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Employment Awareness Topics for Discussion 
The purpose of this topic and resource list is to provide instructors with resources to share with students as they navigate a variety of 
issues that may pop up as they search for their next job and/or enter a new workplace.  

Each topic has a Primary resource intended to engage students quickly in the subject. The Supplemental resources are intended 
for further student understanding of a topic. 

*Topics with an asterisk may be considered sensitive subjects and should be approached with care. 
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Topic:  Communication on the Job  

Resources Discussion Facilitation 

Primary 
Infographic: How to Communicate Effectively at Work 

Summary: Provides bolded points with explanations and 
examples including: body language, tone, restating your point, 
and more. 

Starter: Does it surprise you that reading your audience is an 
important part of communication?  

 

Discussion prompts: 	
Facilitate group discussion by asking students to discuss preferred 
communication channels (email, text, phone, in-person) and style 
(humor, just the facts). 

• What is most important to you when receiving an email 
with instructions? Do you try to deliver the same when 
you are sending instructions through email? 

• What other purpose does communication in the workplace 
serve besides accomplishing task or goals? (Touch on the 
importance of morale, team building, and collaboration. 
You never want to be “that person” whom nobody wants 
to interact with.) 

• What is your favorite way to communicate? How can you 
translate the parameters of that form to your daily work 
communication? 

Supplemental 
Article: 10 Ways to Communicate Better at Work 

Summary: Provides bolded points with explanations and 
examples, including listening, body language, tone, restate your 
point and more. 

Supplemental 
Video (7:50): 5 Ways to Listen Better 

Summary: A video that provides five creative exercises for re-
tuning your ears for conscious listening. 
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Topic:  Confidentiality*	

Resources Discussion Facilitation 

Primary 
Article: What Is the Meaning of Confidentiality in the 
Workplace? 
Summary: Compares casual and legal definitions of 
confidentiality in the workplace and provides examples. 

Starter: What is the definition of “confidentiality” as it applies to 
you in the workplace?  

• Casual	definition	of	confidentiality: A co-worker who does not 
repeat statements made by other co-workers. 

• Legal definition of confidentiality: You may not discuss your 
salary, computer passcodes, client lists, trade secrets, and 
sales information while you are working and after you leave the 
company. 

Discussion prompts: 	
Facilitate group discussion regarding the difference between 
casual and legal confidentiality. 

• How do you maintain confidentiality (both legal and 
casual)? 

• Are there limits to what is confidential?  

• How do technology and confidentiality overlap? (For 
example, you forward confidential emails to your 
smartphone; you may say things on a Skype call you 
would not put in writing.) 

• What steps are necessary in class to maintain 
confidentiality for you and your internship hosts and/or 
employers? 

Supplemental 
Article: Confidentiality: Liability: Why Is Confidentiality Critical to 
Human Resources? 
Summary: From an HR perspective, defines confidentiality and 
explains why it’s important. 

Supplemental 
Website: The Whistleblower Protection Programs 
Summary: Roundup of OSHA’s protections created to 
safeguard whistleblowers who report workplace offenses. 
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Topic:  Diversity*	

Resources Discussion Facilitation 

Primary 
Infographic: Diversity in the Workplace 
Summary: Defines diversity in the workplace (including diversity 
of ideas) and provides examples of how diversity can foster 
success.  

Starter: What does diversity in the workplace mean to you?    

 

Discussion prompts: 	
Facilitate group discussion by encouraging students to broaden 
their definition of diversity and consider how different experiences 
can lead to better ideas and products. 

• How might a more diverse staff improve a ______ 
business? (Provide a profession-specific example for 
students to consider.) 

• How might a lack of diversity “hurt” a company? 

• How could you improve the value of diversity in your 
workplace or internship? 

Supplemental 
Article: Why ‘Thought Diversity’ Is the Future of the Workplace 

Summary: Defines thought diversity as a business advantage 
and explains how a diverse staff encourages better ideas. 

Supplemental 
Website: U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission 
Summary: Government site that supports diversity through 
EEOC legislation. Provides employers and employees with 
information and resources.  
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Topic:  Employer-Assisted Programs  

Resources Discussion Facilitation 

Primary 
Article: A Little-Known Worker Benefit: Employee-Assistance 
Programs 

Summary: Details the kinds of programs employers often to 
help employees with issues such as childcare, mental-health 
and substance-abuse counseling, elder-care help, and financial 
counseling. Also comments that many employees don’t use the 
programs because they either aren’t aware of them or are 
concerned that accessing these programs will hurt their career. 

Starter: When work-life balance is such a hot topic in the media, 
why do you think that such a low percentage of employees access 
employee-assistance programs? 

 

Discussion prompts: 	
Facilitate group discussion by looking at the types of assistance 
offered and why companies would offer them.  

Summarize or read the first few paragraphs of the Primary 
resource that tell Wendy Wolfson’s story. 

• Do you relate to Wendy Wolfson’s story?  

• What are some different types of benefits covered by 
employer-assisted programs (EAPs)? 

• Would you ever use an EAP?  

• What benefits do employers receive when they offer these 
programs?	

Supplemental 
Article: Take Advantage of Your Employee Assistance Program 

Summary: Explains what employers get out of these programs 
(cost reductions related to worker retention and productivity). 
Also encourages employees to take advantage of these 
services and reminds us that the programs track usage, not 
individual names. 
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Topic:  Employment at Will (and Firing)  

Resources Discussion Facilitation 

Primary 
Video (1:01): Employment at Will 

Summary: Defines at-will employment and the exception: 
contracts that specifically indicate otherwise. 

Starter: In your profession, will you be an at-will employee or 
might you be part of a union with a specific contract? 

 

Discussion prompts: 	
Facilitate group discussion by encouraging students to consider 
the difference between at-will employment and contract 
employment, noting how their program of study could impact their 
employment.  

• What are some reasons that an employer might want to 
fire an employee? (Relate responses to the soft skills 
taught in this course: good communication, accepting and 
incorporating feedback, and so on.) 

• If you have an employment contract, could you quit your 
job at any time? 

• Which employees are not subject to the employment-at-
will law?	

Supplemental 
Post: At-Will Employment 

Summary: Provides information on what it means to be an at-
will employee: essentially, just as you can quit at any time for 
any reason, your employer can fire you at any time for any 
reason (except for reasons that are specified as 
discrimination/harassment). 
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Topic:  First Impressions	

Resources Discussion Facilitation 

Primary 
Infographic: The Ultimate Guide To Surviving Your First Day At 
A New Job 
Summary: Preview of what to expect on the first day and how 
to behave. 

Starter: Share one thing you did (or plan to do) well on the first 
day of your next job. 

 

Discussion prompts: Encourage students to share concerns or 
hopes they have about starting a new job. 
 

• What work would you expect to do on the first day? 
(Talk about what they might expect to learn or do that 
is specific to their profession.) 

• What would you bring/wear on the first day? (Any 
profession-specific clothing/tool needs?) 

• Appropriate socializing is important to building good 
relationships in the workplace. How will you foster 
positive interaction with your colleagues? What can 
you learn from them? 

 

Supplemental 
Article: Tips for the First Day 
Summary: Tips on dressing appropriately, expected behavior, 
and bringing items that will help you be professional and 
organized. 

Supplemental 
Article: 9 Things Successful People Do in the First Week of a 
New Job 
Summary: How to build positive relationships with colleagues, 
document and organize your work, and tips for adjusting. 
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Topic:  Hostile Work Environment (Harassment)*  

Resources Discussion Facilitation 

Primary 
Article: What Makes a Work Environment Hostile? Legal 
Guidelines to Define a Hostile Workplace 

Summary: Points out the legal requirements needed to define a 
“hostile work environment” according to the law. Shows that rude 
colleagues do not make a hostile work environment and instead 
gives specific hallmarks of the legal definition and steps to take. 

Starter: Why is the legal definition of a hostile work environment 
important to know?  

• Legal	definition: A hostile work environment is created by 
a boss or co-worker whose actions, communication, or 
behavior make doing your job impossible. 

 

Discussion prompts: 	
Encourage students to understand the difference between a work 
environment that has unpleasant issues and one that meets the 
legal definition of a hostile work environment. 

• Have you ever experienced a hostile workplace 
environment? What did you do? 

• What is the appropriate response to witnessing or being a 
victim of workplace harassment?  

• How can you avoid contributing to/creating a hostile 
workplace environment? 

• If you or someone else experiences harassment that does 
not meet the legal definition, what can you do about it? 

Supplemental 
Website/links collection: Workplace Fairness: Harassment & 
Other Workplace Problems 

Summary: Provides links to a wide variety of workplace 
harassment types including sexual, racial, bullying, fraud, 
assault, and more. Also provides links to filing a harassment 
claim and the employer role in the claim. 

Supplemental 
Website: U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission: 
Harassment 
Summary: Defines harassment and the protections afforded by 
the law. 
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Topic:  Learning versus Laboring  

Resources Discussion Facilitation 

Primary 
Video (3:14): HR Basics: Learning and Development 

Summary: Discusses why investing in employee training is 
important to the success of an organization. 

Starter: What value does a company gain when it develops the 
skills of its employees? 

 

Discussion prompts: 	
Facilitate group discussion by asking students to discuss the kind 
of professional learning they would like to participate in if “the 
boss” paid/help paid for it.  

• What’s the difference between employee training and 
employee learning and development? 

• What specific activities or tasks in your profession require 
special training or long-term development? 

• When you start a new job, how do you like to be trained? 
Are you hands on or do you prefer to observe?  

Supplemental 
Post: How Investing in Employees Ensures Your Organization’s 
Success 

Summary: Outlines why companies should invest in employee 
education: improves morale, increases retention, builds loyalty, 
and it’s good PR. 

Supplemental 
Article: From Baristas to BA-ristas 

Summary: Starbucks is helping employees pay for college 
costs. It’s good PR, but it’s also good for employee retention 
and good for business. 
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Topic:  Legal Issues*  

Resources Discussion Facilitation 

Primary 
Article: What to Do When You Spot Your Employer Doing 
Something Illegal 

Summary: Explains how to determine if your employer is 
breaking the law and what to do about it if they are (without 
jeopardizing your job). 

Starter: Can you think of some examples of illegal workplace 
activity specific to your profession? How did you learn about these 
laws? 

 

Discussion prompts: 	
Facilitate group discussion about ethics and legality in the 
workplace by encouraging students to form a response plan now 
to this potential issue. 

• How can you identify an illegal activity at work? (You can 
swing back to Confidentiality, Harassment, and Diversity 
topics if necessary.) 

• What’s the first thing you should do if you suspect 
something is illegal? 

• What impact can a boss or colleague’s illegal activity have 
on you? 

Supplemental 
Website and links: U.S. Department of Labor: Summary of the 
Major Laws of the Department of Labor 

Summary: Covers a wide range of employee protections and 
rights: workers’ comp, workplace safety and health, benefits, 
protections, and more. 

Supplemental 
Website and links: FindLaw Employment Law 

Summary: Contains information on a variety of workplace legal 
issues: hiring, wages/benefits, discrimination, privacy, family 
and medical leave, and workplace safety. 
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Topic:  Managing Conflict  

Resources Discussion Facilitation 

Primary 
Video (1:28): Work Scenarios with Co-workers 
Summary: Conflicted colleagues fight when using poor 
communication skills, but then redo the same issue using good 
communication skills to illustrate how to handle conflict at work. 

Starter: Have you ever dealt with a workplace conflict? How did 
you resolve it? 

 

Discussion prompts: 	
Facilitate group discussion by exploring how conflict can happen 
at any time, but in the workplace, there may be more at stake 
(such as a promotion or even employment). It’s important to 
control emotions and find a solution. Encourage students to think 
about how they will manage conflict now so that they have a plan 
for when it springs up. 

• What soft skills can you apply to workplace conflict? 

• Many times, it can feel like being “right” is the most 
important thing. In the workplace, remember what your 
long-term goals are and consider how conflict affects 
them. If you feel a conflict starting, what is your plan for 
handling it? 

• Conflict with a peer is one thing, but conflict with a 
manager/supervisor who is above you can be trickier. 
What is a good plan for handling conflict with a superior? 

Supplemental 
Video (11:30): Types of Conflict in the Workplace 

Summary: Describes five main causes of conflict in the 
workplace and how to manage them. 

Supplemental 
Article: 10 Tips for Tackling the Toughest Workplace Conflicts 
Summary: Lists ways to effectively handle conflict, including 
being positive, listening, being solution oriented, having 
empathy, and being introspective; offers examples. 
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Topic:  Managing Feedback  

Resources Discussion Facilitation 

Primary 
Video (2:11): How to Handle Negative Feedback at Work 

Summary: Talks about why it’s so important to maintain calm 
and confident when faced with negative feedback. If you don’t 
take it personally, negative feedback can take you far. 

Starter: Why is it so important to separate your value as a person 
from your work? 

 

Discussion prompts: 	
Facilitate group discussion by asking students to discuss the 
various ways that they have been given feedback in school, work, 
and internships. 

• What is the point of feedback? 

• Receiving performance reviews at school or work can be 
emotional. What will you do if you feel yourself becoming 
defensive or angry during a review? 

• What should you do when a review includes information 
that is not accurate? 

Supplemental 
Article: What to Do After a Bad Performance Review 

Summary: Discusses how your reaction to a bad review can 
turn into success in your career: reflect before responding, look 
for your own blind spots, develop a plan to address issues, and 
look at the big picture. 

Supplemental 
Article: How to Respond to an Employee Evaluation 

Summary: Provides concrete steps to help you appropriately 
respond to a supervisor review using reason, facts, courtesy, 
and documentation. 
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Topic:  Technology in the Workplace  

Resources Discussion Facilitation 

Primary 
Video (2:23): Digital Technology in the Workplace 

Summary: Digital technology in the office helps productivity—
and leads to longer working days. 

Starter: What technologies will you use (or have to learn) in the 
workplace? 

 

Discussion prompts: 	
Facilitate group discussion about how technology affects the way 
we work. 

• Are there any downsides to a technological workplace? If 
so, what are they? 

• Does technology create a “less human” experience?  

You also might steer the discussion toward the use of personal 
technology on site; for example, using one’s phone to message 
friends or check social media is an inappropriate use of 
personal technology.  

• What polices have your work sites had about the use of 
personal technology (social media, cell phones, tablets, 
and so on)? 

• What policies about the use of personal technology in the 
workplace are the hardest for you to follow? 

Supplemental 
Article: The Risks and Rewards of Personal Electronics in the 
Workplace 

Summary: Discusses how personal mobile devices have 
changed the way businesses manage employee tech. 

Supplemental 
Infographic: Will Telecommuting Replace the Office? How 
Technology Is Shaping the Workplace 
Summary: Provides stats-based infographic with information on 
past expectations, telecommuting, the cause of changing 
tech/work trends, what the future may hold, and worker 
satisfaction. 
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Topic:  Time Management: Work-Life  

Resources Discussion Facilitation 

Primary 
Video (3:28): How to Manage Time with 10 Tips That Work 
Summary: Shows an animation on ways to be more productive 
on the job; applies to managing job time for a job one has had 
for a while. 

Starter: Despite what the video said, you probably do already 
have some time management techniques that you use now. What 
is your favorite time management technique? 

 

Discussion prompts: 	
Facilitate group discussion by asking students to share their own 
time management tips and stumbling blocks. 

• How has your time management been challenged on jobs? 

• In your experience, which time management technique is 
the least helpful for you? 

• Can you translate your school scheduling approach to 
your career?  

Supplemental 
Article: Dealing with Stress 

Summary: Provides tips for managing work and life: getting 
your head in the game, handling mood swings, getting into a 
routine, having a confidante. 

Supplemental 
Article: 30 Time Management Tips for Work-Life Balance 
Summary: Lists things you can do throughout your day to better 
focus and stay on task. 
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Topic:  Workplace Culture  

Resources Discussion Facilitation 

Primary 
Article: Getting a Read on Corporate Culture 

Summary: Encourages interns to assess the culture of the 
company they intern with based on history, standards, 
behaviors, and leadership style. 

Starter: How would you describe the workplace culture at your 
current or past workplace?   

 

Discussion prompts: 	
Facilitate group discussion by asking students to apply workplace 
culture concepts to current and past employers. 

• Based on your workplace culture experiences, can you 
extrapolate a company value or mission? 

• What kind of workplace culture appeals to you? 

• Why does workplace culture get so much attention these 
days?  

Supplemental 
Article: Assess Company Culture to Find the Best Fit 

Summary: Encourages job candidates to search for clues into 
company workplace culture during the interview  

Supplemental 
Article: What Is Culture? 

Summary: Defines what makes up company culture, from 
behavior to relationships to benefits. 

 


