Section 8: Workers’ Rights
In the U.S., all employees have basic rights in the workplace, including the right to privacy, fair
compensation, and freedom from discrimination. A job applicant also has certain rights, even
prior to being hired as an employee. Those rights include the right to be free from
discrimination based on age, gender, race, national origin, or religion. A prospective employer,
for example, cannot ask a job applicant specific age questions during the hiring process.1
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Section 8: Workers’ Rights

This section prepares clients to be aware of their rights when they enter the workforce. Once
clients obtain employment, they may no longer have access to a case manager or may have
little time to come back to the resettlement agency. The following activities prepare clients for
what rights to expect in a typical American workplace. Visual aids and examples of previous
experiences in this lesson help ensure maximum retention.

Learning Objectives
After completing the activities in Section 8: Workers’ Rights, participants will be able to:
•
•
•

Identify seven of the most common workers’ rights laws.
Acknowledge situations when workers’ rights are violated.
Report a violation of workers’ rights.

Key Vocabulary
Rights: Powers or privileges that
everyone should be morally or legally
able to enjoy
Act: Government law or rule
Discrimination: Unfairly treating one
person or group of people differently
from another person or group of people
Equal Pay Act: Federal law that states
when two people are hired for a job and
have the same amount of education and
experience, they should start at the same salary regardless of gender
Title VII of the Civil Rights Act and Civil Rights Act of 1991: Federal laws that stop
employers from discriminating against employees based on sex, race, color, national
origin, and religion
The Pregnancy Discrimination Act: Federal law that employers cannot refuse to hire a
woman because she is pregnant, or fire her because she becomes pregnant
Age Discrimination in Employment Act: Federal law that employers cannot request a
certain age for a job or force someone to retire at a certain age. Employers can have
applicants write their date of birth, but cannot use it in the hiring process
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA): Federal law that makes it illegal to discriminate
against individuals with disabilities in all areas of public life, including jobs, schools,
transportation, and places open to the public
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Fair Labor Standards Act or the Wages and Hours Bill: Federal law that requires a
federal minimum wage and discourages work weeks over 40 hours through time-and-ahalf overtime pay
Occupational Safety and Health Act (OSHA): Federal law that prevents workers from
being exposed to serious health risks and physical injuries at work

Included Activities:
8.1 What Are My Rights as a Worker?
*Workers’ Rights in the U.S.-Worksheet

8.1A

*Workers’ Rights- Photo Cards

8.1B

My Rights as a Worker- Worksheet

8.1C

8.2 8.2 Interview Practice: What can Employers Ask?
Interview Scenarios –Worksheet
8.3

8.2D

Workers’ Rights Violations: Identifying Workplace Examples
Workers’ Rights -Scenario Cards

8.3E

8.4 What Should I Do? Reporting Violations of Rights
Filing a Complaint- Guide

8.4F

8.5 Additional Resources
*Indicates either that the activity works well for a wide range of English levels or that a
beginner English level extension option is included. Non-asterisked activities are appropriate for
participants with intermediate to advanced English levels.
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8.1

What Are My Rights as a Worker?

Activity Overview
Participants will discuss fairness in the workplace and reflect on their experiences in different
countries. They will learn protections offered to workers in the U.S. by seven common laws and
start to explore the workers’ rights these laws provide.

Materials Needed





Whiteboard and markers
Workers’ Rights in the U.S. Worksheet
(8.1A)
Workers’ Rights Photo Cards (8.1B)
My Rights as a Worker Worksheet (8.1C)

Procedures
1. Write the words “Fair” and “Unfair” on
opposite sides of the board. Ask
participants to define these words and
then have them stand up by the board. Read each scenario listed below and ask
participants to stand by the word “Fair” if they feel the situation is fair, or “Unfair” if the
situation is unfair. After they’ve decided, ask them why.
 You offer to pay someone $8 an hour to work at your company. Is that fair or
unfair? Why?
 A participant is pregnant. I tell them they can’t come to class anymore. Is that
fair or unfair? Why?
 A participant is 60 years old and comes to class with younger participants. Is it
fair or unfair? Why?
 I give all participants $20 except for those participants from Burma. Is that fair or
unfair? Why?
2. Say, “Governments make rules about work so that companies will be fair to all
employees no matter where they work. There are many laws that protect employees
from unfair situations. These laws give workers rights (Powers or privileges that
everyone should be morally or legally able to enjoy).”
3. Ask participants if they can think of a time something unfair happened at their job. What
did they do about the situation? Were there laws that helped protect them?
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4. Write “Discrimination” on the board and ask if anyone knows what this word means.
Discrimination: Unfairly treating one person or group of people differently from
another person or group of people
Use one of the above “fair or unfair” scenarios to as an example of discrimination. Tell
participants, “Many workers’ rights rules and laws in the U.S. aim to protect employees
from discrimination.”
5. Pass out the Workers’ Rights in the U.S. Worksheet and make sure participants have a
pen or pencil. Ask them to take notes and tell them about the most common workers’
rights in the U.S.:


The Equal Pay Act of 1963: It is unfair to pay women and men different wages for
the same job. When two people are hired for a job and have the exact same
amount of education and previous experience, then they will start at the same
salary.



The Title VII of the Civil Rights Act and Civil Rights Act of 1991: Employers cannot
discriminate against employees because of sex, race, color, national origin, or
religion. You may have been treated badly in the past because of differences in
race, religion, nationality, membership of a social group, or political opinion.
Now that you are in the U.S., federal law protects you from being mistreated by
an employer or co-workers.



The Pregnancy Discrimination Act of 1978: Covers discrimination “on the basis of
pregnancy, childbirth, or related medical conditions.” Employers cannot refuse
to hire a pregnant person or fire an employee who becomes pregnant.



The Age Discrimination in Employment Act of 1967 (ADEA): Protects applicants
and employees from discrimination based on their age. Under the ADEA,
employers cannot:
o Mention age or say that a certain age is preferred in job ads, or ask for
date of birth or graduation date on a job application. The only question
about age that is allowed is to ask if an applicant is over the age of 16 or
18, since there are different protections for young adult workers.
o Force you to retire at a certain age.



The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA): Ensures that people with disabilities
have the same rights and opportunities as everyone else, including at work,
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school, and transportation. Employers must provide reasonable
accommodations to qualified job applicants or employees.


Fair Labor Standards Act or the Wages and Hours Bill (FLSA): Requires a federal
minimum wage—currently $7.25 but higher in 28 states and Washington, D.C.—
and discourages work weeks over 40 hours by requiring companies to provide
time-and-a-half overtime pay. Employers must pay you at least $7.25 for each
hour of work you do (talk about the different minimum wage in your state if
applicable).
You will also earn time-and-a-half for all hours worked in a week beyond 40
hours. If your job pays $8 an hour, for example, but you work 45 hours in one
week, you will be paid $15 an hour for the extra five hours you worked.



The Occupational Safety and Health Act of 1970: Reduces the likelihood of
workers being killed or seriously harmed at work. Employers must provide a
workplace that is free from harmful things (called hazards), such as exposure to
toxic chemicals, excessive noise levels, mechanical dangers, heat or cold stress,
or unsanitary conditions. A few examples of OSHA requirements include:
o Provide fall protection, such as a safety harness and lifeline
o Prevent exposure to high levels of noise that can damage hearing
o Prevent exposure to harmful levels of substances like asbestos and lead
o Provide workers with helmets, eyewear, hairnets, and other needed
safety equipment
o Train workers using a language and vocabulary they understand about
hazards and how to protect themselves

6. Review the names and purposes of the laws by holding up the Workers’ Rights Photo
Cards (8.1B) one at a time and asking participants to say which law the photo makes
them think of.
7. Say, “These laws provide all of us with workers’ rights; for example, as a client of our
resettlement agency, you have the right to attend this class.” Pass out My Rights as a
Worker Worksheet (8.1C) and read the instructions together. Participants should match
the worker rights with the corresponding law that provides those rights. Review
together as a class.
8. Discussion questions:
 What are some other rights you have in the United States?
 Why is it important to have workers’ rights laws?
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Which of these laws protect workers from discrimination?
Are there other laws not mentioned today that you think might be important?
Can you think of a situation that might break or violate one of these laws?

Extension Options










Workers’ Rights Expert: Invite a local employment attorney willing to talk with the class
in more detail about workers’ rights. Ask around, search online, or check out Workplace
Fairness’s directory.
Workers’ Rights Videos: Show one or more of the following videos in class and discuss
takeaways as a group:
o Know Your Rights: Minimum Wage
o Know Your Rights: Overtime
o OSHA Know Your Rights
FLSA Poster: Print out the FLSA Poster
(available in nine languages under “Posters”)
and pass it out to participants. Read it in
class together if time allows, or make it
homework for advanced English speakers.
Ask participants what key points they
learned and specific comprehension
questions about the content.
Equal Employment Opportunity Poster:
Display this “Equal Employment Is the Law”
poster in the classroom or pass around
copies and provide additional discussion
about protection from these types of
discrimination.
Translated Information: The Department of
State offers a “Know Your Rights” pamphlet
in more than 40 languages. Although the
information is geared toward temporary
workers, the initial introduction to workers’
rights is valuable information to have
translated.
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8.1A

Workers’ Rights Laws in the U.S.
What laws protect workers in the U.S. in these areas? Write down what you learn.

DISCRIMINATION


Wages based on gender



Sex, race, color, national origin, or religion



Pregnancy



Age



Disability

FAIR WAGES

SAFETY
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8.1B
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8.1B
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8.1B
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8.1B
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8.1B
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8.1B
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8.1B
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My Rights as a Worker
Workers’ rights laws give you many rights as an employee. Match the rights with the
corresponding law by drawing a line to connect them.

Equal Pay Act of 1963

I have the right to:
 Work and keep my job if I get
pregnant
 Be hired for a job, even if I am already
pregnant

Title VII of the Civil Rights Act
and Civil Rights Act of 1991

I have the right to:
 Not to tell my employer my age
 Not to retire until I choose to

Pregnancy Discrimination
Act of 1978

I have the right to:
 Work on machines that are safe
 Be protected from toxic chemicals
 Be trained in a language I understand

Age Discrimination in
Employment Act of 1967

I have the right to:
 Receive at least $7.25 per hour for
every hour of work I complete
 Get paid time-and-a-half if I work
more than 40 hours in one week

Americans with Disabilities Act

I have the right to be treated the same as
people of other national origins and religions.

Fair Labor Standards Act or
the Wages and Hours Bill

I have the right to equal opportunities at
work and school if I have a disability.

Occupational Safety and
Health Act of 1970

I have the right to the same pay as any man
or woman with my same amount of
education and experience.
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8.2 Interview Practice: What can Employers Ask?
Questions?
Activity Overview
This activity helps participants identify which questions employers can ask during a job
interview and which they cannot. Participants will read and act out scenarios as examples of
when to report workers’ rights violations. This activity also gives participants the opportunity to
practice their interview skills again.

Materials Needed




Whiteboard and markers
Interview Scenarios Worksheet (8.2D)
Room for interview practice.

Procedures
1. Have the class break into groups or remain as
a whole to read the Interview Scenarios
Worksheet (8.2D), then have the class read
the interview scenarios. After reading each
one, ask participants if the hiring manager is
legally able to ask these questions.

Background Information
Employers can ask for various
information on job applications, such
as birth date and gender, but the
information cannot be used within the
hiring process. Employers may also
inquire about specific personal
information for tax purposes such as if
an applicant receives public benefits
such as SNAP or cash assistance.

2. Hold a group discussion about how to appropriately handle their response for each
scenario. Here are some example answers:
 “That is not information that you can use in the hiring process, according to…”
 “According to _____, you may not use my religion to determine whether you will
hire me. My hijab is an expression of my religious beliefs and is protected in the
U.S.”
 “Can you please explain how that information is relevant to the position?”
3. Discussion questions:
 Is it easy or difficult for you to have someone ask you these questions?
 Why do you think employers will try to ask these questions?
4. Have the class break into pairs. Practice interviewing one another from the lesson
learned in Section 4: Interviewing. This time, however, have participants practice
responding to illegal questions.
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8.2D
Interview Scenario 1
Abdi has been working hard applying for jobs. He is a 56-year-old Somali refugee. He has a wife and
three children and is hoping to get a job quickly so he can pay his rent and bills. Abdi gets an interview
with a restaurant for a dishwasher position. During the interview, the manager asks Abdi “Can you carry
45 pounds? This job requires a lot of heavy lifting.” Abdi says he can lift that much. Then the manager
askes Abdi “In what year were born?”
Are these questions legal? What should Abdi do in this scenario?

Interview Scenario 2
Amina is interviewing to be a secretary with an office. Amina has been in the US for 4 months
and really needs a job. Amina is six months pregnant. She spent a lot of time preparing for
her interview. Amina has five years of experience as a secretary and a degree from a
university. On the day of the interview, Amina meets the hiring manager. The manager askes
Amina about her education and previous experience. Amina gives a great answer. Then the
manager asks Amina “Are you pregnant? Are you trying to have a family?”
Are these questions legal? What should Amina do in this scenario?

Interview Scenario 3
Samira has been in the US for six months and is looking for her first job. There is a job fair for
multiple positions at a hotel near her house. Samira interviews for one of the front desk
positons. Her English is very good and she has some previous experience. The interview is
going really well until the hiring manager says, “We have a strict uniform policy at this hotel.
Would you be willing to remove your hijab in order to work here?”
Are these questions legal? What should Samira do in this scenario?

Interview Scenario 4
Pierrot is interviewing at a factory today. He meets the hiring manager who asks him about
his experience and then says, “This job requires a lot of lifting and carrying. Have you had any
illnesses or operations?”
Are these questions legal? What should Pierrot do in this scenario?

Interview Scenario 5
Nicole recently found out that she got a job at the local library after arriving in the country
just three weeks ago. She is coming to her new job today to complete hiring paperwork. The
employer asks Nicole, “Are you a US citizen? You have a heavy accent. What country are you
from?”
Are these questions legal? What should Nicole do in this scenario?
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8.3 Workers’ Rights Violations on the Job
Activity Overview
This activity prompts participants to consider several examples of violations of U.S. workplace
rights and to identify which laws have been broken. Participants will read and act out scenarios
as examples of when to report workers’ rights violations.

Materials Needed




Whiteboard and markers
Workers’ Rights Photo Cards (8.1B)
One set of Workers’ Rights Scenario Cards (8.3E)

Procedures
5. Review workers’ rights covered in the previous activity by holding up the Workers’
Rights Photo Cards (8.1B) and asking participants to say which law each photo makes
them think of.
6. Explain that participants will look at several workplace situations and determine if one
of these laws has been broken. Split the class into five groups and give each group a
Workers’ Rights Scenario Card (8.3E). Give participants ten minutes to read the situation
and prepare a short skit to share in front of class to demonstrate the scenario.
7. Invite groups to take turns sharing their skits and discussing their scenarios. After each
skit is performed, ask the class, “Has a law been broken? If so, which one?”
8. Discussion questions:
 Is it easy or difficult for you to say something when someone treats you unfairly?
Why?
 Why do you think workers’ rights are sometimes violated?
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8.3E

Workers’ Rights Scenario 1
Mohammed works as a dishwasher. He is the only person from Iraq that works in the
kitchen, and the rest of his coworkers are American. Mohammed’s coworkers call him
names and refuse to help him empty the dishwasher. Mohammed reports to human
resources that he feels mistreated by his coworkers. The human resources manager
follows up with his manager, but it only makes things worse for Mohammed.

Workers’ Rights Scenario 2
Mary works at a recycling plant and stands all day, sorting trash on a large conveyor
belt. She is given protective headgear and eyewear, but the noise of the belt is very
loud and affects her hearing. The employee asks management for ear plugs, but the
employer refuses.

Workers’ Rights Scenario 3
A job developer takes ten refugee clients to interview for housekeeping positions.
Eight are men and two are women. The hotel manager interviews the clients and
decides to hire all ten. Then the manager tells the two women they will need to
remove their hijabs for work due to the hotel’s strict uniform policy.

Workers’ Rights Scenario 4
Mariam tells her manager that she is three months pregnant, and she would like to
continue working until her baby is born. The manager is unhappy to hear the news
and fires Mariam later that week without providing a reason.

Workers’ Right: Scenario 5
Emmanuel is excited to start his new job as a cashier. His manager explains he will
have one week of training. When Emmanuel receives his first paycheck, he’s surprised
to see that he didn’t get paid for his week of on-the-job training. He asks his manager
about it, but the manager insists that employees do not get paid for training.
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8.4 What Should I Do?
Activity Overview
Now that participants understand their rights as employees in the U.S., they will discuss how to
respond and where to report a violation. They will look at the primary agencies that enforce
workers’ rights laws and review what information might be helpful when filing a complaint.

Materials Needed




Whiteboard and markers
Workers’ Rights Scenario Cards (8.2D)
Filing a Complaint Guide (8.3E)

Procedures

Background Information
When filing a complaint with the EEOC
it is crucial to keep in mind that a
complaint must be filed within a
certain timeline from the date the
discrimination took place. For
example, with harassment claims,
they must file within 300 days from
the date of discrimination.

1. Ask participants, “How should you act if your
rights are violated? Should you stop going to
work? Fight back? Stay quiet? What should you
do?” Let them know there are several ways to
respond, but they need to speak up and do so
professionally. Use the following talking points to
start a conversation:
 “What should you do if someone is treating you badly at work?”
o Talk with someone at your company first if possible. If coworkers are
treating you unfairly, talk with the coworker or your manager. If there is
an unsafe situation, talk with your manager. If your manager is treating
you badly, talk with the HR Manager.
o Keep any conversations professional and take an interpreter if necessary.
o Make notes from any reports you make at the company, including the
name of the person you talked to, the date, and a brief idea of what was
said.
o You can always call your resettlement agency if you have a question
about an unfair situation. Your employment team can also help you talk
with the employer.
o If the situation does not improve or if you were wrongfully fired, you can
contact one of several agencies that protect workers’ rights. Each of these
agencies has a dedicated phone number and website or local office you
can visit to report abuses of worker’s rights.
o Complaints filed with any of these agencies are confidential, so your
identity will be protected.
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o These agencies are required to investigate employers for any complaint
they receive. If you are not sure if the employer is in violation of the law,
then ask.
2. Read one of the Workers’ Rights Scenario Cards (8.3E) and ask a participant who they
would talk to first and what they would say.
3. Pass out the Filing a Complaint Guide (8.4F). Ask participants to take turns reading the
information aloud, explaining any new vocabulary words.
4. Split the class into five groups and give each group one of the Workers’ Rights Scenario
Cards (8.2D). Ask them to read the scenario and discuss how they would respond in that
situation. Ask, “Who would you talk to first? How would you file a complaint? What
agency handles the type of violation the employee encountered?”
5. Discussion questions:
 If you think your rights may have been violated but you’re not sure, what should
you do?
 Why should you talk to someone at your company first before filing a complaint?

Extension Options


Filing a Complaint video: Show one or more of the following videos in class and discuss
takeaways as a group:
o Know Your Rights: How to File a Complaint (DOL’s WHD)
o Filing a Complaint with OSHA
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Filing a Complaint Guide
If you experience:
Discrimination because
of your citizenship status
or national origin when
being hired or fired

Then contact:
The Office of Special Counsel for Immigration-Related
Unfair Employment Practices (OSC) enforces
antidiscrimination under the Immigration and Nationality
Act. If you have experienced discrimination because of
your citizenship status or national origin when being hired
or fired, you should call the OSC. If an employer requests
specific documents during the employment eligibility
verification, Form I-9, or E-verify process, call the OSC.

1-800-255-7688

Discrimination or
harassment at work

The U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission
(EEOC) enforces federal laws prohibiting employment
discrimination. File a report with the EEOC if you
experience discrimination or harassment at work, including
intentional or offensive behavior that makes it difficult to
do your job.
A complaint must be filed in person at a local office, but
you can start the process online or with a phone call. If you
need an interpreter during the meeting, let EEOC know
ahead of time so it can make arrangements.

1-800-669-4000
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Not being properly paid for
all the hours you work

The U.S. Department of Labor’s Wage and Hour Division
(WHD) is responsible for administering and enforcing some
of the nation's most important worker protection laws.
WHD is committed to ensuring that workers in this country
are paid properly for all the hours they work, regardless of
immigration status.

1-866-487-9243

A dangerous workplace

You have the right file a complaint and request an
Occupational Safety and Health Act (OSHA) inspection of
your workplace if you believe there is a serious hazard or
your employer is not following OSHA standards. Workers
do not have to know whether a specific OSHA standard has
been violated to file a complaint. File a complaint as soon
as possible after noticing the hazard, because OSHA
citations may be issued only for violations that exist now or
existed in the past six months.

1-800-321-6742 or call your
local OSHA Office

What information should you have?
When filing a complaint, it is always helpful if you have information and/or documents that will help
the agency understand your case:
 Name and address of the company where you work.
 Names of people who know about what happened and information about how to contact
them.
 Performance evaluations.
 If you have been fired, the letter or notice stating that you were let go.
 Records of conversations with coworkers and managers.
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8.5 Additional Resources
Higher resources include the following:
 Worker Rights Review
 New online service from the EEOC
 Religious Observance and Employment: Work Schedules
 Religious Observance and Employment: Headscarves
 Know Your Rights video in nine languages
 Free OSC spring webinar schedule
 Free Right-to-Work posters
The United States Department of Labor (DOL) is the federal
agency responsible for US workers. The DOL’s website has a
summary of the major laws that protect workers in the U.S.
workforce.
The DOL’s Wage and Hour Division (WHD) has information
on rights and filing a complaint:
 Information You Need to File a Complaint
 Handy reference cards (available in ten languages)
 How to File a Complaint Flyer
 Investigative process
 Frequently asked questions
The U.S. Department of Justice Office of Special Counsel for Immigration-Related Unfair
Employment Practices offers these resources:
 Overview of Immigrant and Employee Rights section
 Worker Hotline: 1-800-255-7688
 Frequently asked questions about name/social security number no-matches
 Cartoon examples of unfair practices and what the OSC does (Translations available in
Arabic, Spanish, Japanese, Chinese, Korean, French, Russian, Tagalog)
Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) provides the following resources:
 Facts about national origin discrimination
 How to file a charge of discrimination
 Workplace rights for Muslims, Arabs, South Asians, and Sikhs
 Federal laws prohibiting job discrimination
 Learn about the various types of discrimination prohibited by law
 Video series for working young adults
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Workplace Fairness is an online tool for
free information about workers’ rights,
including:
 Resources for working people
 Employee rights resources (Spanish
translations available)
United States Citizenship and
Immigration Services (USCIS) has
information about employee rights related
to the I-9 and employment eligibility:
 “How do I show my employer that I
am authorized to work in the
United States?” fact sheet
 Refugee Form I-94 automation
information
 I-9
The U.S. Department of Justice Immigrant
and Employee Rights Section of the Civil
Rights Division offers this Right to Work
poster.
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