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Like most people in America, I didn’t grow up “rich.” Not ﬁnancially-speaking, anyway. My father owned and
operated a small print shop in Deadwood. My mom helped him when needed, volunteered for school
funcEons on a regular basis and coached the local swim team – again, as a volunteer. I never knew how much
money they earned. I knew we were not wealthy, but we had everything we needed and many things we
wanted.
AHer high school, I went on to Colorado State University where I studied broadcast journalism. During one of
my many media classes there, a professor stated very early in the semester that television news reporters
were the lowest-paid of all ﬁrst-year journalists – with an annual starEng salary of something like $18,500 at
the Eme. I won’t share exactly how much money I made in 2003 during my ﬁrst year as a general assignment
reporter in Rapid City, but I would have been preUy excited if I’d cracked $18K. I did not. Not even close.
Was I poor? By many Americans’ standards? Absolutely! Was I really poor, as in “living in poverty”? No, not
even close. I was well above the federal poverty line for a single adult with no children.
SEll, my paychecks leH a lot to be desired. I lived in a basement apartment with no computer or cable
television. I kept track of how many minutes I talked on my cell phone because – 15 years ago – every extra
minute over one’s limit was costly. I was on a very Eght budget. But I liked my job. What it lacked in pay, it
made up for in experiences, and – thanks to my academic scholarships and very generous family members – I
had no student loans to repay. Most of what I earned as a “poor reporter,” I kept. Eventually, I was promoted
and earned more.
So, while I’ve lived without some of the “extras” that are nice to have in life, I’ve never really lived in poverty.
Recently, I went from “Julie Oberlander, RCCI Director of CommunicaEons, wife of a professional ﬁreﬁghter/
EMT with two kids and a three-bedroom home” to “Chad Chen, 8-year-old boy in Realville whose family
struggles to pay their bills and put food on the table.”

!

I was one of about 50 people to take part in the four-hour poverty simulaEon hosted by Western Dakota Tech
on June 21. Most parEcipants are part of “families.” Mine, the Chen family, included my “father” Charles, a 42year-old computer programmer who had been laid oﬀ four months earlier from his job of 20 years and whose
unemployment compensaEon had ended; my “mother” Cindy, a 39-year-old who worked full-Eme as a
hospital recepEonist for $9 per hour; Connie, my 16-year-old “sister” with a promising academic future who
was also seven-months pregnant; and my 10-year-old “brother” Carl, who had to look aHer me oHen because

my teen sister liked to hang out with her boyfriend.

Life in Realville
The morning began with a quick explanaEon of where the “housing
complexes,” “businesses” and “service organizaEons” were located on
the WDT campus, a.k.a. “Realville.” We also learned how Eme passes
in Realville: each 25-minute session represented a “week,” and four of
those sessions made up the “month” of the simulaEon. Certain
acEviEes had to be accomplished before the month was over for an
individual or family unit to succeed in making ends meet. Most
families were home on the weekends; mine would use those 10minute periods to regroup and start planning for the following week.
As a child in the Chen family, my role was fairly simple. My siblings and
I went to school three out of the four weeks. During the ﬁrst week, my
sister was told she needed eyeglasses at a cost of $50, my brother
needed $5 for a ﬁeldtrip, and I needed $3 for school supplies. (If
you’re a parent, you know exactly how realisEc this is.)
While in school, we learned real lessons about poverty in our state and
naEon. For example, do you know how poverty is measured? I thought it was determined by using an esEmate
of the amount of money needed to provide basic housing, food, etc., for a household. Nope. In reality, it is
determined by taking the amount of money needed to buy the lowest-cost, nutriEonally-adequate diet
idenEﬁed by the U.S. Department of Agriculture and mulEplying that number by three. The formula hasn’t
changed for decades.
Meanwhile, the adults in the Chen family were scrambling to get to work or look for work, pay bills and feed
the family. They had to make sure they had transportaEon passes, which were $1 each, everywhere they went.
Gemng several passes was a top priority. If you didn’t have a way to get to work or a business, the employer or
staﬀ there wouldn’t help you.
We had a miniscule $200 in savings, and our family’s monthly expenses included nearly $900 for housing and
uEliEes, a $250 car payment, $150 to cover the minimum payments on maxed-out credit cards, $100 student
loan payments and $40 for clothes. We were supposed to buy $110 in groceries each week to ensure good
health for our family of ﬁve; however, logisEcally, we failed in this parEcular area two weeks in a row –
meaning we would have been very hungry for half the month.
Our mother brought home a paycheck for $331 each week from the hospital. While Mom was working, Dad
was looking for work and also looking for opportuniEes to sign up for assistance programs. He had some luck,
but not the ﬁrst week. That’s the week we completely missed out on food – because Dad iniEally didn’t have
the cash to buy groceries, and by the Eme he got cash, the store had closed. The second week, he managed to
get only $50 worth of food and applied for food stamps, which gave us an extra $200 for the month.
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PreUy early on in the simulaEon, Mom pawned several “luxury” items in our home and opted to drop phone
coverage for the ﬁrst half of the month. This gave us some wiggle room. Dad got a job at the restaurant before
the third week started. AHer spending his required Eme there, he went straight to the store for groceries. He
was able to pay the required grocery bill for the last two weeks of the month, including an addiEonal $15 each
week to cover a cousin who, unexpectedly, came to stay with us while looking for work in Realville.

The third week of the month, my siblings and I were on break from school. IniEally, we just hung out at home –
ﬁguring we were old enough to stay alone – but we soon decided that wasn’t much fun and headed to the
park. Fortunately, we didn’t run into any authority ﬁgures to quesEon why we weren’t supervised, as we had
once before, and it wasn’t long before Dad showed up aHer compleEng his shiH at the restaurant. We ran into
Mom a short Eme later on her way to pay several bills and tagged along on her errands. I got bored waiEng in
line, and my mom got really Ered of answering my quesEons: “Are we done yet?” followed by “Can I have a
treat?” and – to the ladies behind the desk – “Do you guys have any suckers?” (Can you tell I’ve had some realworld experience waiEng in line with small children?) They didn’t have any suckers, by the way, which was
super disappoinEng to this 8-year-old boy.
When all was said and done, the Chen family was money ahead. Not much ahead, but ahead.

Lessons Learned
ParEcipants learned during the debrief that some businesses had purposefully ripped people oﬀ during the
simulaEon. The pawn shop employee, for example, had told one woman her items were worth $40. It wasn’t
unEl aHer that parEcipant leH the shop that she realized she didn’t have $40 in her hand.
Barb Garcia, the manager of Rapid City’s Community Development Block Grant Division and the facilitator for
the poverty simulaEon at WDT, said her oﬃce gets calls oHen from people who complain about being shortchanged by businesses, or who are accused by their landlords of not paying the rent when a paper trail isn’t
Eed to their cash payments. Garcia said many people living in poverty do not have checking accounts or credit
cards; they pay for goods and services in cash or with money orders. If they don’t ask for a receipt or some
other documentaEon, proof of payment is diﬃcult. This parEcular populaEon is especially vulnerable to scams
and similar crimes.
SomeEmes circumstances that are just an annoyance to the average person are devastaEng to a person in
poverty. One parEcipant said her family was just gemng ahead in the simulaEon when they got a card saying
their car broke down, pumng them right back in the red. At one point, someone leH a liUle food at their house
for them, but food wasn’t what they needed at that Eme; they needed money for rent.
My mother in the simulaEon had a co-worker who kept gemng shorted in her paycheck. That parEcipant
quickly noEced and complained, but the employer blamed a glitch in the system and told her it would get
straightened out later. Imagine if, in real life, your ﬁnancial situaEon were such that you could not wait for this
type of error to be “straightened out later.” How stressful!
One of the hardest parts of a simulaEon like this, though, is – no maUer how well you play your part – you
know it is just a simulaEon. For millions of people in our country and thousands in our own community, there
is no opportunity to walk out of the building, get into a car and drive back to a diﬀerent life. For those people,
the challenges are very real and the challenges are every day.
Let’s conEnue to work together to improve life for our neighbors in need.
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*Special thanks to my fellow “Chen” family members (Sco= Hultgren-Cindy, Sarah Crawford-Charles, KrisCn
Colhoﬀ-Connie and Michelle Schuelke-Carl) for being a great team and sharing the experience with me, and
thanks also to Barb Garcia, Western Dakota Tech and the many volunteers who did their best to make
“Realville” as real as possible.

