attention that perhaps he had so much trouble finding reliable workers because they felt expendable. The manager then took it upon himself to make his employees feel needed. If a worker’s car broke down, he sent someone to pick him up; if one had a doctor’s appointment, he asked her to come in afterward or before. His staff soon became reliable and punctual, with a greater work ethic. In another account, Mr. Shipler described the success of a halfway house in improving the confidence of its residents through workshops and work training, after which “their eyes came up, and their voices became clear.” 

Mr. Shipler concluded by identifying a holistic approach to alleviating poverty as the recipe for success, but delegated the specifics of the solution to Ambassador Mark Palmer. Ambassador Palmer accepted that challenge, complementing Mr. Shipler’s speech by informing the audience of a host of possible measures to better the situation. He proposed to end Medicare and expand Medicaid to better serve the disadvantaged, and waste less on the wealthy. With regard to education, the Ambassador emphasized the importance of vocational education and community colleges. He also proposed that the public education system abandon the obsolete agriculturally based academic calendar currently in place and make schools yearlong. Freeing 40% more time for instruction, the Ambassador asserts, will reduce crime and increase the effectiveness of the public education system. 

The Ambassador also mentioned a radical simplification of the growing bureaucracy dealing with welfare and other programs for the working poor. He encouraged earned income tax credits, a boost of the minimum wage, vouchers, and any measures possible to extract the poor from their neighborhoods and the negative influences therein. Conversely, he denounced public housing, considering it a complete disaster, and called rent control detrimental. Ambassador Palmer echoed Mr. Shipler’s message “not to succumb to despair.”

