
Protecting and empowering young 
and future workers

October 15, 2026
Alison Dickson, Senior Instructor
School of Labor and Employment Relations

Labor Education Program



Who are we? 
Educators!
Based in Champaign and 
Chicago, the Labor Education 
Program (LEP) is the only 
statewide provider of 
professional training and 
development for union leaders 
and workers in Illinois.

Labor Education Program

https://lep.illinois.edu/
https://lep.illinois.edu/
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Who are we?
Researchers!
The Project for Middle 
Class Renewal (PMCR)’s 
mission is to investigate 
the working conditions of 
workers in today’s 
economy and elevate 
public discourse on 
issues affecting workers.

Labor Education Program

https://lep.illinois.edu/project-for-middle-class-renewal/
https://lep.illinois.edu/project-for-middle-class-renewal/


Why teach 
workers’ rights?

➔ Epidemic of wage theft

$7.3 million/week stolen from low-wage workers in 
Cook County (2009)

➔ Lack of education

Workers do not learn this information anywhere else - 
not in high school, not on the job - only when they 
have a problem

➔ This is Illinois

Union city, union state + powerful and winning 
coalition of labor unions and worker centers defending 
the interests of the workers we serve



Why connect with young 
people?

➔ Job readiness
Part of being “job ready” is knowing your rights as 
a worker

➔ Financial literacy
Protecting against wage theft and other 
workplace violations increases worker health and 
well-being and helps them earn more $ and better 
support their families

➔ Perfect partnerships
Young job seekers + workforce development 
practitioners + university-based labor educators 



CITY OF CHICAGO*
$17.05/hour 
$25.58/overtime hours
$12.96/tipped wage**
$17.05/under 18

ILLINOIS (outside Cook)
$15.00/hour
$22.50/overtime hours
$9.00/tipped wage
$13.00/under 18

  

INDIANA
$7.25/hour
$2.13/tipped wage

 
WISCONSIN
$7.25/hour
$2.33/tipped wage

 
IOWA
$7.25/hour
$4.35/tipped wage

MISSOURI
$15.00/hour
$7.50/tipped wage

 
MICHIGAN
$13.73/hour
$5.49/tipped wage
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ages* Chicago’s minimum wage increases every July 1. 

** If the tipped wage plus tips does not equal the minimum wage, the employer must make up the difference. 
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Then… 

“Manuel, the young shrimp-picker, 
five years old, and a mountain of 
oyster shells behind him. He 
worked last year”. 1911. 
Mississippi.

“Glass works. Midnight”. 
1908. Indiana.

“Group of Breaker Boys in 
Breaker, Hughestown 
Borough, Pennsylvania 
Coal Co.” 1911. 
Pennsylvania.
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llegal child labor is on the 
rise in a tight job market

By Nicole Goodkind, CNN. 

Published 9:06 AM EDT, Sun July 30, 2023

New York CNN — 
A 14-year-old boy who cleaned meat cutting 
machines was “falling asleep in class and 
missing class as a result and suffering 
injuries from chemical burns” in Nebraska 
from 2021 to 2022, according to the Labor 
Department. Another 13-year-old suffered 
severe burns from cleaning agents.

And now..
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https://www.cnn.com/profiles/nicole-goodkind
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How do we 
embed workers’ 
rights education 
into job training 
programs?

UNIT 7: Worker Health and Safety 



Knowledge.. 
..a significant factor for enabling 
(or constraining) an individual’s 
capacity to claim their rights on 
the job (Basok, et al., 2014).

11



Groundbreaking, first in the 
nation curriculum 

20
15

20
24

https://lep.illinois.edu/workers-rights/
https://lep.illinois.edu/workers-rights/


8 UNITS
58 pick and choose lessons

Each lesson includes:
● Lesson objectives
● Enduring understandings
● Materials needed
● Vocabulary
● Time needed
● Reading level
● Learning methods
● Preparation
● Facilitator instructions
● Additional resources
● Connecting lessons





Connections with job training programs…



Activity: Practicing math skills and reading a check stub. 
What’s wrong here?

LESSON 2.8: Paychecks: 
How to Make Sure You 
Got What Your Earned
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Intro snapshot of 
Workers’ Rights 
for Workforce 
Development 

curriculum  
LESSON 4.7: Right to 

Work Laws

https://youtu.be/xUXCNY76BZM?si=eEVkhS-E7k92PejQ


LESSON 1.2 Job Quality - What Makes a Job Good? 



Workers Rights for 
Workforce Development
Unit 1: Introduction to Workers’ Rights 

on the Job



Job Quality - 
What Makes a 

Job Good?
Add a picture

Lesson 1.2



Lesson 1.2 Learning Goals

1. We will identify characteristics that make for good/bad 
jobs and the socio-economic and legal forces that 
help to determine job quality.

Take 
this in…



Lesson 1.2 Agenda

1. List Compilation (10 minutes)
2. Whole Group Discussion (5 minutes)
3. Whole Group Reading (10 minutes)
4. Videos (20 minutes)
5. Whole Group Discussion (15 minutes)

Take 
this in…







Lesson 1,2

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XaCTUEcsYe8&list=PLVZYJzu8tInUa902tzmYtPHSYLTegUNIf&index=2


Lesson 1.2

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jT8G44XPYW8&list=PLVZYJzu8tInUa902tzmYtPHSYLTegUNIf&index=3




LESSON 3.1: What Kind of Worker? 



➔ At-will employee?

➔ Unionized worker?

➔ Temporary worker?

➔ Independent contractor?











LESSON 2.3: Wage Theft 





Workers’ Rights Pop Quiz



SCENARIO: Ryan, of Fast and Easy Painters, 
hires a few painters for a paint job in Bolingbrook. 
He says he will pay them $18 an hour and that 
they must start work on Monday morning at 8:00 
am. 

On Thursday, one of the painters, Marco slips 
and falls off of the scaffolding and breaks his 
ankle. Ryan claims Marco is responsible for his 
medical bills because he hired him as an 
independent subcontractor. 

Is this true?

YES NO
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