
 

 

CIVICS & HONORS CIVICS 
Summer Reading 2016 

 

I hope you are as excited as I am about Civics next year.  Already there are several interesting topics we will 
likely tackle next year, including the Syrian Refugee Crisis, Global Climate Change, State marijuana laws, and the 
upcoming election.  
 

Your summer reading focuses on issues of the working poor in America.  Consider that in the U.S., the richest 
country in the world, one out of every six children is born into poverty (with higher numbers for some minority 
groups).  While poverty is a necessary topic, what is often skipped is an examination of the working-poor: 
employed Americans who earn too much to quality for many types of government aid, but who still struggle to 
eat healthy, pay rent, and otherwise enjoy life.  
 

Your summer assignment is to read Nickel and Dimed by Barbara Ehrenreich (Holt Paperbacks, 2002, ISBN# 
0312626681).  You should have no trouble finding this book.  If you choose to buy it, online booksellers have 
new copies for about $10.00 (and used copies for much less).  The book chronicles Ehrenreich’s decision to 
shed her position as a well-paid journalist to travel to several cities seeking working-class employment “as if” 
she was just getting started with no money and no place to live.  Nickel and Dimed thus provides a look at the 
struggles and issues of the low paid “working poor” in America today.  If not gripping, most students find the 
book as least interesting.  The winner of numerous book awards, editorial reviews continue to praise this book 
for showing the “dark” side of American prosperity.   
 
There is no written assignment that goes along with the reading of this book.  It is the kind of book that 
should be an interesting, easy read on a beach or by the pool.  I want to give you the option of reading this book 
the way adults read books: for pleasure and not taking notes to answer any particular questions.  Still, this book 
is required reading – and therefore there will certainly be some kind of test when you return to school in 
September.   
 
Our first discussion will probably center on whether or not this is a worthwhile book for summer reading.  I’ve 
been thinking of making a change, and your educated opinion will greatly help in that decision.  Other topics 
that will come up, and may be a part of any test on the book, include the following:  
 
 Ehrenreich’s methodology:  Exactly what is she doing?  What is she taking with her (from her previous life) 

and what is leaving behind?  In light of her approach to this project, how useful are her experiences?  
 The jobs she takes and the experiences she has while at each 
 How she and other workers are treated by each other, customers, management, and owners 
 The general situation of the workers identified in this book: what are their lives like?  What obstacles exist 

to living a reasonably comfortable life? Consider the unavoidable expenses that workers face in the book 
 Various tests and other processes that workers have to take to get hired for some jobs 
 Ehrenreich’s experiences with injuries, other medical problems, and health care  
 State and federal laws/regulations that impact her employment at various jobs as well as government 

programs that provide help/assistance to workers that are mentioned throughout the book  
 The activities of labor unions and how businesses attempt to reduce the effectiveness of unions 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Have a great summer.  If you have any questions feel free to see Mr. Kyle prior to the end of the year.  For questions over the summer, 

email Mr. Kyle at jkyle@pthsd.net.  
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