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Connecting urban poverty in America to global sustainability 

 
Description of Lesson:  
In this lesson, students will draw upon content uncovered in previous class 
meetings on social stratification in order to examine how urban poverty in 
America is related to global sustainability.  Students will have already examined 
wealth inequality in the US, explained how socioeconomic status is related to 
broader social institutions, and analyzed quantitative data on intergenerational 
mobility.  Students will have also already uncovered and be able to use relevant 
sociological theories (Marxian, Weberian, and Mills’ differing conflict perspectives 
on stratification, world-systems theory, the Davis-Moore thesis, etc.) in order to 
explain how urban poverty is related to global sustainability.   
 
Links to GSELS Objectives:  
This lesson is linked to three GSELS Objectives.  They are:  
 

3 - Justify the significance of upholding the right of all living beings to a 
natural and social environment supportive of dignity, health and well-being 
in bringing about global sustainability. 
 
7 - Examine situations and issues from a systemic perspective. 
 
13 - Discuss the relationship between poverty, ethics, health, society, and 
the environment. 

 
Description of Activities: 
Throughout the unit on social stratification, students disentangle classical and 
contemporary conflict perspectives on stratification (Marx, Weber, Mills) as 
related to their own lives.  After several flipped in-class activities, students 
analyze the National Science Foundation-funded ethnographic film, Sidewalk 
(Duneier 2010).  The film can be found in three, roughly 20-minute segments 
here: 
 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Bv4civR8mSI 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AwED4pGqIe4 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AuYgqCtZ8H0 
 
 
The film serves as an epilogue to Mitch Duneier’s modern classic ethnography 
that describes how people grapple with their own social environments in relation 
to the social institutions in which they are embedded.  While viewing the 50-
minute film, students complete the associated worksheet (see Appendix A) in 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Bv4civR8mSI
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AwED4pGqIe4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AuYgqCtZ8H0


real-time.  Students share their responses to the film and worksheet to close out 
the class meeting.  Items 1-3 on the worksheet are deliberately designed to 
having students document the empirical realities of everyday life at the individual 
and small-group levels.  These items implicitly address GSELS Outcomes 3 and 
13.  Items 4 and 5 are analytical in nature since they call for explanations.  
Further, these two items see students connect the empirical realities of everyday 
life to broader macro-structures.  These items implicitly address GSELS 
Outcome 7.  They are designed to frontload the activities in the subsequent class 
meeting.   
 
In the subsequent class meeting, students will explicitly connect content from the 
previous class meeting to GSELS outcomes.  This class meeting will start with a 
Think-Pair-Share (see Angelo and Cross 1993) activity.  Students will be 
prompted with the following:  
 

In the previous class meeting, we connected the empirical realities of 
urban poverty to broader social structures and concluded that poverty isn’t 
necessarily an outcome of personal failure or laziness, but rather a social 
position mediated in systemic ways by broader social institutions.  Today, 
we will analyze poverty and the social institutions that mediate it through 
the lens of global sustainability.   
 

1. Theorize: What are the effects of poverty on the physical 
environment? 
 
2. Connect: How is the process you’ve theorized above related to 
global sustainability? 
 
3. Problem solve: What could be done to reduce poverty and 
promote global sustainability? 

 
  



Name _______________________________________ Date________________ 

 

Sidewalk 

 

1. List two differences between street vending in Paris versus 

street vending in NYC. 

 

 

 

 

2. List one similarity and one difference between book vending in 

NYC and Christmas tree vending in NYC. 

 

 

 

 

3. In a tweet (140 characters), explain how people in positions of 

political, bureaucratic, and economic authority in NYC 

characterize book vending on the street. 

 

 

 

 

4. Some of the people in the film experience upward mobility and 

some experience downward mobility.  Can you identify any 

patterns?  Explain how and/or why in a tweet (140 characters).   

 

 

 

 

5. How are broader social institutions (economy, education, 

employment, family, law, polity, e.g.) related to statues (both 

ascribed and achieved) occupied by people in the film?  Explain 

how and/or why in a tweet (140 characters).   

 
 


