
U8: SOCIAL WORK Poverty and Economic Injustice  
“True compassion is more than flinging a coin to a beggar. It comes to see that an edifice which 

produces beggars needs restructuring." M.L. King, April 4, 1967, New York City. Discuss. 
 

Poverty has many complex causes, including low wages, a lack of 

jobs, racism, sexism, and other forces beyond individual control. For the past 

30 years, the fight against poverty and injustice has been an uphill battle. 

Indeed, major economic dislocations and victim-blaming public policies have 

affected the capacity of the three traditional sources of income - marriage, 

markets, and the state - to protect people from poverty even when they work 

hard and play by the rules. The results include mounting rates of poverty, 

hardship, and social problems - all of which fall into social work's domain.  

Mounting Poverty In 2005, 12.6% of the population was poor, up 

from its all-time low of 11.3% in 2000. Even the higher African American 

(24.9%) and Latino (21.8%) rates and the lower Caucasian (8.3%) rates rose 

above their all-time 2000 lows.  Meanwhile, the American Dream, the promise 

that work pays, faded for the working and middle class. In 2004, 7.8 million 

people aged 16 or older spent at least 27 weeks either working or looking for a 

job but earned below poverty-level wages in companies that provided few 

basic benefits such as healthcare or parental leave. Thanks to tax cuts and 

corporate welfare, inequality also reached new highs.   

Mounting Hardship Poverty, in turn, takes its toll on people's lives. 

In 2004, 40% of poor and 14% of non-poor families faced food, health, or 

housing insecurity, considerably more families of colour than Caucasian 

families. The situation has worsened over time. From 1987 to 2005, the 

number of people lacking food security rose from 31 to 35 million; those 

without health insurance soared from 31 to 46.5 million while the number of 

households paying more that 30% of their income for rent jumped from 31% 

(1978) to 49% (2005). These losses were further compounded by a lack of 

social investment in low-income communities exposing people to: crumbling 

neighbourhood infrastructures (e.g., abandoned housing, poor schools, lack of 

services, unemployment); interpersonal violence (e.g., battering, rape, child 

abuse); and community violence (e.g., gang fights, drive-by shootings, 

surveillance, police brutality, sexism, and racism).  

Mounting Social Problems Social workers know firsthand that 

people confronted with chronic deprivation and/or harsh living conditions 

often feel unsafe, insecure, and powerless. We also know that people cope 

with the desperate condition by harming themselves (e.g., self-medication, 

dropping out of school, unsafe sex, ineffective parenting, inability to hold a 

job, lack of self-care, and suicide) and/or others (e.g., crime, assault, battering, 

rape, homicide). Social workers have the know-how and the professional 

obligation to help people undo negative coping and promote positive coping, 

both self-advocacy (e.g., seeking needed social, health, and financial 

assistance) and social advocacy (e.g., community activism).  

Given social work's location between the client and society, we can either 

leave solving poverty to the economists or join the fight for economic justice. 

[…] Some fear that making individual and social change a fundamental part of 

our work politicizes a previously objective and apolitical profession. Yet, it is 

far better to address these issues explicitly than to pretend they do not exist. In 

the words of Martin Luther King, Jr., "Our lives begin to end the day we 

become silent about things that matter." 
Source: Adapted from Mimi Abramovitz: Poverty and Economic Injustice   

 
New Vocabulary 
fling = throw smth. 
carelessly 
soar = increase rapidly 
cope = deal successfully 
with a difficult problem 
 
 
Specialist terms 
economic dislocations 
public policies 
sources of income 
mounting rates of poverty 
below poverty-level 
wages 
basic benefits 
healthcare 
parental/ (sick) leave 
unemployment 
chronic deprivation 
social/ self-advocacy 
positive/ negative coping 
social/health/financial 
assistance 
 
Expressions 
they have taken their toll 
= amount/ extent of loss 
or destruction 
work pays = it is worth the 
effort 
uphill battle = effort 
to know first hand = 
directly from the source 
to have the know-how = 
to have the (technical) 
knowledge and skill to do 
smth. 
 
 

 
 



Section I    VOCABULARY ACTIVITIES            
 

There are several ways of forming words with opposite meaning: negative prefixes and suffixes 

(insecure, powerless), lexical devices (lack of), or words with negative meaning (deprivation). 
 

A. Read attentively the text and find examples of each category. What are the most commonly used 
means? 
a) ………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

b) ………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 

c) ………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 

B. Using academic vocabulary. Listen to the following text on the profession of social worker. Fill in 
the blanks with the missing words.   
 

Indeed, many would say that our profession, more than any other, is engaged in working with poor 

people-those without health insurance, those who live in _____ with broken infra-structures and no 

supermarkets, those who live on the basic_____  _____ provided by Supplemental _____ _____ , and 

those who have never felt the dignity of having a _____ . Social workers see first-hand the debilitating 

effect of poverty on those struggling to patch together meager _____ to pay all the bills. Social work's 

concern with poverty is _____ to the profession's _____ _____ of justice. As such, special attention is 

given to those who are not only poor, but are members of groups that often are _____ from pathways 

to self-sufficiency, such as women, children, and the _____ ill. Social workers also see the resilience 

and _____ of those who develop _____ _____ and _____ to problem-solving in ways that other _____ 

entrepreneurs might envy. _____ from social work and other disciplines have _____ what it takes to 

get people out of poverty and to keep people from falling into it. We know it takes a combination of 

education, support, _____ and opportunity. We know that it takes a well-structured services-delivery 

system guided by _____ and competent _____ _____ _____, NASW, 2003 
 

The major rhetorical function used by the author is the cause-effect relationship. The table below 
presents some of the language used to express causes and effect. (G. XXI.6) 

VERBS 

Lack of adequate resources may cause/ can lead to 
can result in 

poverty and injustice 

    

Much of the instability stems from the economic effects of 

the war 

Interpersonal and community 

violence  

 

caused by/ resulting from 
produced by/ stemming from 
 
                NOUNS 

  

poverty, ... 

 

The most likely causes of X are poor diet and lack of health care. 

A consequence of chronic deprivation is a feeling of insecurity. 

Social advocacy is an important factor in helping people undo negative coping. 

Many other variables have an influence on poverty levels. 

Another reason why Xs are considered to be important is that ... 

                                                PREPOSITIONAL PHRASES 

A great number of people  

become poor 

owing to/ because of 
as a result of 
 

wrong economic 

policies. 

Adapted from http://www.phrasebank.manchester.ac.uk/causes.htm. 

 
C. The  “word cloud” shows the most frequently used 
words in the article. Choose 10 and build a summary of 
what you have read. Be sure to use the vocabulary 
suggested above. 

 
 

www.wordle.net   



Section II    LANGUAGE FOCUS 
 
Purpose and reason clauses (G.XIII.3-4) 
 

A. Rewrite the sentences using a more formal connecting expression from the box to replace because of. 
There might be more than one possible answer. 
 
thanks to      as a result of      owing to     due to     as a consequence of        given 
 

1. Because of major economic dislocations, sources of income have been diminished. 

Owing to major economic dislocations, sources of income have been diminished. 2 Rates of poverty 

increased as a consequence of irresponsible public policies. 

2. Rates of poverty increased because of irresponsible public policies. 

3. Inequality reached new highs because of tax cuts and corporate welfare. 

4. Because of lack of social investment, low-income communities were exposed to severe social 

problems. 

5. People often feel unsafe, insecure, and powerless because of chronic deprivation. 

 

B. Join the following pairs of sentences using to, in order to, so as (not) to (+ infinitive) and so that, in 
order that (+ modal verb). 
 

1. Social workers use their expertise. They want to help people cope with hardships and poverty. 

Social workers use their expertise to help people cope with hardships and poverty. 

2. She turned on the radio. She wanted her mother to hear the latest news on pension benefits. 

3. Last year, Exeter University researchers carried out a national-scale study. They wanted everybody 

to learn about major social problems in the area. 

4. Mencap has recently organised a fund-raising campaign. They want to reduce the effects of chronic 

deprivation on young children. 

5. She wrote a good master dissertation. She wanted to prove that she would be an excellent social 

worker. 

 
C. Rewrite these sentences to include a negative purpose clause using to avoid. 
 

1. Applicants should learn about the system because they do not want to be denied social security 

disability benefits. 

Applicants should learn about the system in order to avoid being denied social security disability 

benefits. 

2. After he lost his job, he subscribed to several social networks because he did not want to become 

socially isolated. 

3. The association advocates the disabled children’s attending mainstream education because it does 

not want them to confront social exclusion. 

4. The lecturer highlighted the social status of women in India because she did not want her audience 

to face similar issues. 

5. Frank has written a book on new social identities because he did not want group discrimination to 

be misunderstood. 
 

D. Think of something in your life which has:  
 

1. caused you a lot of problems/ troubles. 

2. given you a lot of happiness. 

3. provoked a feeling of anger in you. 

4. resulted in embarrassment for you. 
 

 

  
 



Section III    TEXT STRUCTURE 
 

Solutions cannot be suggested unless a problem is fully analysed, and this involves a thorough 

understanding of the causes and possible effects. (G.XXI.3) 
 

A. Read and discuss the following essay outline. Suggest additional developments. 
'What are the causes and principal effects of the increase in fast-food consumption in Romania?' 

Pattern Sample Outline  

Introduction of general topic  

 

Specific areas to be covered in this essay  

Background to traditional Romanian diet, and recent 
changes  
This essay will cover first causes, then effects  

Essay section i (Causes)  

Cause 1 

a) subsection 

b) subsection  

Cause 2 

a) subsection 

b) subsection  

Causes of increased fast-food consumption  
Changes in commercial practice 
a) Power of advertising 
b) Loss of local shops  
Changes in lifestyle 
a) Longer working hours 
b) Two working parents  

Essay section ii (Effects)  

Effect 1 

a) subsection 

b) subsection  

Effect 2 

a) subsection 

b) subsection  

Effect 3 

a) subsection 

b) subsection  

Effects of increased fast-food consumption  
Vitamin deficiencies 
a) subsection 
b) subsection  
Obesity 
a) subsection 
b) subsection  
Loss of 'food culture' 
a) subsection 
b) subsection  

Conclusion  
Summary of main points (and look to future)  

Conclusion  
Increase in fast-food consumption generally = negative 
(possible changes to improve diet in the future)  

 

B. Select one of the following topics and write a 300-word essay. The sample outline refers to more than 
one cause and more than one effect. 

• Explain the effects of stress on you. Focus by limiting to a specific situation. 

• What are the effects of television on study habits? 

• Why are you such a good/poor/mediocre student? 

• What are some of the effects of overcrowding? 

• Is the media a reflection of society's ills or does it cause society's ills? 

• What are the causes of illiteracy? 
 

C. You may check your essay against the following criteria. 

1. Does the introductory paragraph contain an interesting lead and a concise thesis statement? 

2. Do at least two documented resources with parenthetical documentation and accurate bibliography 

support the evidence? 

3. Does the body of the essay clearly support the thesis statement with facts and details that 

adequately establish the casual relationship? 

4. Are appropriate signal words used? 

5. Does the concluding paragraph restate the thesis in a clear and convincing manner? 

6. Have mistakes (spelling, grammar, vocabulary) been spotted and eliminated? 

7. Is there an appropriate and attention-getting title? 
 


