4 stories about growing up poor

(1) musicfan1965: Scrounging at the dump 

A poster named "musicfan1965" remembers growing up on welfare with an alcoholic father who drank away "what little money he would make on whatever job he would have that week." 

"We would . . . go to the local dump to scrounge for whatever we could salvage: clothes, shoes, household items, etc. At the time it seemed like a treasure hunt for us kids. . . . And I could never understand what would make a person throw out something that was still usable.

"We (lived) in a rusted-out trailer with holes in the floors where rodents and snakes would come up through to visit. . . . The trailer would be freezing most of the winter as the heat didn't work most of the time. . . . We had a wood stove on the front porch that we would use to cook a lot of the time in the winter.

"There was no money for vacations, trips to amusement parks, fast food or malls. . . . I don't remember a time when there was ever any extra money for anything that would have been considered a luxury or anything fun."

Like many who recounted their experiences, musicfan1965 thought such conditions were normal "until I went to someone else's house and saw that they would have their own room, a phone, a bathroom with a door. Things that others took for granted. I was amazed, and then ashamed of my family and our financial status, and our home."

Still, musicfan1965 credits a mother who, under difficult circumstances, tried to "make life as normal as possible, (put) food on the table, (give us) clean clothes and our everyday necessities she would do without."

Musicfan1965 went to work early, picking tomatoes while still in elementary school. "It was hard, hot, dirty work, but any extra money for anything was a help.

"My work ethic is such that I have worked three jobs at once to achieve various goals, including putting myself through college. Lots of sacrifices throughout my life . . . allowed me to buy a house, have a vehicle that is paid for and I've been able to travel. I still work two jobs, but I would rather do that for a while and know that I can buy things that I need and pay cash. I try to not use my credit cards at all unless it's a necessity. I've learned a lot about budgeting, working hard to achieve my dreams and goals and saving for the future." 

Notice uses of ‘would’ – identify two different functions
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(2) “supersavercalistox” : The roller coaster ride of poverty 

From age 9 to 12, poster "supersavercalistox" and his family struggled with a disabled father and a mother who was in college to become a teacher. 

"We had food stamps (back then, the food stamps were actual paper and everyone knew we were paying with them) that lasted for about two weeks out of the month. Meat meals were unheard of. Fortunately we got a free lunch from school, (and) the food bank would let us come pick up a box once a month. The food bank was located in a cemetery; I hated having to go there. We tried to make the food last as long as we could, but it would never last the month. My youngest brother was 2 and stayed at home with my dad. Sometime we would have to bring home food from the (school) cafeteria to feed him.

Supersavercalistox went through a growth spurt during this time and could barely fit into his clothes. Of course, there was no money for new ones, and "school was humiliating." Even social situations were awkward. "I never went to anyone's birthday because I couldn't afford a gift," he wrote.

Like musicfan1965, supersavercalistox went to work early. "I started baby-sitting at 10, and this supplemented the household when we didn't have enough food to eat." Life got easier after Mom graduated and landed a teaching job, but then Dad "took up smoking and drinking and drugs in order to 'fight the pain' and we began to spiral down again. My mom took up two part-time jobs along with her full-time job of teaching."
Supersavercalistox credits that determined, hard-working mother for inspiration and a never-give-up attitude. 

"My mom is my role model, and whenever I think times are hard for my (son) and I, I think that I can sacrifice the money now in order to have a better life later. Now I am doing so much better because I started saving for retirement at 19. At that time I was making $800 a month, but I still contributed. I am now 25 and have the option of retirement at 50. Thanks Mom!" 

- Identify some American usages
- Explain these expressions:
· food stamps
· food bank

· (we) tried to make the food last
· a growth spurt
· (he) could barely fit into his clothes
· (Mom) landed a teaching job
· a never-give-up attitude
· role model
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(3) “Smarterthanever” : Living in a camper
"SmarterThanEver" has less-than-positive feelings about a mother who abandoned her and two siblings. 

"All of us were under 5 years of age, so we weren't old enough for school yet. . . . My dad couldn't work -- he had no real job skills, no education, and then he was stuck watching his three kids since he couldn't even afford state-subsidized childcare. 

"Anyway, we ended up living in someone's travel trailer in someone's back yard. Not a big one, mind you. One of those small things that fit snugly in the bed of a pickup truck. There was one bed in the trailer (right over the cab of the truck), and all four of us slept in it. No heat or air conditioning, no running water. I can remember being really, really hungry but wouldn't say anything to Dad because I didn't want him to feel worse than he already did."

After a year of living like this, her father's parents let the family move in with them. "We were still poor, but we at least had heat and running water. My aunt bought us clothes at garage sales. We got our shoes from Payless and later Wal-Mart when it came to town (one pair, and it had to last a full year)."

Unfortunately, Dad became a gambler "and all his 'spare' money went to playing bingo and going to Indian casinos instead of buying us kids clothes or shoes that fit. I never once owned an article of clothing that came from anywhere other than Wal-Mart, garage sales or the Salvation Army. I never had more than one pair of shoes at a time. I never had a coat that fit or that kept me warm." 

Then Dad remarried "an abusive and evil woman" with three kids and moved them all into a ramshackle, two-bedroom house he bought for $3,000.

"There were huge holes in the floor, which we tried to cover up with particle board, but still leaked the cold. The place was infested with cockroaches. . . . The plumbing needed to be fixed, but Dad lost all motivation to fix it (and he wasn't about to pay someone to do it), so we relieved ourselves in a 5-gallon paint bucket and had to take turns dumping it outside (yes, it stunk). We hardly had any furniture. We all slept on the cold floor wrapped in layers of cheap blankets. We didn't have dressers or chests of drawers --everything was either hung up in the closet or folded in piles. We didn't have a refrigerator, so we never ate eggs or bought gallons of milk (we used powdered milk for our cereal). Everything we ate was canned.

"Oh, and then there was school. In high school, I was on the speech/debate teams and in the theater program. And I was very good. Going to competitions cost money, which we didn't have, so my high school guidance counselor paid all my expenses (she also paid for my prom). I didn't even have an outfit to wear to the contests, so my counselor gave me one of her daughter's dresses and matching shoes. The shoes were 1.5 sizes too small, but I shoved my feet into them anyway, trying to ignore the pain as I competed against (generally) well-to-do kids from wealthy school districts. 

"I won the state championship in shoes that were too small."

At 15, SmarterThanEver had enough and moved out on her own. "Even at 15, making minimum wage, I managed to live better on my own than I had ever living with my parents.
Identify all the examples of the past simple tense and modal verbs
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(4a): an account of childhood by “milee”  

Poster "milee" grew up with a divorced mother who barely made ends meet. 

"The house we lived in for seven years, until I was around 10, had no heat or air conditioning and was slowly decaying around us. It was an old Florida home propped up on cement blocks and since there were large portions of floor and wall missing, snakes and bugs (usually roaches, but also those really nasty-looking, huge wolf spiders) found their way in pretty regularly. Even when it was very hot, which was often in Florida, my sister and I slept completely tucked under a blanket, because it was scary to think that one of those spiders that was bigger than your hand might crawl over you when you were sleeping. When we finally moved, the house was condemned and bulldozed. . . . 

"We wore clothes that the neighbors or charities gave us and thought that some of our neighbors who lived in mobile homes were rich because they had cable TV and snack food. As things got harder, mom developed some fairly pervasive mental issues and stopped buying food or coming out of her room for weeks at a time." 

Milee's break came in third grade.

"One of my teachers had me tested to see if I qualified for a local magnet school. I'll always be grateful for her, because without her, I probably wouldn't have had the same opportunities I had when I qualified and went to the magnet school. It was a public school but with small, advanced classes and 100% of the graduates going to college -- a significant portion going to Ivy League schools. As grateful as I am to have gone there, it was not easy being a poor kid at a school like that, where most of the kids come from very wealthy families. . . . You can't participate in sports because you can't afford a uniform or equipment, debate is difficult because you can't afford the trips to compete, you sometimes don't have supplies like paper to get assignments done. I skipped school on days when there were class parties because I didn't have the money to bring something to contribute."

Explain the following words & expressions:
1. (a divorced mother) who barely made ends meet
2. an old Florida home propped up on cement blocks 
3. the house was condemned and bulldozed
4. to see if I qualified for a local magnet school (see: http://www.answers.com/magnet+school?gwp=11&ver=1.1.0.364&method=3 
5. Ivy League schools (see: http://www.answers.com/Ivy+League+schools?gwp=11&ver=1.1.0.364&method=3    
6. I skipped school (on days when there were class parties…)
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(4b) Milee’s 5 lessons learned from poverty
Milee learned five lessons from this childhood:

1) You control your own destiny. "Short term, there are things that can knock you off course and put you in temporary situations that are unfair and awful, but if you are there for the long term, it's probably because of a series of choices you yourself have made. I know (it) sounds harsh, but I saw firsthand how even in my mom's case, there were many things she could have done differently to steer her life in a better direction. . . . You can blame the universe, others, God, the government or the SOB who didn't send the child-support check, but that really doesn't get you anywhere. On the other hand, if you buckle down and do whatever you can to fix your situation, you'll usually end up better off, even if it's very hard for a while."

2) Education is key. "Without a good education, you have many fewer options for financial security. Luckily, in this country, if you're willing to work hard enough, you can get that. It may not be easy, it may not be free, but it's out there and you need to do whatever it takes to get it."

3) Money does not equal happiness. "We were poor and unhappy, so I thought having money meant being happy . . . (but) my husband also grew up very poor, and his family was close and he had a loving childhood. (Meanwhile,) many rich people are miserable. Don't confuse money and happiness. They're separate issues and you need to work on your family and relationships just as hard as you work on finances. Don't give up family and relationships in pursuit of money and don't assume money will fix your personal life."

4) If you do work hard, you can make your life better. "Things might not get better overnight, but if you keep making good decisions, things will get better. Sounds simple, but it's hard to see sometimes when you're in the middle of it."

5) With the exception of some devastating health issues, hardly any bad situation has to be permanent. "If you follow the first four points, it might take a long time to dig your way out of whatever situation you're in, but it is possible. The more time you spend complaining about things just leaves you with less time to get out there and make it better. Learn from whatever happened and figure out how to improve things in the future."

Identify 6 phrasal verbs and replace with suitable synonyms
