
 
 

Unit 6 MC3 Heritage of the American Worker 
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Hours by Unit – 8  
March 2021 

 
Opening Discussion  

Instructor shares the introduction from Ch. 6 – Heritage of the American Worker:  
 

“When it comes to construction work, some things never change: From pyramids 
in ancient times to today’s towering skyscrapers, the work has always been hard, 
dangerous, seasonal, and significant. Yet for all this continuity, change has been 
constant, too. In an industry shaped by boom-and-bust business cycles, when 
employment goes up and down, the building trades have had to adapt to changing 
technologies, skill requirements, market conditions, and social and cultural values. Their 
organizations have evolved from craft-based protective societies, to local unions and 
building trades councils, to international unions and today’s North America’s Building 
Trades Unions. In the process, building trades workers and their organizations have 
become the leading protectors of apprenticeship training, health and safety provisions 
on the job, collective bargaining rights, and prevailing wage laws.  

The process has never been easy, especially given the trades’ different market 
strengths and weaknesses, an abiding tradition of craft autonomy, and a very practical 
need to keep their members employed, even if that meant one union fighting another 
over work jurisdiction. And it isn’t over yet: In the construction industry, a worker’s right 
to fair wages, safe working conditions, and a voice on the job is still contested every 
day.”  

 
Hour One  
Section 1: From Artisans to Wage-earners to Local and National Unions  

• At the end of this chapter, students should be able to describe the “artisan system” of 
work and skills training in the early years of the American republic, and they should be 
able to describe the different roles in this system performed by master craftsmen, 
journeymen and apprentices;  

• At the end of this chapter, students should understand how the rise of cities, railroads, 
factories, and unions began to transform the “artisan system” in the mid-19

th 
century 

and the effects these changes had on workers in the building and construction trades;  
• At the end of this chapter, students should be able to describe why building and 

construction tradesmen joined forces in the late 19
th 

century to improve their situations 
and the reasons these workers chose trade or craft unions as the best types of 
organizations to achieve their goals;  



 
 

• At the end of this chapter, students should be familiar with the impact of high-rise 
building construction (“skyscrapers”) on the Building Trades and the construction 
industry; and  

• At the end of this chapter, students should understand the Building Trades’ role in 
World War I; define what is meant by the “open shop” movement and the American 
Plan; and describe the impact these had on the Trades after the war.  

 
Recommended Instruction:  

• Students read Section 1: From Artisans to Wage-earners to Local and National Unions 
(p.1-8)  

• Instructor shares Section 1 of the Ch. 6 PPT Heritage of the American Worker  
• Discussion Questions:  

Have students identify:  
• How did the apprenticeship system in US evolve from the Guilds (associations of 

master craftsmen) in Europe?  
• Think about the terms journey level worker vs. apprentice. How are these roles 

different?  
• How did building and construction workers lives change when they transitioned 

from artisans to craft workers?  
• Why did building and construction workers favor craft or trade unions when they 

looked to establish their own organizations? 
•  What role did the rise of tall buildings known as “skyscrapers” play in the history of 

the Building Trades?  
• What was the “American Plan” in the 1920s?  

 
Hours Two and Three  
Section 2: Government Matters  

• At the end of this chapter, students should be able to describe the effects of the Great 
Depression on the American economy in general and on the Building Trades and 
construction in particular;  

• At the end of this chapter, students should understand the expanding role of the federal 
government in labor issues and how this led Building Trades leaders to get more 
involved in politics;  

• At the end of this chapter, students should understand the purpose of the Fitzgerald Act 
and the federal government’s role in the nation’s apprenticeship system;  

• At the end of this chapter, students should understand the Building Trades role during 
World War II;  

• At the end of this chapter, students should understand why powerful business interests 
and their allies in Congress pushed back against the new-found power of the Building 
Trades; they should be able to define what the 1947 Taft-Hartley Act did and how it fit 
into this pushback.  



 
 
 
Recommended Instruction:  

• Students read Section 2: Government Matters (p. 8-17)  
• Instructor shares Section 2 of the Ch. 6 PPT Heritage of the American Worker  
• Discussion Questions:  

Have students identify:  
• What was the impact of the Great Depression on the Building Trades?  
• What was the impact of the set of national government policies known as the “New 

Deal” on the Building Trades?  
• When did Registered Apprenticeship start and what event caused it to expand? 
• What is the purpose of the Fitzgerald Act?  
• What are the benefits to Apprenticeships being Registered and authorized by the 

Department of Labor?  
• What role did the Building Trades play in World War Two? Was their contribution 

important in the effort to win the war?  
 
Hours Four and Five  
Section 3: The Best of Times, The Worst of Times  

• At the end of this chapter, students should be able to describe how many Building 
Trades locals tried to limit access to training programs to friends, family members, and 
other insiders; how this limited access kept out racial minorities; and how these 
practices undermined the reputation of the Buildings Trades around the country;  

• At the end of this chapter, students should be familiar with the steps that policy makers 
and Building Trades leaders took to address the lack of diversity in the trades, and why 
these changes were slow in coming at the local level; and  

• At the end of this chapter, students should be able to describe the series of attacks by 
powerful business interests in the 1970s that were similar to the “American Plan” in the 
1920s, which was designed to spread the “open shop”.  

 
Recommended Instruction  

• Students read Section 3: The Best of Times, The Worst of Times (p. 17-30)  
• Instructor shares Section 3 of the Ch. 6 PPT Heritage of the American Worker  
• Discussion Questions:  

Have students identify:  
• What was the Taft-Hartley Act and how did it impact the American labor 

movement?  
• Why was it hard to “break into” the Trades in the post-war era? What was the 

impact of these exclusionary local practices on the Building Trades?  
• Why did owners and contractors push for the “open shop” in the 1970s and 1980s? 

What was the impact of this movement on the Building Trades?  
 



 
 
Hour Six  
Section 4: Back to the Future  

• At the end of this chapter, students should understand how a new generation of 
Building Trades leaders (such as those whose interviews are included in this chapter) 
have committed their unions to recruiting new members and increasing diversity among 
apprentices and in the general membership, through programs such as the Multi-Craft 
Core Curriculum, Helmets to Hardhats, the NABTU Tradeswomen Committee and 
others.  

• At the end of this chapter, students should understand the successes of--and ongoing 
challenges to--this new approach to recruitment in the Trades.  

 
Recommended Instruction  

• Students read Section 4: Back to the Future (p. 30-40)  
• Instructor shares Section 4 of the Ch. 6 PPT Heritage of the American Worker  
• Discussion Questions:  

Have students identify:  
• How did the Building Trades respond to the “open shop” movement?  
• What steps have the Building Trades taken to increase diversity among Building 

Trades members?  
• What are the biggest challenges facing the Building Trades today?  
• What did you learn from the interviews with Building Trades leaders in Chapter Six?  

 
Hours Seven and Eight  
Dig Where You Stand (1.5hr)  

• This is an opportunity for the instructor to share their local union history. Feel free to 
supplement your locals’ history with activities from the “Dig Where You Stand” 
document. 

• “The experts might each be experts in his or her own field but when they are 
talking about your job you are the expert. That gives you a measure of self-
confidence and a basis for amateurs and professional researchers to meet on 
equal footing.” – Sven Lindquist  

• Optional Activity 
• Using the Building Trades History Links and Websites document, have the 

students:  
• Conduct a thorough Internet search for digital resources that relate to 

work and workers in your immediate area. Write up a two-page report of 
the results of your search listing the key items available and offering 
suggestions as to what type of material should be available online but has 
not been collected there.  

 
 



 
 
Closing Discussion  

 
Instructor shares the closing from Ch. 6 - Heritage of the American Worker:  
 

“Today Building Trades leaders try to spread the word that “We are not our 
grandfathers’ building trades unions.” For the most part, they are right. Fifty years ago, 
no one would have predicted that an African American might lead a building trades 
union or that women might serve as business managers or Council leaders. At that time, 
social media was not on the horizon; now it serves as a major means of communication 
and outreach. At that time, local unions tended to fend for themselves; now many seek 
alliances with social justice, civil rights, and environmental partners, fighting for issues 
like equal pay for equal work, employment and training opportunities for under-
represented communities, national health care, the right to organize, issues that affect 
all wage-earners, union members or not.  

To a large extent, the decline of union density in the construction industry over 
the last 50 years forced construction unions to reassess their goals and strategies. And 
the job is not finished yet. If the trades intend to thrive in an increasingly competitive 
marketplace, productivity, professionalism, and a commitment to fairness will 
strengthen their position, along with top-down and bottom-up organizing, political 
action, and strong community ties. And if they hope to reorganize lower-waged markets 
that they abandoned long ago, they will have to resolve a problem that dates back to 
the rise of skyscrapers and prefabricated materials: Where do semi-skilled workers 
already employed in the industry fit into union classifications?  

With union density in the private sector at around 14 percent in the U.S. 
collective-bargaining rights frequently under attack, and a globalized, deregulated 
“winner take all” economic system, the future is hardly secure. Yet there is nothing 
particularly new about that: From the earliest efforts to organize unions and councils, 
the building trades have had to overcome political and economic obstacles, internal 
dissent, and a public image unfairly shaped by opponents. They have had to adapt to 
rapidly changing technologies and an increasingly diversified work force. In the process 
they have experimented with a range of strategies: from militant strikes to joint labor-
management agreements, from political lobbying to grass-roots political action, and 
from exclusive “country club” unionism to a commitment to do whatever it takes to 
organize the unorganized.  

What is new, in the 21
st 

century, is the building trades’ willingness to admit and 
confront past failings in an effort to move their unions and their industry forward. 
Building trades unions may have lost the dominance they once enjoyed in construction 
work, but their members have not lost the skill or vitality that made them a real force in 
the industry and the labor movement. The battle for fair wages, safe conditions, and 
middle-class living standards is far from over, but victory will depend on the future, not 
the past.”  



 
 

Building Skills Project Assessment  
 

The following assignments challenge students to examine the topics covered in this section in 
different ways; please assign what best suits your students learning needs. Some of the 

assignments below may be done individually or in groups.  
 

1) Have the student take a topic introduced in the section and expand upon it by doing online 
research and then writing a 500-word essay about it, in classic expository style of opening 
thesis paragraph, body of arguments, and conclusion that shows how the given arguments re-
enforce the original thesis (individual assignment).  
 
2) Have the student design and draw an illustrated timeline of the most important moments in 
the history of the Building Trades. Try doing this on a long scroll of paper that can be hung up in 
the classroom (individual or group).  
 
3) Have students research a key moment in the history of the Trades, write up a short script, 
and then act it out in front of the class (group).  
 
4) Have the student research some key statistics concerning the Building Trades online (either 
historical or today) and design charts (bar graphs, line graphs, pie charts, etc…) on a poster or 
posters that can be hung around the classroom (individual or group).  
 
5) Have the student reach out to the Building Trades and interview an older member about his 
or her experiences in the Trades and how he or she feels the Trades have changed over the 
years; the student then present their findings to the teacher or the class in a written or oral 
presentation (individual). 

 

 


