Notes on using Nickel and Dimed

Thefollowing points are meant to encourage faculty to use the book in their courses, as
well asto point out ways that students might make use of it in classes.

l. General issuesthat might betaken up in any class:

How do you think Ehrenreich succeeds in capturing the moods of the Stuations
she' s describing? In anayzing the underlying causes for these conditions?

What does it meanto “nickd and dime’?

Ehrenreich moves back and forth between her own experiences in the workplace,
the experiences of those around her, and larger issues of American commerce and
culture. Sheistrying not only to explain these relationships, but to convey a
feding for their impact. How does her narrative structure relate to her andyss?

What is the rdationship between what people (both employees and managers) say
about what they’ re doing and whet they actually do? For instance, does Wal-
Mart’ s rhetoric about unions jibewith its managers portraya of “servant

leaders” “guests,” etc?

Ehrenreich speaks at the outset of journalism, but it's clear that she'sdso doing
research and teaching. How would you define her process?

How, in generd, does work affect life and vice-versa?

Journdists and socid scientists are expected to conduct research from an
objective, emotionally removed perspective. Ehrenreich, however, clearly
becomes emotionally involved with her subject matter. Is her lack of objectivity
an asst or a detriment to her study? Why?

. Waysthat the book might be used in specific cour ses.

In order to suggest possibilities, rather than to provide full coverage, the focus in this
section is placed on just one chapter. The section on Wa-Mart was chosen because the
company has had such profound influence on contemporary American life. While there
are many ways that faculty members can draw upon the book, below are afew
suggestions as to how scholarsin different disciplines might get started.

Philosophy

The connections between philosophy and public policy might be addressed in
relation to the availability of food and housing support, Questions of digtributive
justice as posed by Rawls, for example, are centra to matters of how—and how
much—people are paid.



Sociology/Anthr opology
Therole of ethnographic research inilludrating larger societa trends.

Reationships between socioeconomic contexts and the formation of culture.

The intersection of biography and higtory, asillustrated by C.W. Mills notion of
“the sociologica imagingtion”

Political science
The palitics of minimum wage

How various theories of power are manifested in both the fear and the exercise of
managerid authority

Economics
How Wal-Mart actualy makesits profits.

Cost/benefit anadyses of the ways workers are hired, trained, and treated, e.g. the
costs of high turnover rates. If Wd-Mart paid more, it could keep its employees
for longer periods, and would probably sgnificantly increase productivity.

Psychology
How the conditions of life and work shape peopl€' s outlooks.

M anagement
Specific lessons our students might learn that could/ should shape their
performance as managers.

How productivity issues are experienced by those upon whom they’re
implemented.

Cost/benefit andlyses of the ways workers are hired, trained, and treated, e.g. the
costs of high turnover rates. If Wa-Mart paid more, it could keep its employees
for longer periods, and would probably significantly increase productivity.

What workers learn about what' s expected of them if they become managers, and
why some might or might not become managers.

History
How 20"-century changes in economics affected developmentsin other aspects of
life (the rise of consumer culture, for ingtance.).

How this book compares with earlier muckraking sudies, e.g. The Jungle and
Black Like Me.



Public affairs
Problems of matching worker incomes to available housing stocks.

Relationships between public trangportation and access to employment.

Communication

[llustrations of the impact on perceptions through the use of language, eg. “time
theft”; “servant leader.” How theseillustrate Wa-Mart’ s attempts to get its
employeesto think in Wal-Mart' sterms.

Strategies to convince workers that they would not benefit from labor unionsin
the workplace.



