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What is poverty?
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SPM
1964 2009

OPM

A state of being poor, being unable to meet basic needs (water, food, clothes, 
shelter, and essential services inclusive of sanitation, health, and education)

2021
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Quantitative analysis

“This project grew from examining the effect of 
two variables on household poverty status with 
a Chi-square analysis in SPSS using nationally 
representative data from a panel study 
sponsored by the U.S. Census Bureau to 
examining the effect of 18 variables on 
receiving public assistance, a proxy for poverty, 
with multivariate regression analysis in STATA 
using nationally representative data from a 
panel study sponsored by the National Center 
for Education Statistics (NCES).”
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Proxying poverty
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Receiving Public Assistance
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18 
IVs

Receiving public 
assistance

Demographic details, 
family background, 
and school 
background

One 
DV

Completing a multivariate regression analysis



Nationally representative data

“The data for this project comes from the 
2002 and 2012 Education Longitudinal Study 
(ELS), a federal panel study sponsored by the 
National Center for Education Statistics 
(NCES). The 2002 ELS consists of a nationally 
representative sample of ‘10th graders in 
2002’ (NCES 2021). ‘Surveys of students, 
their parents, math and English teachers, 
and school administrators’ are collected and 
‘students [are] followed throughout [their] 
secondary and postsecondary years’ (NCES 
2021).”
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Sub-sample

“Because this project focused on 
the joint effect of family background 
and educational attainment on 
receiving public assistance, the third 
follow-up data collection from 
ELS:2012 was used, resulting in a 
sub-sample of 4,150 respondents.”
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N=4,150



Dependent variable tested

“Poverty was proxied with receiving public assistance and coded as a 
nominal variable using the following binary: 1=yes and 0=no.”
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Response retrieved from the third follow-up questionnaire, 
where respondents were asked:  

“During 2011, did [you/you or your spouse/you or your partner] receive any of the 
following benefits: Supplemental Security Income (SSI); SNAP (the Food Stamp 

Program); TANF (the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families Program); the Free 
and Reduced-Price School Lunch Program; or WIC (the Special Supplemental 

Nutrition Program for Women, Infants, and Children)?” 



Independent variables tested
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Family 
Background

• Sex
• Race 
• Native English speaker
• Educational attainment
• Student federal loan 

debt
• Marital status
• Number of dependents
• Employment status
• Recent unemployment

Demographic 
Details

• School type
• School urbanicity
• School free-lunch rate
• School college-going 

rate

• Family composition
• Number of in-home 

siblings
• Parents’ educational 

attainment
• Parents’ income
• Parents’ English 

language fluency

School 
Background

METHODS
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What predicts receiving public 
assistance?
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FINDING #1 .

A majority of our variables!
(p<0.001 level)
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Variation

“Ten variables were found to have a 
statistically significant effect on the 

probability of receiving public 
assistance…”
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36%

“Roughly 36% of the variation in 
receiving public assistance is explained 

by the 18 independent variables 
tested…”



Factor Change in Predictive Probabilities of 
Receiving Public Assistance
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* All variables statistically significant at the p<0.001 level except for marital status (p=0.019), parents’ educational attainment (p=0.003), and school college-going 
rate (p=0.013) that are statistically significant at the p<0.05 level.
Source: National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), Education Longitudinal Study (ELS), 2002 and 2012.
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What is the impact of having 
dependents (age <18)?
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FINDING #2 .
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WITH JOB
0.11

What is the impact of experiencing 
unemployment (at least once in the past three 
years)?
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FINDING #3 .

NEED JOB
0.23
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What is the impact of parents’ 
educational attainment?
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FINDING #4 .
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IMPLICATIONS
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A key take-away

“Combining the top three predictors 
found to significantly increase the 
probability of receiving public assistance 
at the 0.001 level…results highlight 
single mothers who have  .experienced 
recent unemployment  (within the past 
three years) as one of the most 
vulnerable groups in the United States, 
gravely needing public assistance to 
meet basic needs.”
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NEED JOB
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Why does this matter?

VARGAS 23CONCLUSIONS & IMPLICATIONS

We can project 
societal needs
With COVID-19, unemployment skyrocketed in 2020. 
However, with fine-tuned methodologies and metrics 
from nationally representative datasets like those 
from the U.S. Census Bureau and the National Center 
for Education Statistics, analyses can help assess the 
impact of global challenges like COVID-19 to ensure a 
thriving society.



Implications
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Recent unemployment stands 
as the second strongest 
predictor of receiving public 
assistance. The probability of 
receiving public assistance 
more than doubles if someone 
has experienced 
unemployment even just once 
in the past three years. 

CONCLUSIONS & IMPLICATIONS
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Q&A
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