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Overview

Palliser Furniture Ltd. is considered to be Canada’s largest manufacturer of 

assembled household furniture. The company employs several thousand people who 

come from more than 70 countries and speak over 40 different languages. 

A key component of the company’s success is its commitment to provide a solid 

grounding in literacy and essential skills for all employees. Through the aid of the 

Manitoba provincial ministry responsible for workplace education, Palliser began 

offering upgrading classes in language and literacy in 1994 after conducting a 

comprehensive needs assessment. The company continues to partner with the 

province (Manitoba Labour and Immigration – Adult Language Training Branch) and 

has expanded its offerings to include numerous literacy classes as well as other 

programs that address specific needs such as:

 English as a Second Language (ESL);

 Health and Safety;

 Computer Skills;

 Retirement Planning;

 Cultural Diversity, and;

 Leadership Training. 

In addition, the company supports a broad mix of professional and personal training 

workshops and courses for both managers and employees.

Palliser is a company that cares as deeply about its workforce and the surrounding 

community as it does about its products and its clients. The Palliser workforce is 

ethnically and linguistically diverse which originates from the company’s 

commitment to reaching out to the community. The company focuses on establishing 

integrity in all relationships, promoting the dignity and value of employees, and 

striving for excellence. These values are supported by a strong tradition of workplace 

education that has at its core a commitment to helping employees reach their full 

potential.
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Program focus and type

The Palliser programs share several key objectives1.

 To ensure that employees have the right combination of generic 
employability (or soft) skills and job specific training to perform effectively in 
their jobs 

 To identify and develop employees who demonstrate leadership potential

 To build base competencies and realize employees’ full potential over 
time

 To reduce turnover, error rates, and costs associated with wasted material

 To help employees meet the changing needs of their jobs 

 To improve employee morale

Programs are focused on the development of fundamental literacy, numeracy, 

communication, teamwork, and computer skills using relevant workplace-related 

training activities. Thus, all learning materials and activities are contextual, offered 

most often in the workplace and, where possible, during work time. The concept is to 

enhance the essential skills of employees as they progress in employment and take on 

additional responsibilities which often require more advanced skills.

Most of the programs have a literacy/essential skills application. These courses 

include:

 English as a Second Language

 Reading and Writing for Lead Hands

 Manufacturing and Leadership

 Using the Computer to Read and Write

 Math Modules

Target audience

The Palliser programs are open to all employees but give particular attention to those 

employees requiring literacy, ESL, and essential skills training.

1 From Conference Board of Canada (2002). Awards for excellence in workplace literacy: Large business winner. 
Ottawa, ON: The Conference Board of Canada. Retrieved May 23, 2009 from 
http://www2.conferenceboard.ca/education/best-practices/case-studies.htm
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Evidence of effectiveness2

Since 1995, more than one thousand employees have enrolled in Palliser’s basic skills 

programs. For employees, the training offers a range of positive benefits and 

outcomes.

 Employees who participate in ESL are less likely to leave Palliser and 
many have become ESL and literacy instructors

 A number of employees who have taken literacy classes are now enrolled 
in supervisor or lead hand training where more reading and writing are 
required

 Many employees speak of having improved communication skills and 
increased self-confidence. These personal qualities translate into increased 
participation in the workforce and a desire to improve quality.

 Employees are able to move into other jobs within the company and have 
been offered promotions

For Palliser itself the workplace training improves overall company performance in 

the areas of:

 Recruiting ESL teaching assistants from among the workforce

 Developing leadership and management potential

 Expanded hiring of people with job skills and aptitudes, but who have 
English language challenges

 Developing the teamwork skills of employees which leads to fewer 
interpersonal problems on the production lines, better communication on the 
shop floor, and improved safety awareness

 Having employees who are more likely to read company documents

 Reducing waste in manufacturing process

Indications of innovation
The primary innovation of this initiative resides in the company’s stated and visible 

commitment to its employees. This is a company that believes that is has both a 

professional responsibility and moral obligation to help its employees discover and 

develop their potential through improved literacy and numeracy skills, increased 

2 Ibid and Unwin, V. (n.d). The synergy of formal and informal training in the workplace. Partnerships in Learning. 
Retrieved May 26, 2009 from http://www.partnershipsinlearning.ca/Formal_informal/text/Case%206_Palliser.pdf
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technical competencies related to furniture production, and enhanced leadership 

skills. A subsidiary innovation is the recruitment and use of trainers and teaching 

assistants from within the company who are able to learn from one another through 

regularly scheduled visits to each other’s classes.

Other innovative practices include offering ESL and essential skills training on 

company time, securing funding (50%) to support instructors, and using computer 

training as a way to build literacy skills. In addition, the company has used employee-

learners to help develop a plain language performance and evaluation process. This 

activity required the employees to map out what they and their direct reports did on 

the job and then communicate this information in a clear manner. Such detailed shop 

floor analysis results in a more complete understanding of job functions and 

performance expectations than would emerge from a top-down performance 

management strategy.

Challenges and lessons learned 

 Attitudinal challenges

Employees are not always willing to admit that they require assistance. Thus, Palliser 

tries to present programs that emphasize essential workplace skills such as 

communication and teamwork, but drop the words “literacy” and “essential skills” 

from course descriptions. This strategy makes workplace literacy programs appear 

more germane to employees who might otherwise consider them irrelevant to their 

needs and abilities.

 Skill challenges

For new immigrants the absence of foundational skills in English can make it difficult 

for an employer to build communication and offer technical training. Palliser 

mitigates this challenge by offering ESL courses that use workplace documents that 

are written in plain language. Further, the focus of these classes is on developing 

skills over time (as a cumulative process) rather than placing pressure on employees 

to develop language skills quickly. 

 Logistical challenges
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Employees can find it difficult to find the time and make the necessary transportation 

and childcare arrangements to participate in computer, numeracy, and ESL classes 

offered outside of working hours. The company removed this logistical barrier by 

regarding workplace education activities as part of the company business. Thus, these 

and other essential skill courses are offered during company time. 

 Measurement of success challenges

Palliser recognizes that while it may be sometimes difficult to assign a quantitative 

value to workplace education, the skills and productivity of employees are key factors 

in the overall health of the company. Employees are expected to play a broader, more 

responsible, and increasingly self-directed role in the workplace. Thus, the company 

takes note of increased participation and teamwork, and improved self-confidence 

and communication. Supervisors use both qualitative and quantitative measures to 

assess the impact of workplace education programs and set priorities for future 

training based upon feedback. In addition, floor employees meet with ESL and 

literacy instructors to provide insight into employee needs.

Partnerships

A key partner in the Palliser programs has been the Province of Manitoba. Many of 

the pilot courses are supported by the Manitoba Labour and Immigration Adult 

Language Training Branch which covers 50 percent of the instructors’ salaries. This 

key funding and strategic partnership is complemented by support from the company 

which provides funding and employee release time for programs. Such support results 

in literacy and basic skills programs being offered at no charge to the employees. 

Work related training courses (e.g. machining) are usually covered up to 75 percent 

and personal development courses are covered up to 50 percent of costs. In effect, the 

employees are partners in all of the Palliser programs.
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Overall impact 

Immigrants and refugees make up 70 per cent of Palliser’s workforce. By offering 

settlement services, essential skills training, and ESL classes at work, Palliser is able 

to help many new Canadians become productive and engaged citizens. 

Palliser’s learning program demonstrates the company’s commitment to developing 

employee potential through basic and essential skills education. In addition, the 

company’s success illustrates that the key to realizing employee potential is through 

the provision of basic and essential skills training (often coupled with other training 

in computer skills and workplace processes) complemented by technical and 

interpersonal skills training. This commitment and success has been profiled in 

numerous reports and recognized by many organizations including the Conference 

Board of Canada. 

Specifically, the Palliser experience reveals that successful workplace education 

programs begin with an unwavering belief in the capacity of adults to learn at any 

time and in any place during their lives. Further, this commitment must be coupled 

with a strong commitment from senior management to engage employees and 

supervisors in the development and provision of training. 

Put simply, the Palliser experience confirms that lifelong learning is the best blueprint 

for a better business.
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