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EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from Econ Alive! The Power to Choose, Lesson 10, Human Capital and the Labor 
Market. Full support, including a ready to teach slideshow, is available online at www.teachtci.com.

Labor Day

Human Capital and the Labor Market

Lesson Overview

In this lesson, students will read about labor issues such as worker exploitation and immigrant labor. They will 
then conduct research on one of these two topics and use it to develop an informed stance. Finally, they will 
communicate their stance through a blog post or opinion article supported by the reading and their research.

Teacher Prep

Students will need computers or a library in which they can research questions on issues such as worker 
exploitation and immigrant labor. Each student will also need a notebook or paper with which to record their 
research and draft their writing assignment. They may also use computers to type their writing assignment.

Procedures

1. Have students read “International Labor Issues: Worker Exploitation and Immigrant Labor.”
2. Organize students into pairs of two. In these partnerships, have students discuss the following questions 

based on the reading:
a. Should Americans refuse to buy goods made in foreign sweatshops? Why or why not?
b. Do undocumented workers help or hurt the U.S. economy? Why or why not?

3. Reconvene as a class and ask partners to share what they discussed. They can share a reason why they 
took a certain stance, or a nuance of the issue that makes taking one side difficult. 

4. Students will choose one of the two questions to explore further. Have students conduct outside 
research on one of these questions using reputable, unbiased sources. They should record their research 
in their notebook.

5. Then, each student will write a blog post or opinion article taking a stance on their chosen question. If 
they wish, they may also deliberate both sides of the issue to demonstrate its nuance. Students should 
support their stance with information from the reading and their research. Each writing piece should 
introduce the issue and offer background and contextual information before introducing the writer’s 
argument. Students may also include a counterclaim and refute it to strengthen their argument.

https://www.teachtci.com/


International Labor Issues: Worker Exploitation and Immigrant Labor

The growth of the global economy has had an impact on labor conditions both at home and abroad. This 
essay examines two issues related to international labor. It looks at the problem of worker exploitation in poor 
countries, focusing on concerns about child labor and sweatshop industries. It also considers the issue of 
immigrant workers and their impact on the labor market in the United States.

Worker Exploitation: Child Labor and Sweatshops Historically, workers around the world have often had 
to work long hours, in unsafe conditions, for low pay. Labor unions were formed to address this problem and 
protect the rights of workers. In richer, developed countries with a history of union organizing, workers have 
generally improved their pay and working conditions. However, in poorer, developing nations, where unions are 
often weaker, workers may still be severely exploited. 

Concerns about exploitation often focus on child labor and sweatshop industries. In some parts of the world, child 
labor is very common. According to UNICEF, the United Nations Children’s Fund, 158 million children between the 
ages of 5 and 14 are engaged in child labor. That’s one in every six children around the world. They work in mines, 
in textile mills, as domestic servants, and in many other occupations. They may be forced to work by their parents or 
other adults. The work is often hard and the conditions abusive.

In some cases, this work takes place in sweatshops. These are small factories, workshops, or assembly plants where 
workers must put in long hours for low pay and often under hazardous conditions. In a typical sweatshop, workers 
have few rights and little chance of improving their wages or work environment.

Some people fear that globalization is contributing to worker exploitation. As businesses move from richer 
countries to poorer countries to take advantage of lower wages and other cost savings, they may be adding to 
problems of child labor, sweatshops, and other forms of exploitation. In opinion polls, a majority of Americans say 
they want to see higher labor standards enforced for foreign workers. They say they do not want to buy products 
produced in sweatshops or made by child workers.

At the same time, some economists contend that child labor and sweatshops would not exist if people weren’t 
willing to take the jobs. They point out that workers in poor countries often find sweatshops an improvement 
over working in agriculture, mining, or various other occupations. By providing employment, even at low wages, 
sweatshop industries may offer workers in poor countries better opportunities than they would otherwise have.

Immigrant Workers and the U.S. Labor Market Another international labor issue involves immigrant 
workers in the United States. Although some immigrants have legal work visas, others do not. Most 
undocumented workers enter the country illegally, usually by crossing the border from Mexico. Some 
Americans contend that undocumented immigrants harm the U.S. labor market by increasing competition for 
jobs and lowering wages for American workers. Others argue that immigrant workers bring large benefits to the 
U.S. economy.

Though making such estimates is difficult, between 9 million and 20 million undocumented immigrants live 
in the United States. Most of them are here to find work. Many are unskilled and are willing to work for relatively 
low pay. For that reason, and because they increase the labor supply, undocumented workers may hold down wage 
rates. They might also be hired into jobs that might otherwise be available to American workers. All these factors 
could be argued to have a negative effect on the U.S. job market.

At the same time, the impact of immigrants on employment and wages is moderated by other factors. 
Unskilled, undocumented workers often do jobs that most Americans are unwilling to do. In general, the U.S. 
workers who face significant job competition from undocumented immigrants are those with few job skills and 
little education. Other sectors of the labor market are barely affected. Furthermore, although undocumented 
workers may be hired into jobs that could go to U.S. workers, undocumented works also spend money and create 
demand that leads to new jobs. In fact, many economists contend that undocumented workers bring net economic 
benefits to the economy by providing low-wage labor that lowers the cost of goods and services and stimulates 
economic growth.
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