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How Students Can Safely Refuse Unsafe Work:

Online Lesson and Activity Rationale
 
Mature adults can find it intimidating to insist on safe conditions in the workplace, let alone students and young people. It is a difficult proposition for young people to ask hard questions, confront authority figures or refuse unsafe work place directives. The intent of the following lesson is to give strategies to students in the hopes of making it easier for them to ensure safe conditions in their work place. 
 
Background 
 
Students should already have been taught or introduced to the following concepts:  
 
· Their workplace rights and responsibilities. 
· The role of employer, employee, WorkSafe BC and, when applicable, unions in workplace safety. 
· The vulnerability of young workers in the workplace  
· Some common safety hazards in the workplaces of youth. 
 

Platform

The teacher could choose to use a number of different platforms to teach this lesson online.  You may choose to use video instruction, a website, Fresh Grade, Google Classroom or a combination of different platforms.  This lesson has been adapted so certain sections can be cut and pasted into whatever platform you choose.  Where role play elements existed in the original version, this version contains activities that can be easily transported to a web platform.  

If your district has purchased the use of Microsoft Teams, we have provided a video tutorial on how to use this online lesson on a Teams platform.  This video can be found on the domschools.ca website. 

	 
Step 1: Review 
 
It is suggested that you spend a few minutes reviewing the following concepts with the class:  
 
Your Worker Rights 
 
· You have the right to know: Every worker must be made aware of work place dangers and receive workplace safety training and protective equipment. 
· You have the right to participate: Every employee has the right to participate in a workplace health and safety committee. Every worker has the right to bring safety concerns forward, and have those concerns addressed. 
· You have the right to refuse unsafe work: every worker has the right to refuse work or instructions they reasonably believe to be unsafe. 
· You have the right to be free from retaliation: it is against the law for employers to fire or punish you for refusing unsafe work or for submitting a complaint with WorkSafe. 
 
Step 2: Strategies for Refusing Unsafe Work 

 	 
Introduce and teach the following strategies to the class (these concepts are also outlined on the “Refuse Unsafe Work – Student Handout”) : 
 
It can be difficult or intimidating refusing unsafe work. Supervisors and employers have power over their employees, and are usually older and more experienced, which makes confronting them difficult. Here are some ways to make it a bit easier: 
 
· Ask Questions: Ask questions or phrase your concern in the form of a question. Be polite and civil, and if possible, even friendly, in your tone. Most employers prefer it when new and young employees ask questions to make sure they are doing things correctly. This is a good way of voicing a safety concern without seeming confrontational. In addition, most employers want to keep their work places safe and are open to having work place hazards pointed out. 
 
Some examples of what to say:  "Is this safe to do?" or "What can I do to make sure I won't fall?" or "How heavy is that?” Oh, do you think I might need someone else to help me lift it?" or "Can you show me how to do this safely?" 
 
· Voice Concerns Using "I Feel" Statements: If something in the workplace seems unsafe it is your responsibility to bring forward your concern. Sometimes employers disagree with employees over what is safe and unsafe. If this worries you, when you bring forward your concerns or complaints phrase it with "I feel..." For example: "I feel that it is too dangerous to work on this conveyor belt right now. The emergency kill switch isn't working properly." Someone can argue about whether something is safe or not, but it's very difficult to argue about a person's feelings. No one can tell you that you don't feel unsafe. 
 
· Get Help: There is strength in numbers. Voice concerns with other employees who are also worried. Or you can go for help with your concerns to your Health and Safety Representative or your shop steward/union representative. If you have a buddy or two with you, or if the supervisor knows others in the workplace are equally concerned as you, it may make getting your safety concerns addressed easier. If you are afraid your supervisor or employer won't listen to you, voice your concerns to the Health and Safety Committee, or to your union who can advocate on your behalf. If all else fails, you can always submit a complaint to WorkSafeBC. 
  
· Standing Your Ground: If you have tried some or all the above strategies and your supervisor is not listening or insisting you participate in unsafe work, you must stand your ground and refuse unsafe work. DO NOT comply and hope to get it fixed later. You must always refuse unsafe work. 
 
This can be difficult for a young person to do You may fear losing their job, or retaliation, or being looked down on by your employer. Just remember, the law is on your side, your employer is not allowed to retaliate for your refusal, and even if they do, no job, part time or otherwise, is worth your safety and personal wellbeing. Politely, civilly, but firmly, stand your ground and refuse the unsafe work. It is your right! An example of a polite refusal is, "Look, I really would like to help you out with this, but I feel quite strongly this is unsafe. I'm afraid that is too heavy for me to safely maneuver. I'm sorry, but I can't do it." 
 
 
Step 3: Assign How To Refuse Unsafe Work Student Handout /Document and Scenarios Handout
 
Distribute student handouts (“How to Refuse Unsafe Work-Student”, and “Unsafe Workplace Scenarios” handout) via electric means of your choice. If you are using Teams this document can be uploaded in the Assignments section and students can edit the document for hand in later.

The handouts include a review of the worker rights, and strategies listed earlier, as well as questions on these items.  Included as well is a response question that requires students to put themselves in the shoes of a worker who must refuse unsafe work.  You will need to assign each student one of four different scenarios to respond to.  Below are teacher notes related to each scenario.
 
Scenario Notes 
 
Scenario 1 - Gunther's Gas and Go: 
 
· This scenario describes a very real danger that gas station employees deal with today. ' Grant' s Law ' (amendment to the Occupational Health and Safety Regulations) was enacted in BC after the 2008 death of Grant De Patie, a young gas station worker who was killed while working alone at night. Grant tried to stop a "gas and dash" thief and was dragged by the car driver for seven kilometers. 
· 'Grant's Law' made pre-payment for gas a legal requirement and stated that overnight employees at gas stations either had to work with another employee or had to have a barrier between them and the public. 
· Recent changes to the law have weakened it, and now the barrier is not required, and employees can be made to work alone overnight. 
· Security surveillance cameras and panic buttons are required by law, to offer such workers some measure of security. 
 
Scenario 2 - Burgerama: 
 
· Young workers (under age 25) are 1/3 more likely to be injured on the job. One big reason is for this is a lack of training and experience. 
· A common occurrence in hospitality jobs, like restaurants, is the use of informal on the job training. This can result in injury. 
· Kitchen work is often viewed incorrectly as having few hazards. Serious bums, cuts and slips are some common kitchen associated injuries. 
· All workers are entitled to appropriate, thorough safety training and equipment. For example, improper use and maintenance of a deep fryer has in the past resulted in life threatening 3rd degree burns! 
 
Scenario 3 - South-East Coast Cable: 
 
· A formal course is required before the safe and legal use of a forklift on a job site is permitted. 	  
· Forklifts can cause serious injury or death. In BC alone in 2016, there were 19 work related deaths caused by industrial vehicles like forklifts. 
· Time pressures and impatient managers can make employees, especially young employees, feel pressured into unsafe work practices. 
 
Scenario 4 - Mega-Build Contracting: 
 
· Lax safety procedures are often a result of a permissive culture or lack of safety culture on a work site. Production should never take priority over safety. 
· Injuries on construction sites are common, as are falls from height. In 2017 in Surrey a construction worker fell to his death on a construction site due to a lack of fall protection. 
· Young workers can be intimidated by older, stem, demanding or impatient supervisors on the worksite. Young workers also often want to do a good job, fear undesired attention or employer discipline. 
· It's important that young workers know their rights and the importance of speaking out about unsafe conditions at work. No job is more important than one's life or limb. 
 
Step 4:  Post and Reply Activity

After students have completed and submitted the above activity, the teacher can now explore the concepts above by posting short hypothetical scenarios each containing a hypothetical young worker attempting refuse unsafe work. The teacher can assign a limited number of students on a daily basis to reply to the post with suggestions on how the worker in the short scenario could improve their unsafe work refusal.  These posts can be assessed or the teacher could use them as prompts for further online discussion, where students give additional feedback on other student’s advice.

The following pieces of text can be cut and pasted into your post, chat or blogging platform as part of this activity.

Cut and Paste Post 1

Below is a workplace scenario that involves a young worker in unsafe conditions.  Examine the young worker’s response to the situation, and make suggestions based on what you’ve learned on how the worker could improve their response.

Sheila works at a very busy super market, that is often understaffed and short-handed.  A customer complains that there is no canned Ravioli left on the shelf.  The manager tells Sheila to go in the back store room and get some.  When Shelia goes to the store room she sees that it is on a high shelf, and Sheila can’t find a ladder.  She goes back to tell the manager, who is busy covering one of the cash registers, he snaps at her in a frustrated manner, and says, “Use a chair or something, then Sheila, I don’t have time for this.  Get those cans down.”

Sheila remembers from safety orientation that you’re not supposed to use furniture to substitute for a proper ladder.  She says: “Well, that makes me nervous.  I don’t want to fall, but I’ll do it if you think it’s safe.”

Cut and Paste Post 2

Below is a workplace scenario that involves a young worker in unsafe conditions.  Examine the young worker’s response to the situation, and make suggestions based on what you’ve learned on how the worker could improve their response.

Jimmy is working at a fast food restaurant as a food prep.  He has been trained to prepare burgers, use the grill and on safely carrying items in and out of the store room.  He was never trained on the deep fryer, however, and is a bit apprehensive when his supervisor tells him to use it to fry up some chicken strips.  

Jimmy doesn’t want to mess it up, and he doesn’t want to burn himself.  He says to the manager, “I guess I could figure it out, but it might take a while, this is my first time.”

Cut and Paste Post 3

Below is a workplace scenario that involves a young worker in unsafe conditions.  Examine the young worker’s response to the situation, and make suggestions based on what you’ve learned on how the worker could improve their response.

George works at a recycling facility.  Part of his job is to remove items off a conveyor belt and sort them into different bins.  The Lead Hand in charge of his section is on top of everybody, and very quick to direct you if he thinks something is being done wrong.  An old aluminum container falls of the conveyor belt and skitters under the belt near the machinery that makes the belt move.  The Lead Hand, notices, doesn’t want it to jam up the machinery and tells George to reach under the belt and get it out.  

The belt is still moving, and George knows its dangerous to put his hands near the moving machinery, so he says: “No way!  Why don’t you do it yourself, you idiot!”

Cut and Paste Post 4

Below is a workplace scenario that involves a young worker in unsafe conditions.  Examine the young worker’s response to the situation, and make suggestions based on what you’ve learned on how the worker could improve their response.

Tammy works in a warehouse facility that stores sporting goods.  Her boss, Gill, is helping fill an order and load a truck with some goods.  Gill can be quite the stern demanding guy, he makes Tammy and a lot of the other young workers nervous. 

The truck is almost finished loading, when Gill notices a box of baseball gloves is missing.  Tammy is walking by when Gill tells her to quickly run and get a box of baseball gloves.  Tammy knows those boxes are quite heavy, and really should be lifted by two people, or a forklift.  She turns away from the shelves to find help, and Gill seeing this yells, “Come on Tammy, we’re in a hurry here.  I need that box now. Run to the shelves and get it!”

Tammy says, “Uh…those boxes are kind of heavy…umm, could…you know, I can’t just get them…right?”


Other Resources (The BCLHC has no commercial relationship with any of the following providers):

· Need help creating a class in Microsoft Teams? Watch this video… https://youtu.be/pNWhR61eU9Y

· Video on getting started with Google Classroom: https://youtu.be/rCNImsWUxZA

· [bookmark: _GoBack]Using Schoolology?  Here is their tutorial YouTube channel: https://www.youtube.com/user/schoology
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