
Life on minimum wage: one NYC family's struggle to 

survive on a fast food salary  

– Educator Resource Guide 

 
 Background 

This Daily News Story from PBS NewsHour Extra was created on November 5th, 2013 

High unemployment has been one of the nation's most vexing problems since the recession. But, 

increasingly, there are also mounting concerns about what constitutes a good job and a fair 

wage in an era of rising inequality. 

Between food, housing and baby supplies, Shenita Simon struggles each week to support her 

family of seven. As the economic divide continues to grow between the rich and poor, Shenita 

is one of more than 10 million Americans living in poverty. The 25-year-old from New York 

makes $8 per hour and is one of the fast food workers nationwide advocating for higher wages.  

The workers are organizing and rallying for a “living wage” which they 

say needs to move from the current minimum wage, $7.25 to $15 an 

hour.  

Shenita Simon is a full time shift supervisor at Kentucky Fried Chicken 

and supports a family of seven (her three children, her husband, 

mother and brother).  After two years at KFC she still does not have 

health care benefits, holidays, or vacation time. Her family lives below 

the poverty line, which is $35,000 for a family of seven. 

Across the country, five percent of workers make minimum wage which comes to $15,000 a 

year for a regular 40 hour work week.  Almost 40 percent of all fast-food workers are 25 or 

older, and more than 25 percent are raising children. More than half of front-line fast-food 

workers rely on some sort of public assistance, including food stamps, Medicaid or the Earned 

Income Tax Credit.  These benefits cost tax payers nearly $7 billion a year, according to the U.C. 

Berkeley Labor Center.  

 



Who: Shenita Simon is one of millions of Americans who live in poverty. 

What: Between food, housing and baby supplies, Shenita Simon struggles each week to support 

her family of seven. The 25-year-old from New York makes $8 per hour and is one of the fast 

food workers nationwide advocating for higher wages. 

Where: Shenita and her family live New York City, one of the most expensive cities in the 

country. 

When: The living wage debate has been going on for decades but has gained attention recently 

as thousands of workers have gone on strike and are advocating for a living wage.   

Why: Workers say that $7.25 an hour is not enough to live on and want Congress to pass a law 

and make the new minimum $15- what they call a living wage. 

How: Workers hope to bring attention to their cause by protesting, going on strike and rallying 

for their cause. 

Warm Up Questions 

If you were a supervisor at a fast food restaurant, what would you make in a week?  A month?  

A year?  

What is the minimum wage? 

What age group do you think is most affected by minimum wage, workers over or under 25 

years old? 

Discussion Questions  

Do you think that the minimum wage should be raised? Try arguing each side of the issue and 

defend your answer. 

What are the long term effects on a family that has to live in poverty? 

Is it fair that the government is paying $7 billion dollars in public assistance? Should the 

employer have to shoulder more of the burden? Defend your answers. 

Writing Prompt 

Imagine you are a mother or father with 2 children who makes minimum wage.  Convince your 

reader that there should be an increase to $15 by walking them through the financial struggles 

of your day and week.  Additionally, make your case by outlining the benefits that increasing 

minimum wage would serve you personally and as society as a whole. 



Imagine that you are an owner of a fast food franchise. Try to convince your audience that 

raising the minimum wage would be a mistake and walk them through all the reasons why.  

Make sure to address how the increased costs would be addressed (hint- higher prices or fewer 

workers are two examples.)  

 

 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.7.3 Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events using 

effective technique, relevant descriptive details, and well-structured event sequences.  

 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.8.3 Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events using 

effective technique, relevant descriptive details, and well-structured event sequences.  

 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.9-10.3 Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events using 

effective technique, well-chosen details, and well-structured event sequences.  

 CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.11-12.3 Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events using 

effective technique, well-chosen details, and well-structured event sequences.  

Other Related Materials  

 Paul Solman tackles the question, “Are U.S. wages enough to live on?” 
http://www.pbs.org/newshour/rundown/2012/05/are-us-wages-enough-to-live-
on.html 

 Labor Force Statistics from the Current Population Survey http://data.bls.gov/cgi-
bin/print.pl/cps/minwage2012.htm 
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