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MODULE 9
Unions and the Right to Organize

Module Overview

Time:  2hours

Objectives.

to analyze the role that unions play in important areas

of workerslives

* tointroduce lawsthat give workersthe right to
organize

* toidentify what a union does

* tounderstand the difference between the contract and
the empl oyee handbook

* toexplore how aunion works to solve workplace

problems

Preparation/Notes: *  Read Chapter 6 in Your Rights on the Job

*  Prepareflipcharts

»  Copy picturesof Workplace Stuations

*  Copy Handouts Working Too Hard, Too Fast?; NLRB
Act & Mass. Public Employee Collective Bargaining
Law in aNutshell; Labor Resources

*  Bringsetof cardsfor Activity 5 Solving Workplace
Problems

Materials:  flipcharts, markersandtape

Module Outline Module Detail
|

Welcome and Introduction Welcome and Introduction

Time: 5 minutes Wel come participants, introduce yourself and review
Materials: flipcharts: workshop objectives and agenda. It is helpful to put the
Objectives and Agenda Objectivesand Agendaon flipchartsto post. Ask participants

tointroducethemsealves, giving their name and union or organi-
zdiond afiliation, if any.
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| cebreaker: What's Your
Union Experience
Time: 5 minutes

Notetofacilitator:

Notetofacilitator:

Option A: Our Right to
Organize

Time: 25minutes
Handouts. Workplace Stua-
tion Pictures 1-13
Flipchart: Problems/Some
Solutions
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Activity 1: Icebreaker: What'sYour Union Experience
Ask participantsthefollowing questions, asking for either ashow of
handsor for peopleto stand up if theanswer tothe questionisyes.
Whoisnow amember of aunion?
Who has ever been amember of aunion?
Who hasworked someplace wherethereisaunion?
Who hasfamily memberswho arein aunion now or who
have ever worked in unionized workpl aces?
Who hasfamily memberswho areteachers? Nurses?\Work
for thecity or town or state?

Name worksites you know to be unionized - and point out that
these are unionized workplaces.

Sum-up: (depending on experience of participants) Comment on
how peoplewho have had experienceswith unionscan bring their
experienceinto the discussion aswelook at how unionshelpto
address problemsin theworkplace.

There are two 2 options for the next activity. Option A uses
pictures to describe workplace problems, option B usesa
written scenario. Both options have same pupose -- to identify
wor kplace problems and discuss solutions. Choose which
option to use. If literacy isan issue, you might prefer to use the
pictures. The pictureswere used in the first module of the
series“ Introduction to Workers Basic Legal Protections” . If
using pictures and participants have done workshop |, point
out they will be re-examining what they did before. This can
also be a review of laws if participants have taken whole series.

Activity 2: Our Right to Organize
Break participants into small groupsor pairsand distributethe
workplaceissues picturesamong thegroups. Ask each group to
answer these questionsfor each picture:

» Describewhat youthink isgoing oninthepicture

*  What issues/problemsare being shown?

*  What aresome solutionsfor the situation?
Bring group together. Start with thefirst pictureand ask for some
responsesto the questions. Usethe Flipchart Problems/Some
Solutions. Writetheir problem and solutionson flipchart. [We'll
return to thislist in the next section to identify which activities
areindividual or group.] (Skipto Protected Activity)
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Option B: Our Right to Activity 2: Our Right to Organize

Organize Break participants into small groups and give each participant the
Time: 25minutes handout Wor king Too Hard? Wbrking Too Fast? Ask volunteers
Handouts: Working Too Hard?| toread the scenario aloud to thewholegroup. Intheir small
Working Too Fast? groups, ask participantsto discussthefollowing questions, listed at
Flipchart: Problems/Some the bottom of the scenario:

Solutions 1. What doyouthinkisgoingon?

2. What issues/problems doesthe scenario describe?
3. What aresome solutionsfor thesituation?

After 10 minutes bring the group back together and ask the group
to describethe problemsand writetheir responsesflipchart: Prob-
lems/Some Solutions. [WE'll return to thislist in the next
section to identify which activities are individual or group.]

Continuation of Activity 2for | Protected Activity

both optionsA and B Explain that intheworkplace, our rightsare more protected when
Time: 10 minutes weact asagroup. Highlight theideasthat aregroup ideaswitha
bright colored marker. Takeafew examplesof individua ideasand
ask how they could be made group ideas.

“Someof theseideasare Protected” by law and somearen't.
When 2 or morepeopleareinvolved inan activity toimprove
wagesor working conditions, it’scalled * concerted activity” and
isprotected, but muchindividual activity isnot. Many of these
individual responses could cost you your job.”

Ask participants*What areyour questions?’

Notetofacilitator: It may be important to clarify which individual activities are
protected by other workplace laws—i.e. filing sexual harass-
ment charges, filing charges on failure to pay wages, filing
discrimination claims.

Sum-up Activity 2

“Many of theseissuesand problemswehaveidentified are
issuesthat unionswork on. Lawsarelimitedintheir protection
of workers. Unionscan go beyond what laws say and offer
more protectionsto workersto organize. In theremainder of this
sessionwewill discusshow unionswork and our legal rightsto
formunions’.
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TheRighttoFormaUnion Activity 3: TheRight toFormaUnion

Time: 10 minutes Ask participantsto listento thefollowing mini-rap on theright to
Handouts: Labor Resources, formaunion.

NLRB and Chapter 150E ina

Nutshell Mini-rap:
Flipchart: Rightto Forma “Most workershavetheright to form andjoin unionson thejob.
Union Thelegal protectionsto organizeinto unionsarearesult of

working peoplefighting for theserights. A federal law called
theNationa Labor RelationsAct, passedin 1935 guarantees
theright of private sector workersto organize. For public sector
workers, thelaw isChapter 150E. Itisillegal for management
to harassor discriminate against you for trying toformaunion.
However, therearenot “ Labor Law Police” out theregiving
ticketsor arresting employerswho bresk thelaw. You haveto
filecomplaintsand wait for agenciesto investigate beforeany
actionistaken. Thiscan meanalongwait for justice.

You havearight to talk about the unionwith your co-workers
onyour owntimeinthebreak room, cafeteria, parking lot or
other non-work areas. Most workersformaunionwiththehelp
of anorganizer from aunion who understandsthelaw. Often
workersare asked to Sign union cardsto show interestinjoining
aunion, and they votein an election whether tojoin. Intheearly
daysof unions, therewereclear “jurisdictions’ —that is, certain
unionsawaysorganized atype of worker —for example, the
United Auto Workers organized autoworkers. Today unions
organizeawidevariety of workplacesand it isoften not obvious
whichistheappropriate union.”

Ask participants: What areyour questions? If you had questions,
whomight youcall?

Notetofacilitator: Use the Labor Resources handout for places to go for advice or
assistance and add to the list of resources as a group.

Remedy: Remedy: What if theserightsareviolated?

Explainthat the enforcement agency for private sector workers
covered by theNationa Labor Relations Act isthe National Labor
RelationsBoard (NLRB). Violationsof theNLRA arecalled unfair
labor practices(ULP). When ULP sarefiled at theNLRB a
hearing isheld and adeterminationis made of what the employer
must do. [Refer to the NLRB and Ch 150E in a Nutshell]

Theenforcement agency for public sector workerscovered by
the Massachusetts Public Employee Collective Bargaining Law,
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Chapter 150E isthe M assachusetts L abor Relations Commission
(MLRC). Violationsarea so called unfair labor practicesUL P),
whicharefiled at the MLRC. Remediesaresimilar toNLRA.

What do UnionsDo? Activity 4: What doUnionsDo?

Time 15minutes In large group brainstorm, posting responses on flipchart, ask
Flipchart: Whatisaunion? the group: What isaunion? What doesaunion do?

What does a union do?
Ask participantsto listen to thismini-rap about what unionsdo:
[ Note things that participants have not identified in their
brainstorm.]

Mini-rap on What UnionsDo:
“ A unionisself-organization of workersthat establishesa
rel ationship between the union membersand theemployer.
Union membersand theempl oyer negotiate aunion contract —
also called collective bargaining agreement — that belongsto the
members. Thecontract isacollectiveresponsethat protects
workersrightsinsidetheworkplace and determinesthingssuch
aswages, working conditionsand benefits, such asvacation,
sick timeand healthinsurance. It also setsup aprocessfor
enforcing the contract called the grievance procedure. Union
contractsare determined by the particular needs of theworkers
inaworkplaceand al contractsaredifferent.

Unionsalso do thingsoutsidetheworkplace, usualy joining up
with other unionsand organizations, such aslobbyingfor legida
tion help createlawsthat makeworkplaces safer (Like OSHA)
and thosethat providefor family leave (FMLA). Unionssup-
port other unionsintheir right to form aunion and get acontract
—suchasjoining apicket lineor arally for another union. All
workers, regardlessof their immigration status, havetheright to
formandjoinunions.”

Ask participants*What areyour questions?’

Point out that many workpl aces have employee handbooks or
personnel policies. Ask participants. “What do youthink arethe
differences between an empl oyee handbook and aunion contract?’

Noteto Facilitator: Issues to identify: legal weight of contract, power of a group of
wor ker s behind the contract, changeability of handbook, lack
of employee input into a handbook.
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How DoesA Union Workto | Activity 5: How DoesA Union Work to Solve Workplace
SolveWor kplaceProblems? | Problems?

Time: 40 minutes If participants have some union experience, in large group
Flipchart: fromActivity 2 brainstorm, ask participants how unionswork to do thethingsthat
Problems/Some Solutions wehavejustidentified?

Handouts: Union Activity

Cards Ask participantsto listen to thefollowing mini-rap on how unions

do their work: [Note things that have not been identified]

Mini-rap
“Unions, likeother organi zations, have memberswho participate
intheactivities, eect officers, set up committeesto get things
done, and if largeenough, hirestaff. Memberselect or pick
stewards, or arearepresentatives, who help resolveworkplace
problemsby meeting with the membersand with supervisors, or
helptofilegrievancesto uphold the contract. Stewardsalso act
asalineof communication between membersand theunion’'s
elected officers. Stewardsareusudly volunteers. Members
also el ect officerssuch asPresident, Treasurer, and Secretary.
Unionsset up structuresto get thingsdone: agrievance commit-
teeto handle grievances; contract negotiating committee and/or
negotiatorswho negotiate contract; internal communications
through newd ettersand flyers. Membersoften form committees
including health and safety committees, organizing committees,
political action committees, and soon. Memberspay duesto
help theunion engagein itsactivities— pay staff and sometimes
officers, havean office, publishanewdetter, and providere-
sourcessuch aslegal help, etc. Not al unionsdo thingsthe
sameway.”

Ask participants. “What areyour questions?’

Small group activity on How UnionsWor k

Explainto participantsthat inthisexercise, they’ Il practicelooking
at how unionscan help solve problemsintheworkplace. Divide
the participantsinto small groupsand deal out union activity cards,
someto each small group. Thesecardslist common union activi-
ties, most of whichwehavetalked about in earlier activities. Then
ask participantsto refer back to theflipchart Problems/Some
Solutions (from the second activity).

Intheir small groups, ask participantsto discusswhether and how
theactivitieslisted in their cardsmight help themto solvethe
problemsidentifiedinthepictures.
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Report back: Bring the groups back together. Briefly gothrough
each problem and ask how they might solvethe problemsidentified

withther unionactivities.
Summary and Remedies Summary and Remedies
Time 5minutes “Unionshe pimprovewages, benefitsand working conditions

on thejob through negotiating collective bargaining agreements
or contracts, working to pass new lawsand helping workers
organize. Most workers, including undocumented workers,
havetheright to organize, protected by law. Unionsare based
ontheideaof “United We Stand, Divided WeFall”. In other
words, acting asagroup we can be more powerful thanif we
act separately.

Immigrant workers, whether documented or undocumented,
havethe samerightsto organize and bargain. Itisnot always
safe, however, for undocumented workersto go to state and
federa agencieswith complaints, asthose agenciesmight notify
the[new name: Immigration and Naturalization Service]. Un-
documented workers should check first with an advocacy
organization (see handout: Partial List of Advocacy Organi-
zations). The handout Safe and Unsafe Agenciesfor [mmi-
grant Workers can beused asaguideline.”
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