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 Students, faculty and members of the community all flocked to Fisher Auditorium at IUP 

Monday night to hear author Barbara Ehrenreich speak about her novel Nickel and Dimed.  

Ehrenreich is a political activist and also the author of bestselling novels Bait and Switch, Bright- 

Sided and This Land is Their Land.  Nickel and Dimed is a New York Times best-seller and is about the 

unsettling poverty level in America and how people are not able to get by in today’s economy.  

 Nickel and Dimed was chosen as this year’s “Common Freshman Reader” at IUP.  All incoming 

freshmen students received a copy of the book and were required to read it.  Hundreds of people filled 

the entire lower level of Fisher Auditorium to hear Ehrenreich speak.   

 Nickel and Dimed is about the poverty in America.  Written in 2000, Ehrenreich explained how 

she conducted her research for the book.  Ehrenreich decided she would work entry-level, minimum-

wage jobs and see how difficult it was to support herself.   Although Ehrenreich holds a doctorate in 

biology, for this project she did not include her educational background on the applications when 

applying for jobs.   

 Over the course of her research for Nickel and Dimed, Ehrenreich worked many jobs, including 

WalMart associate, housekeeper, nursing home aide and waitress.  She said the jobs were not only 

physically challenging, but also mentally challenging, something she had not expected.   

Ehrenreich said that after having worked these so called “unskilled” jobs, she came to find out 

that they actually do take a lot of skills and she gained more respect for everyone who works in these 

positions.  



Ehrenreich said that at some of her jobs breaks were so minimal that you didn’t even get time to 

use the restroom, if necessary.  She said that she actually knew people who resorted to wearing adult 

diapers to work because they knew they might not get a bathroom break that day.   

Ehrenreich also said that at one job she had, you were not permitted to drink water or converse 

with your coworkers.   

Ehrenreich also spoke about how management at these jobs treated the employees, specifically 

at Walmart.  She said the company’s management was always suspicious of their employees stealing, 

simply because they were of a lower social class.  In reality, Ehrenreich noted, the management was 

actually stealing wages from the employees.  Ehrenreich said there was no such thing as overtime pay at 

Walmart, but that didn’t mean you didn’t work overtime.  At the end of her shift, managers would 

sometimes tell her to go punch out because she had more work to do before she could go home.  When 

this happened, Ehrenreich concluded that workers were losing an average of $59 per week from their 

paychecks.   

Throughout her research, Ehrenreich lived in the cheapest places she could find because, with 

her low-paying jobs, she had to take what she could afford.  At one point, she lived in a small motel 

room that had a foul odor and no ventilation.  She paid $250 a week for this room. 

She said she had a better situation than many others who lived there. 

 “I had my room to myself,” said Ehrenreich, “other rooms were occupied by entire families.” 

Overall the crowd’s reaction to Ehrenreich was very energetic, agreeable and supportive.  She 

had lots of ideas about how to fix some of the problems with poverty and, oftentimes, after she would 

voice her ideas, a round of applause would follow.   



IUP student Danielle Betts, a sophomore journalism major from Norwood, New Jersey, said she 

enjoyed the speech.   

“To be honest, I probably wouldn’t have attended this if it wasn’t offered as extra credit for my 

class, but it was actually very interesting,” said Betts. 

Another IUP student, Lauren Hillegas, a junior criminology major from Philadelphia, also enjoyed 

Ehrenreich’s speech.  Hillegas thought she had a funny personality. 

“All the issues she talked about were things that really should be changed,” Hillegas said.  “She 

got her point across really well and also made her speech funny.  It wasn’t boring like I expected.” 
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