
Training and Development Department
International Brotherhood of Teamsters

GRIEVANCE

Teaching Labor in the Schools



 

Introduction 
You can visit schools in your community to educate students about unions - and you 
don't have to be an expert in teaching or union activities. 

Teamster members, stewards, leaders, retirees, and family members can all help 
students learn about the labor movement. 

Students are interested in meeting people who can tell them about the world of work. 
They will be curious about your experiences. Your presentation should engage the 
students, encourage them to talk, and introduce them to labor unions and the labor 
movement. This guide will help you prepare a successful classroom presentation. 

 

WHY LABOR IN THE SCHOOLS?  
Today's elementary, middle school and high school students are tomorrow's workers, 
voters, community leaders, neighborhood activists, and potential union members. 

Most schools do little to teach students about the positive role of labor unions in our 
neighborhoods, schools, communities and workplaces. So, it is up to us (and others 
in the labor movement) to provide students with accurate information about unions 
and give them an opportunity to meet union members, supporters, and leaders. 

Our goal should be to reach as many students as possible with the message that 
unions (workers joining together to improve their working conditions and their lives) 
are good for working people, the community, the economy, our industries and the 
country. 
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Getting Started 
HOW TO GET INVITED INTO SCHOOLS 

Occasionally, teachers will call a Teamsters local union and ask for a guest speaker 
to talk to a class about unions. Sometimes a member's son or daughter will bring 
his/her parent to school for a classroom visit. There are also a number of ways you 
can approach the schools to get invited. 

You may want to write a letter to teachers and principals to let them know that your 
local has people available to visit classes. However, personal contact is usually the 
best way to get an invitation. 

Here are some ways you can arrange to visit schools: 

INDIVIDUAL TEACHERS: 

• The easiest way to arrange a classroom visit is through an individual teacher. In 
some schools, teachers have a great deal of freedom to invite guest speakers and 
welcome any voluntary efforts from the community that will add to their students' 
education. 

• You might approach particular teachers who teach or taught your own children or 
the children of other union members. 

SCHOOL EMPLOYEE UNIONS: 

• You could approach the local leadership of the American Federation of Teachers 
(AFT) or National Education Association (NEA), depending on which union 
represents the teachers in your area. Through the union (or through teachers you 
happen to know) you can find out who the union stewards or building 
representatives are for the schools you are interested in visiting. 

• The teachers' union stewards, chapter leaders, or building representatives can give 
you advice on the best way to proceed at their schools. 
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• Many Teamster locals also represent other school employees who may be able to 
help you get invited to their school. 

PRINCIPALS: 

• If you have their support, principals can encourage a number of teachers to invite     
you to their classes. In some cases they may be former union members themselves,    
or come from union families. 

SCHOOL SUPERINTENDENTS/SCHOOL BOARDS: 

• This is a step you should avoid unless the labor movement in your community has 
very strong political connections. 

• School system policy-makers have the authority to introduce a new program 
throughout the school system. However, as in any bureaucracy, getting approval 
from the higher levels can take a long time and may generate unnecessary 
controversy. 

How To Describe Your Presentation To Teachers and Principals 

Make it clear to teachers and principals that you are planning to lead an educational 
discussion. You will be talking about your work and union experiences. You will 
answer questions and ask students to share their views. There will be no "right" 
answers. 

Introducing students to important questions, providing information, and letting the 
students develop their own opinions is what education is all about. Put "education'' 
ahead of "indoctrination'' in your course or lecture description. 

Tips On Working With Students 

KEEP IT SIMPLE 

• Since this subject will be new to most students, your presentation should be as 
simple and clear as possible. You're giving them an introduction. Avoid complicated 
explanations. 

FOCUS ON TODAY 

• Resist the temptation to give a labor history lesson. Students want to talk about 
what's important today. 



   

International Brotherhood of Teamsters                                                    Teaching Labor in the Schools 3 
 
 

 

• Give examples of issues union members (and students when they start working) 
can face on the job and how the union deals with them. If you spend too much time 
on history, students may get the impression that labor unions were necessary only in 
years gone by. 

REFER TO EXPERIENCES IN YOUR COMMUNITY 

• Concrete examples have a more lasting impact on students than general discussions 
of concepts or theories. 

• Stories about your work environment, labor-management disputes, organizing 
efforts, or community coalitions in your area will make your presentation 
interesting. Plan ahead of time which examples you will use and how to keep them 
brief and understandable. 

AVOID UNION JARGON 

• Terms like “grievance,” “contract,” “collective bargaining,” “arbitration,” “the 
International,” “principal officer,” and “Unfair Labor Practice” are not familiar to 
most students. If you need to use these union terms, explain what they mean. 

ENCOURAGE AND REWARD PARTICIPATION 

• To keep the greatest number of students involved and interested try the following: 
If a student gives a different answer than you are looking for, instead of saying,  
“No, anyone else?” try saying, “That could be one answer,” or “I see what you're 
saying,” or “That's a good point, does anyone else have another answer?” 

• When several students raise their hands to answer or ask a question, call on people 
who haven't spoken much or at all. If one student is dominating the discussion feel 
free to say, “I’m seeing the same hands over and over. I'd like to hear from some 
other people.” 

• Remember, you need to engage the students to keep their attention. Make them 
think, talk, laugh, and respond to you and each other. Straight lectures may lose your 
audience. 

MAKE IT LIVELY, MAKE IT FUN 
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• Students will enjoy and remember your visit if it's exciting, fun, and “hands-on.” 
Consider bringing photos or videos of your local union activities, sign or banners 
that are appropriate. You could bring a button or sticker for each student in the class. 

•You could wear a work uniform or bring in examples of products local union 
members make or deliver, or tools they use on the job. 

BE HONEST 

• There is no need to hide anything negative about the labor movement- students can 
size you up pretty quickly. It's not a good idea to try to gloss over tough questions. 
Give clear, frank responses. 

 

The Classroom Presentation 
The following classroom presentations include step-by-step instructions on how to 
proceed, but they require some preparation. To gain confidence, practice your entire 
presentation several times before you visit the classroom. 

Presentation #1 is more appropriate for younger students (elementary). 

Presentation #2 is geared toward older students (high school). 

Both can work well for middle school students. Use your judgment and consult the 
teacher to determine which presentation would be more appropriate for a particular 
middle school class. 

Presentation #:1: Elementary-Middle School· 

Younger students are curious and creative, but their attention spans are short. The 
"make it lively" tip is especially important with younger students. 

The goal of your visit should be simple, to give the students a positive association 
with a union person and to help them understand that people form unions to have a 
voice on the job. 

PREPARATION 
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•Assemble “show and tell” items to bring to class, such as photos or samples of the 
products Teamster members make or deliver, and particular tools or devices our 
members use on the job. 

• Try to wear a work uniform or bring in articles of clothing worn at different types 
of Teamster job sites. 

• Choose a labor song to teach the students. You could bring in a musical instrument, 
if you play one, or an audio or video of labor songs that the students could sing 
along with. 

• Bring a commercial vehicle to the school.  A “Teamster Truck” makes a big splash 
with students of all ages. 

1. Introduce yourself and the union.                                                                  
When you arrive at the classroom, write the words “Teamsters” and “Union” on the 
chalkboard. Say: “Hi, my name is________.  I'm from a labor union called the 
Teamsters. I came to visit you today to talk about work and unions.” 

2. Discuss the world of work.                                                                                 
Ask the students: “What kinds of work do your parents or relatives do? What kinds 
of jobs do they hold?” 

Try to give each student a chance to talk if they want to. Discuss what some of the 
jobs are and why they are needed. For example: “Ted said his mother is a journalist. 
What does a journalist do? Julia said her father is a construction worker. Why do 
we need construction workers?” 

After the students have shared what their parents and relatives do, talk about what 
the members of your local do. “People I work with…” 

3. Bring out the "show and tell" items you brought.                                              
If possible, demonstrate some of the types of work that Teamster members do and 
how the tools or devices are used. 

Pass around the products and talk about how they are made or delivered. Try on the 
uniforms and discuss their purpose. Hold up the photos. Let students touch and 
handle the items as much as possible. 
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4. Discuss problems that can arise at work and how unions help solve them. 
"Sometimes, the workers who make or deliver these products have problems on the 
job. So, they join together into a union to help make their jobs better." 

Ask the students to come up with examples of problems at work. For example: 
“What kinds of problems do you think workers who deliver packages have?        
What would be the hardest part of that job? What if the packages were really heavy? 
What about workers who have to type on a computer all day?                              
What if the workers don't think they are getting paid enough?” 

Ask the students these types of questions about different Teamster jobs. As the 
students mention problems, talk about how a union helps to solve them. 

5. Discuss other improvements that unions help workers win.                           
“Unions fight for other kinds of improvements at work as well.” Ask the students 
questions such as: “Suppose a worker who delivers packages like the one I brought 
in takes a vacation from work to take his/her kids to the beach. Does the worker still 
get paid? What happens if you get sick and can't go to work? Do you get paid? How 
do you pay the doctor's bill?” 

These questions will give you a chance to talk about how unions fight for things we 
take for granted such as vacation and sick leave. 

Tell a short, colorful story from your experience that shows how by joining together 
and supporting one another, the workers were able to improve their working 
conditions. “This is what a union is, a group of workers who join together to make 
their jobs and their lives better.” 

6. Teach the students a labor song.                                                              
“Workers sometimes sing songs to help keep their spirits up. Let's all sing one 
before I have to go.” 

Teach the students one or two verses from the labor song you have selected. You 
could ask the teacher to help you. 

7. Thank the students and the teacher and say goodbye. 
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Presentation #2: Middle School-High School 

You can tailor this presentation to the level of the students. In upper-level high 
school classes, for example, you can go into greater detail and you should expect 
more challenging questions. 

PREPARATION: 

• Get together any “show and tell” items you want to bring in. See “Preparation” in 
Presentation #1 for ideas. 

• Make copies of the “What Are Your Rights on the Job?” handout (one per student). 
The handout and the “Instructor's Answer Sheet and Discussion Guide” are at the 
end of this manual. 

• Study the handout and become familiar with the answers and explanations on the 
answer sheet. 

 

1. Introduce the union and yourself.                                                                  
When you arrive at the classroom, write the words "Teamsters" and "union" on the 
chalkboard. 

Say: “Hi, my name is_________________. I'm from a labor union called the 
Teamsters.” Talk briefly about your roots in the community. (Did you grow up in 
the neighborhood and attend this school? Do you have a child that goes to the 
school?) 

Ask the students: “What is a labor union?” 

Try to get several different answers. Then give your explanation that a labor union is 
an organization of workers who join together to get better conditions on the job and 
in the community. 

Share what you thought about work and unions when you were the students' age. 
Describe your first job, how you learned about the union, and what you do now. 
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Finally, explain that the Teamsters Union is one of the largest unions in the country 
and describe different types of Teamster jobs. 

 

2. Ask the students to introduce themselves.                                                        
Ask each student to say his/her name and answer the following questions: 

• All of you or most of you do some work at home, but do any of you work outside 
your home for pay? If yes, what kind of work? 

• Have you ever been a union member? If yes, which union? 

• Is anyone in your family or someone you know a union member? If yes, which 
union? What have they said about the union, pro or con? 

This exercise will give the students a chance to talk and provide information you can 
use later to stimulate discussion. For example: ''Pat, you said you were a member of 
a union when you worked part-time at the supermarket. Did that affect your wages? 
Did you get paid when you were sick or on vacation? Did you ever ask the union to 
help you with a work problem? Tell us about it." 

3. Say: “We are now going to look at a list of questions about rights on the job.” 
Distribute the handout “What are Your Rights on the Job?”   

Explain: “This is not a test but more of a quiz show like Jeopardy. It will not be 
collected. Since much of this information is new to you, I don't expect you to know 
all the answers.” 

“After you have a few minutes to choose an answer to each question we will discuss 
the answers together. I think you will be surprised by some of the answers.” 

4. Discuss the answers to “What are Your Rights on the Job?”                      
After students have finished answering the questions, begin a discussion about the 
answers. 

Starting with question #1, ask the class how many answered "yes" and how many 
answered "no." Then ask one student who answered "yes" and another who said "no" 
to explain their reasons. Ask a few more students to give their answers and explain 
their reasons. After most opinions are out, explain the answer to the students. 
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The "Instructor's Answer Sheet and Discussion Guide" at the end of this manual 
will help you flesh out the explanations. 

 

Share real-life examples from your own experience to help illustrate the situations 
set up in each question. “Let me tell you about the time that a co-worker had a 
problem with unsafe equipment....”  Explain what happened and how the union dealt 
with the situation. 

Continue until all five questions have been answered. You do not have to spend 
equal amounts of time on each question. Spend more time on questions the students 
seem interested in and pass more quickly through the ones that they all agree on or 
don't seem interested in discussing. 

5. Summarize: ask if the students have any questions about rights on the job.  
“As you see, you have some rights on the job, but many things that we think are 
rights really aren't. Employers have a lot of control over workers. Through unions, 
workers try to balance out the employers' power. When workers join together into 
unions they are stronger and can work out fair rules for their jobs.” 

If you don't know the answer to a question, tell the student that you will find out and 
send the answer to their teacher. 

6. Ask the class if they have any questions about unions.                                     
Be prepared for questions about corruption, strikes, how dues are spent, violence, 
and specific situations such as: “My dad got fired and the union didn't do anything;” 
or “My mom said unions drive companies out of business;” or “My aunt said the 
union wouldn't let her join so she couldn't get a job.” 

7. Talk about things your local is involved in now.                                            
“Now that we have talked about some of the kinds of things unions do, I'd like to tell 
you about some of the things my union is doing in the community.” 

Talk about some of the campaigns your union has been involved in, ranging from 
solving day-to- day problems on the job to major actions such as a boycott or a 
strike. Encourage the students to ask questions. 
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Discuss some of the ways your union is active outside of the workplace, such as 
political campaigns or volunteer efforts in the community. Share the reasons why 
your union is active in these areas. 

 

 

8. Conclude and say goodbye.                                                                       
Distribute any additional materials you have brought. Contact the IBT Training and 
Development Department for materials and handouts that might be relevant to your 
presentation and the education level of your student audience. 

Offer help from you or other Teamster members or leaders if students are doing a 
paper on a union or work-related topic.  

Thank the students and teacher for having you as a guest. 
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What are your rights on the job? 
 

1. You have your haircut in the latest style and all your friends think it looks great. When you 
show up for your job as a cashier at a fast food restaurant the manager says, “What did you do 
to your hair? I’d never let a child of mine look like that. Change it or you’re fired!” 
 

Does the manager have the right to fire you because of your hair? 

 Yes    No 
 
 
 
2.  When you started your job you were paid $10 an hour. Two years later you still 

haven’t gotten a raise but some of the new employees are being paid $12 an hour.         
 

Does the company have to give you a raise? 

  Yes    No 
 
 
 
3.   When you were hired to work at Jim’s Ice Cream Store, Jim said you would get a week of 

paid vacation. A month later, two days before you’re about to leave for your vacation, Jim 
says that he’s not going to pay you if you go on your vacation. 
 
Can Jim take away your paid vacation? 

  Yes    No 
 
 
 
4.   You are 18 years old and you work behind the deli counter at the local supermarket. One day 

the person who slices the meat is sick. The manager tells you to operate the meat slicer, and 
gives you 10 minutes of “training” which you think is not enough. 
 
Do you have to work the slicer? 

  Yes    No 
 
 
 
5.   Five of you work in a warehouse loading and unloading trucks. To make the work go faster 

you add your favorite playlists to the job-site radio. One day the boss says, “I hate your 
music and from now on we are listening to my music cassettes.”        
 
Does the boss have the right to decide what music you listen to at work? 

  Yes           _____ No 
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What are your rights on the job? 
 
Instructor's Answer Sheet and Discussion Guide 
 
QUESTION 1 - YES   There is no law against firing someone because you don't like his/her 
hair. If there is a union at the job you would have a contract - a set of rules for the job - that 
says the employer can only fire you for a good reason that is related to the job. “The members 
of my union are covered by a union contract that says someone can only be fired for “just cause.” 
That means a good reason, which is related to work. In the hair example, just because the manager 
doesn't like the new haircut isn't a good enough reason. The union would go with the worker to 
talk to the boss and try to get the worker's job back. If necessary the union can demand a hearing 
on the firing where someone neutral hears both sides and makes a decision. Without a union, 
workers are not protected from being fired or hassled on the job.” 

QUESTION 2 - NO   The company can do whatever  it wants - raise your pay, lower your 
pay or keep it the same - unless you are covered by a contract.  “Many people think that 
employers have to give raises, but they don't. Employers can pay new workers more or less than 
current workers. Workers organize into unions so they can bargain with employers about how 
much they are paid. After the union and the employer agree on what the pay will be, they put it in 
writing and sign it. That's called a contract, and the employer can't change his/her mind once the 
contract is signed. If the contract says the workers get a raise, the employer has to give the raise.” 

QUESTION 3 - YES   Just as in question  #2, where the company can raise or lower your pay 
whenever it wants,  Jim (the boss) can do whatever he wants with your benefits as well,  
unless you are covered  by a contract. “Workers form unions and negotiate contracts to try to 
prevent situations like this from occurring. Under a union contract, all your benefits - including 
vacation, sick leave, overtime, and healthcare - are clearly spelled out. Since a contract is legally 
binding, Jim would be breaking the law if he tried to withhold paid vacation that was guaranteed in 
your contract.” 

QUESTION 4 - NO, BUT ...there are laws that protect workers from doing work that could 
cause an accident.  But those laws are very difficult for an individual to enforce.  “Even 
though the law is on your side, would you really be able to say 'No' when your boss asks you to 
work the slicer in the middle of a busy day? This is where a union can help you out. The contract 
between the union and the company would prohibit unsafe conditions, so you and your union 
representatives wouldn't necessarily have to go to the government to get the problem solved.” 

QUESTION 5 - YES   The boss has the right to decide whether music is played. With a union, 
you and your co-workers have the right to talk to your boss about this issue. “The law can't 
cover every situation, and it doesn't say anything about what kind of music people listen to at 
work. However, workers have the right to form unions and bargain with their employers about 
conditions like music in the warehouse or how much time you get to eat lunch.” 
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How did it go? 
 

Please complete one form each time you visit a school and send it to: 
 

           Teaching Labor in the Schools  
IBT Training and Development Department 

           25 Louisiana Avenue, N.W., Washington, DC  20001 
 
 

Name:      Teamster Affiliate: 
 
Date of school visit:    School visited: 
 
Class and/or grade visited:          
 
1. How did you get invited to this class? 
 
 
 
2. Describe what you did with the class. 
 
 
 
3. Which part of what you did with the class was most effective? 
 
 
 
4. Which part didn’t work well and/or what would you change for next time? 
 
 
 
5. What part of the Teamsters Labor in the Schools booklet was most helpful to you?  Why? 
 
 
 
6. What additions or changes would you make in the manual? 
 
 
 
7. What suggestions or advice do you have for other Teamsters visiting schools? 
 
 


