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RECEPTION  
On Wednesday, February 26, delegates were introduced to 
Taking the Next Steps Together: A Collaborative Approach to 
Workplace Essential Skills Development through an informal reception held at the Hyatt.   
 
The evening was sponsored by ConocoPhillips Canada, and Brian Plesuk, Manager Community 
and Aboriginal Relations, was on hand to welcome symposium participants. Brian spoke of his 
great admiration for those who have committed themselves to improving the lives of others 
through their work addressing essential skills. He also stressed the need for these efforts to be 
expanded to include all groups within society, especially in light of changing demographics and 
critical skills shortages.  
 

ConocoPhillips Canada  
 
ConocoPhillips Canada is headquartered in Calgary and has approximately 1100 employees. The 
company is a wholly owned subsidiary of Houston based ConocoPhillips and was formed in 2002 
following the merger of Conoco Inc. and Phillips Petroleum. A fully integrated energy company, 
ConocoPhillips is globally involved in every aspect of the oil and natural gas industry. The 
company operates in over 40 countries, has over 55,000 employees around the globe, and 
US$81 billion of assets. ConocoPhillips stock is listed on the New York Stock Exchange under 
the symbol "COP." 
 
ConocoPhillips Canada's diverse mix of oil and gas exploration and development opportunities 
stretch from Western Canada to the Frontier regions of the Far North and offshore Atlantic 
Canada. Alberta's oil sands resources are also a significant part of the company’s portfolio, with 
interests in Syncrude and the Surmont Project, located near the town of Fort McMurray. In 
western Canada, the company holds conventional oil and gas interests in Alberta, northeast 
British Columbia and southwest Saskatchewan. ConocoPhillips operates about 77 per cent of 
production and has working interest in over 10 million net acres in western Canada. 
 
The company’s legacy projects include: 
 Far North, with a 75 per cent interest in the Parsons Lake field 
 Surmont Oil Sands Project, as operator and 43.5 percent owner 
 Offshore Atlantic Canada – 5.4 million acres and a 20 % interest in the Newburn H-23 well 

 
ConocoPhillip’s ongoing commitment to its stakeholders is supported through the principle of 
sustainable development and its SPIRIT values (safety, people, integrity, responsibility, 
innovation and teamwork). This is the foundation upon which the company builds relationships 
with communities where it operates, managing the social, economic and environmental 
elements of everything it does. 
   
ConocoPhillips Canada is also a partner in the Mackenzie Gas Project (MGP) together with 
Imperial, Shell, ExxonMobil (the Producer Group) and the Aboriginal Pipeline Group. As part of 
its northern work, ConocoPhillips Canada seeks opportunities to work with education and 
training institutions like Aurora College and the Beaufort-Delta Education Council. Workplace 
essential skills are an important part of these training collaborations. 
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WELCOME 
 
Irma Mohammed, on behalf of the Western Canada Workplace Essential Skills Training Network 
(WWestnet), welcomed delegates to Taking the Next Steps Together: A Collaborative 
Approach to Workplace Essential Skills Development. She explained that during the 
symposium (aimed at workplace, college, employment preparation, union trainers, and program 
managers), WWestnet would address essential skills training as a continuum and identify ways 
that workplace and non-workplace-based trainers could work collaboratively to develop the 
essential skills workers need. Irma added that the symposium would also tackle the less concrete 
essential skills – problem solving, decision making, and critical thinking. Specifically, the following 
topics would be featured: 

♦ a national essential skills update   
♦ essential skills from the perspective of business, labour, First Nations, and apprenticeship 

♦ working collaboratively to address essential skills training challenges (case studies)   

♦ a look at some real life collaborations  

♦ how to assess learning difficulties in the workplace   

♦ the challenge of addressing the “other” essential skills: problem solving, decision 
making, critical thinking 

♦ two innovative ideas to support a collaborative approach to essential skills training: 
AWAL and Skills Passports 

 
 

Irma then reminded delegates of the symposium objectives: 

♦ to reinforce the importance of the inclusion of workplace essential skills in all types of 
training programs: apprenticeship, college/institutional, workplace, union, community-
based, and Aboriginal   

♦ to facilitate a collaborative approach to essential skills development (among workplace 
and non-workplace based trainers and program developers) in order to promote the 
goals identified in Knowledge Matters 

♦ to explore how critical thinking, problem solving and decision making (skills highlighted 
in the Innovation Strategy) can be addressed in workplace and non-workplace based 
training programs  

♦ to foster a dialogue around the relationship and interaction between non-workplace 
based and on-the-job training programs with a focus on workplace essential skills 
development in order to streamline the essential skills elements addressed in training 
programs, improve interfacing, and maximize outcomes 

♦ to provide WWestnet and the NLS (Human Resources Skills Development) with an idea 
of what is needed to strengthen a collaborative approach to workplace essential skills 
training, and to better prepare trainers to address the critical thinking skills highlighted 
in the Innovation Strategy   

 
Irma acknowledged the National Literacy Secretariat (Human Resources Skills Development) for 
its ongoing support and thanked the NLS (HRSD) for its sponsorship of the event.  
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SYMPOSIUM RATIONALE 
 
Taking the Next Steps Together: A Collaborative Approach to Workplace Essential 
Skills Development differed from WWestnet’s most recent training events in several ways. 
Taking it to the Street: Incorporating Essential Skills Into Your Training Agenda (April 17-19, 
2002) was a workplace essential skills training workshop that addressed the specific needs of 
workplace and union trainers. The workshop examined essential skills issues from the 
perspective of on-the-job trainers seeking ways to integrate Workplace Essential Skills (WES) 
into technical or labour-related training agendas. Destination Integration:  Workplace Essential 
Skills Across the Technical Curriculum targeted college/institutional instructors by providing 
them with WES training they could incorporate in their non-workplace based vocational training, 
academic upgrading and employment preparation programs.  
  
Taking the Next Steps Together: A Collaborative Approach to Workplace Essential Skills 
Development brought together trainers from a variety of backgrounds in a symposium that was 
not directed at the needs of a particular training sector. Rather, it provided an opportunity for 
trainers from all contexts to view essential skills training issues from a number of perspectives. 
The goal was to help trainers understand how essential skills training is a continuum and to 
identify ways that workplace and non-workplace based trainers can work collaboratively to 
develop the essential skills workers need. Although this symposium presented important 
information that could be applied in diverse training environments, the event was intended 
more as a forum to allow different training groups to learn about the kinds of training each 
delivers, the diverse training realities experienced by trainers, the essential skills needs of a 
variety of end users, and which training resources can and should be shared.  
 
It was also hoped that the symposium would open a dialogue and promote cross-cutting 
partnerships and interactions. These outcomes have not been possible in recent WWestnet 
events where the purpose of the workshops was to focus upon one training sector at a time 
and to address the specific curriculum issues each of these groups faces when integrating 
essential skills development into training programs. As a result, Taking the Next Steps Together 
was a culmination event, a “next steps” symposium, a way of bringing together a collection of 
skills training drivers to see what a more holistic and collaborative approach to WES 
development might look like.  
 
Taking the Next Steps Together: A Collaborative Approach to Workplace Essential Skills 
Development also took WWestnet in a new direction. To date, WWestnet has focused primarily 
on the more tangible or more “directly trainable” essential skills – reading, writing, document 
use, numeracy, computer use, etc. With the strong focus in Canada on the need to create a 
more innovative workforce, developing essential skills such as problem solving, decision making, 
and critical thinking has become very important. “Countries that succeed in the 21st century will 
be those with citizens who are creative, adaptable and skilled. Our people - their skills, talents, 
knowledge and creativity - are the key to our future success” (Knowledge Matters). These 
analytical thinking skills are more difficult to address in training environments; in addition, there 
is not as much information readily available in terms of what is needed in this regard and how 
best these needs can be met. Taking the Next Steps Together was WWestnet’s first attempt to 
explore these “other” essential skills from a training perspective and to identify possible 
collaborative approaches to training in these areas.    
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WWESTNET – A BACKGROUNDER 
 
In November 1993, representatives from western Canadian business, labour, education and 
government met to discuss their experiences and concerns regarding workplace essential skills 
development in western Canada. They discovered that having the opportunity to learn from 
each other was extremely valuable. As a result, this small group made a commitment to explore 
the broader needs of western Canadian business and labour in terms of essential skills training, 
and to become a catalyst for change.    
 
WWestnet (the Western Canada Workplace Essential Skills Training Network) has remained a 
multi-sectoral group of western Canadian volunteers who recognize that all sectors must share 
the responsibility for building a workforce with the necessary knowledge, skills and abilities to 
keep pace with change.  
 
To date, WWestnet has hosted seven very successful Workplace Essential Skills 
conferences/workshops, and publishes a newsletter, The Bottom Line. WWestnet also 
recognizes champions of workplace literacy, supports the development of workplace practitioner 
training, promotes research addressing the issues, and uses its network to communicate 
information about Workplace Essential Skills initiatives. 
 
WWestnet Committee Members: 
 

Lloyd Campbell, Syncrude Canada Ltd. 
Rob Despins, Dunlop Standard Aerospace 
Naomi Frankel, Canadian Union of Public Employees 
Herman Hansen, Boeing Canada Technology 
Greg Maruca, AB Union of Provincial Employees 
Irma Mohammed, BC Federation of Labour 
Jonas Sammons, University of Manitoba 
Nancy Steel, Bow Valley College 
Ron Torgerson, SK Federation of Labour  
Sue Turner, BC Hydro 

 
 

 

THANK-YOU SO MUCH!! 
 
WWestnet would like to thank all of its project sponsors for making the symposium an 
enjoyable learning event! 
 

ConocoPhillips Canada  (opening reception) 

The Alberta Union of Provincial Employees  (Day 1 debriefing event) 

Boeing Canada Technology  (refreshment break) 

Dunlop Standard University  (refreshment break) 



 
taking the next steps together:  Final Report and Resource Guide 

 
W W   

 

 5

GREETINGS FROM THE NLS 
 
Allison Dixon extended greetings to delegates on behalf of Lianne Vardy, Director of the 
National Literacy Secretariat. Allison conveyed Lianne’s regrets that she could not attend the 
symposium.  

 
Allison’s comments were as follows: 
 
On behalf of the National Literacy Secretariat, I would like to take this opportunity to welcome 
you to the WWestnet Symposium which I hope will help to demonstrate the importance of 
workplace literacy and essential skills in all types of programs whether they are community, 
college, or workplace based. 
 
First, however, I know many of you have questions about what is happening with the changes 
in the federal government in Ottawa since Prime Minister Paul Martin took over the leadership 
at the end of November and what it means for the National Literacy Secretariat. I would like to 
take a few moments and explain some of these changes. 
 
As you know, on December 12, 2003, Prime Minister Paul Martin announced the members of his 
Cabinet and the transformation of Human Resources Development Canada into two 
departments - the Department of Human Resources and Skills Development, and the 
Department of Social Development. The National Literacy Secretariat is part of the new 
Department of Human Resources Skills Development (HRSD) under Minister Joseph Volpe. Mr. 
Wayne G. Wouters and Ms. Maryantonett Flumian remain Deputy Minister and Associate Deputy 
Minister, respectively. Although a very fluid time for the organization, the work of the National 
Literacy Secretariat remains unchanged, and it is “business and usual” as we continue to 
provide the same levels of service and funding for literacy that we have for the past sixteen 
years. 

 
As many of you know, since 1988, the National Literacy Secretariat has been working to ensure 
Canadians have opportunities to develop the ever-expanding literacy skills needed to manage in 
everyday life. The National Literacy Secretariat encourages partners throughout Canada to 
invest in literacy (with our support) in order to develop learning materials, improve access to 
literacy programs for all Canadians in every region of the country, increase public awareness of 
the importance of literacy, improve coordination and information sharing among the many 
partners addressing literacy, and advance literacy research. 
 
Our partnerships are very important to the National Literacy Secretariat. We recognize that 
there are many players involved in expanding the literacy skills of Canadians. Over the years, 
the National Literacy Secretariat has encouraged and supported a number of partnerships 
including those with other federal departments, provincial/territorial governments, business and 
labour organizations, literacy and non-literacy organizations, and other non-governmental 
organizations. Supporting symposia such as this one is one way the National Literacy Secretariat 
helps to disseminate important information on literacy and essential skills as well as developing 
its networking capacity to develop partnerships and link existing organizations who may have 
otherwise not realized the power of working together. 
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As we get settled into the 21st Century, literacy and essential skills are becoming increasingly 
important tools for every Canadian to have in order to participate fully in our knowledge-based 
economy. We also realize the significance of learning throughout one’s life – learning just 
doesn’t stop when you leave the formal education system. I believe that fostering a culture of 
lifelong learning amongst Canadians will present our biggest challenge in the coming years. 
 
Literacy skills are skills that you can lose if they are not used. Recognizing that literacy begins in 
early life but that it is just as important in adulthood is a concept that is often overlooked when 
talking about Canada’s labour market requirements. 
 
In our society, having strong literacy and essential skills improves our quality of life by reducing 
crime rates, increasing the health of our citizens, creating wealth, and fostering civic 
participation, to name a few. 
 
 Literacy skills are the foundation upon which all other learning is built, and I encourage you to 
think about how incorporating literacy and essential skills in your own work environments and 
life contexts would contribute to creating a culture of lifelong learning in Canada. 
 
Once again, I would like to thank you for inviting me here today, and I look forward to listening 
and learning alongside you during this symposium. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Irma Mohammed – symposium facilitator extrordinaire. 
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SESSION 1:  ESSENTIAL SKILLS NATIONAL UPDATE 
 
 

Presenter: Chris Bates (Human Resources Partnership Directorate) 
 

 
 

Overview: 
 
Chris Bates (Human Resources Partnership Directorate) provided a summary of the roles the 
Department of Human Resources and Skills Development (HRSD), Human Resources 
Partnership (HRP) Directorate, and the National Literacy Secretariat (NLS) play in essential skills 
development. He also sketched a national “picture” of what is happening in terms of workplace 
essential skills initiatives across the country. As part of his presentation, Chris introduced 
delegates to the new minister of HRSD Canada, the Honourable Joseph Volpe, and provided 
some insights into what Canadians can expect in the future in regard to Canada’s essential skills 
agenda. 
 
Chris explained that Essential Skills are the skills people need for work, learning and life. They 
provide the foundation for learning all other skills and are the cornerstones of lifelong learning. 
Through extensive research, the Government of Canada and other national and international 
agencies have identified and validated nine Essential Skills (reading text, document use, 
numeracy, writing, oral communication, working with others, thinking skills, computer use, 
continuous learning). These Skills are used in virtually all occupations and throughout daily life 
in different forms and at different levels of complexity. For example, writing skills are required 
in a broad range of occupations. Some workers write simple forms while others write complex 
monthly reports. Although the specific form and complexity level may vary for the workers, the 
Essential Skill of “writing” is necessary for them to succeed in their occupations.  
 
Chris told delegates that the Essential Skills and Workplace Literacy Initiative launched 
on April 1, 2003, helps to ensure Canadians have the right skills for changing work and life 
demands. Its goal is to enhance the skill levels of Canadians who are entering – or already in – 
the workforce. The initiative does this by increasing awareness and understanding of Essential 
Skills, supporting the development of tools and applications, building on existing research, and 
working with other Government of Canada programs.  
 
He stressed that an increasing number of Canadians are recognizing the importance of lifelong 
learning and workplace skills training as they are closely linked to productivity, adaptability, and 
innovation. The Government of Canada has been working with businesses, labour groups, 
governments, educators and other stakeholders from across the country to develop a wide 
range of tools and applications that promote innovative approaches to assessing and developing 
skills. The ongoing development of these tools is helping employers and workers understand 
training requirements as well as improving the ability of Canadians to acquire and upgrade the 
skills they need to succeed in the workplace.   
 
Chris reinforced his points through an entertaining PowerPoint. He also referred delegates to 
the Government’s essential skills website www.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/essentialskills. 
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What Are Essential Skills Profiles? 
 
Essential Skills profiles describe how each of the nine essential skills are used by workers in a 
particular occupation. Over the past several years, the Government of Canada has conducted 
extensive research examining the skills people use in the workplace. From this research and 
through interviews with workers, managers, practitioners, and leading researchers, close to 200 
Essential Skills profiles for various occupations of the National Occupational Classification (NOC) 
have been developed. (See Resource Section at the end of this report). To date, profiles have 
been completed for all occupations requiring high school education or less. Research is ongoing 
to complete occupations requiring university or college education, or apprenticeship training. 
 
What do profiles include? 

• A brief description of the occupation. 
• A list of the most important Essential Skills. 
• Example tasks that illustrate how each Essential Skill is applied. 
• Complexity ratings that indicate the level of difficulty, from level 1 (basic) to levels 4/5 

(advanced), of the example tasks. 
• The physical aspects of performing the job and the attitudes that workers feel are 

needed to do the job well. 
• Future trends affecting Essential Skills. 

 
How can profiles be used? 

• To develop workplace training programs, learning plans, and job descriptions. 
• To check the skills needed for occupations. 
• To investigate career options. 
• To create educational tools to enhance Essential Skills development. 

 
Who uses the profiles? 

• Curriculum Developers 
• Trainers and Teachers 
• Guidance/Career Counsellors 
• Employers/Employees 
• Parents/Mentors 
• Learners (Adults, Youth) 
• Workplace Researchers 

 
Search for a profile by: 

• Occupation 
• Key Words 
• Most Important Skills 
• Skill Levels 
• Advanced Searches 

 
 

Website: www.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca 
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Meet the new Minister 
 

The Honourable Joseph Volpe, P.C., M.P. 
Minister of Human Resources and Skills Development 

Riding: Eglinton–Lawrence (Ontario) 

Joe Volpe was first elected to the House of Commons in 1988 and was re-elected in all 
subsequent elections. He has served as a member of the Standing Committee on Industry, 
Science and Technology. From 1999 to 2000, he served as Chair of the Standing Committee on 
Natural Resources and Government Operations. 

From 1998 to 1999, he served as Chair of the Standing Committee on Health. Under his 
leadership, the Committee completed a comprehensive study of national health products in 
Canada, and an extensive study on the state of organ transplantation in Canada. He also served 
as Parliamentary Secretary to the Minister of Health from 1996 to 1998. 

The Minister currently serves as Co-Chair of the Canada-China Legislative Association, as well as 
Chair of the Canada-China Parliamentary Friendship Group. 

Before entering politics, Mr. Volpe was a school principal. He holds a Master of Education 
degree from the University of Toronto. He is married and has four children. 

Mr. Volpe supports “human capital development and labour market development, and is 
dedicated to establishing a culture of lifelong learning for Canadians.” 

 
 
 

Delegates listening to the message. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Chris Bates 
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Essential Skills National Update  
 
Slide 
01 

Les compétences essentiellesLes compétences essentielles
Des compétences pour réussir

Essential SkillsEssential Skills
Skills to Build On

WWestnet
February 26, 2004

 
 
 

 
Slide 

04 
 

9 Essential Skills

• Reading Text
• Document Use 
• Numeracy 
• Writing
• Oral Communication
• Working with Others
• Computer Use
• Continuous Learning
• Thinking Skills

Enabling skills used in:

Life
Learning
Workplace

What are Essential Skills?

 
 
 

 
Slide 
02 

A: B:  Working with   
Others

Thinking Skills

#1
Which of the following is not an

Essential Skill?

C:
D:  Kissing up to the 

bossDocument Use

 
 
 

 
Slide 
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 New Minister

• M.P. for Eglinton—
Lawrence (Toronto) since 
1988.

• Holds a Master of 
Education degree from the 
University of Toronto.

• Was a school principal 
before entering politics.

The Honourable
Joseph Volpe, P.C., M.P.
Minister of Human 
Resources and Skills 
Development

 
 
Slide 
03 

D

Kissing up to 
the boss

 
 
 

 
Slide 

06 
 

Government of Canada’s role
in Essential Skills

Human Resources and
Skills Development Canada

Human Resources
Partnerships

National Literacy
Secretariat

Essential Skills and Workplace Literacy Initiative
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Slide 
07 

Speech from the Throne (2004)

“To meet the challenges of the new 
economy, Canada’s workers must 
have the opportunity to upgrade their 
skills, to improve their literacy, to 
learn on the job, to move onto the 
path of lifelong learning.”

 
Slide 

10 

 
Slide 
08 

Prime Minister’s response to the 
Speech from the Throne (2004)
“We intend to work with unions on 
their training sites, with businesses in 
the workplace, through sector 
councils — to develop a new 
Workplace Skills Strategy, boosting 
literacy and other essential job skills 
for apprentices and workers.”

 

 
Slide 

11 

 
Slide 
09 

Workplace Skills Strategy
• Producing the right skills at the right time and place, 

maximize the use of workforce and optimize growth and 
productivity.

• Department reorganized to have the following activities:
– FCR;
– LMI, 
– Jobscluster;
– ES;
– SC; and
– Apprenticeship.

• This new strategy will provide policy orientations for ES 
and will significantly impact the work we do.

 
Slide 

12 
Karen Jackson

Assistant Deputy Minister
Workplace Skills Branch

Don DeJong
Director General

Human Resources Partnerships

David Thornton
Director

Skills Information

Silvano Tocchi
Associate Director
Skills Information

Chris Bates
Outreach

Jean-Bernard Daudelin/
Tony Falsetto

Applications

Dave Jelly
Research

Colleen Meloche
Synergy
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Slide 
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The Essential Skills and Workplace 
Literacy Initiative operates with four 
streams of activity:

Applications

Research

Outreach

Synergy

Increase awareness and understanding 
of Essential Skills. 

Build on existing research.

Work with other Government of Canada 
programs.

Support the development of tools and 
applications.

 
Slide 

16 
Research
Undertake research that expands the 
knowledge base while increasing Essential 
Skills profiles for higher level occupations.
• 191 occupational profiles currently available; by 2005 

over 300; by 2007 all of NOC 
• Updating the Readers Guide.
• SSHRC research grants.
• Other research topics: return on training investment, 

the best method of developing new assessment tools 
and the transferability of Essential Skills between 
workplaces.

• Revisit validity and application of some of the scales 
(e.g. Computer Use).

 
Slide 
14 

Outreach
Build a national understanding of the 
importance of and ways to acquire 
Essential Skills while maintaining and 
building new partnerships.
• Workshops across Canada.
• Brochure. 
• Fact sheets. 
• Web site.
• Resource guide.

 
Slide 

17 

A: B:
Over 100 
occupations

Close to 200 
occupations.

#4
Essential Skills profiles have

been developed for:

C: D:
All occupations 
requiring secondary 
education or less

All of the 
above

 
Slide 
15 

Synergy
Expand synergies and partnerships to 
integrate Essential Skills into other 
Government of Canada programs.
– HRSD:

• Employment Benefits and Support Measures;
• Labour Market Directorate; 
• Youth Initiatives; and
• Aboriginal Relations Office.

– Other government departments:
• Citizenship and Immigration Canada.
• Correctional Services Canada.

 
Slide 

18 

D

All of the 
above
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Applications
Provide funding to support to the 
development of projects designed to 
enhance Essential Skills.
– In November 2003, funding for 15 projects 

was announced ($5,553,758).
– Funding for the Essential Skills and 

Workplace Literacy Initiative is delivered in 
partnership with the National Literacy 
Secretariat (NLS).

 
Slide 

22 

A: B:Synergy Outreach

#9
Which of the following in not a 

Stream of activity for the 
Essential Skills Initiative?

C: D:Innovation Research

 
Slide 
20 

Some Current Partners
• Association of Canadian Community Colleges.
• Canadian Trucking Human Resources Council.
• Construction Sector Council.
• Canadian Operating Engineers Joint 

Apprenticeship Council.
• Bow Valley College.
• SkillPlan.
• Centre for Canadian Language Benchmarks.
• Centre for Education and Work.
• Camosun College.

 
Slide 

23 

C

Innovation

 
Slide 
21 

Future policy orientations
• Workplace Essential Skills training.
• Embed Essential Skills in school, 

apprenticeship and college curricula.
• Ensure immigrants have Essential Skills 

needed in Canada.
• Developing approaches to help 

Canadians who are vulnerable to 
workplace change.

 
Slide 

24 

Thank you!

chris.bates@hrdc-drhc.gc.ca
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SESSION 2:  PROVIDING A CONTEXT 
 
 

Presenter: Scott Murray (Statistics Canada) 
 

 
 
 

Overview: 
 
Scott Murray (Statistics Canada) provided a context for the symposium by positioning essential 
skills in terms of their importance as a Canadian issue. He presented current essential skills data 
from a variety of sources so that delegates would have a realistic idea of what has been 
accomplished and what still needs to be addressed. Scott also examined how Canadians are 
doing in terms of their problem-solving, decision making and critical thinking skills.  
 
One of the many studies Scott addressed was the 1994 International Adult Literacy Survey or 
IALS (see reference section at the end of this report). This was the first multi-country and multi-
language assessment of adult literacy. Initially conducted in eight industrialized countries, the 
survey's goals were to develop scales for comparisons of literacy performance among people 
with a wide range of abilities, and to compare literacy across cultures and languages. Since 
1994, additional countries have been surveyed, bringing the total to 20 - Australia, Belgium 
(Flanders), Canada, Chile, Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, 
Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Slovenia, Sweden, Switzerland, the 
United Kingdom and the United States. IALS provides the world’s first reliable and comparable 
estimates of the level and distribution of literacy skills in the adult population, and offers new 
insights into the factors that influence the development of adult skills at home and at work. 
 
In late 2004, the first report from the International Adult Literacy and Skills Survey (IALSS) will 
be released. (IALSS is known internationally as the Adult Literacy and Lifeskills Survey or ALL). 
The IALSS is designed to measure competency in particular skills thought to be important to 
economic and social success. These skills include prose and document literacy, numeracy, 
problem-solving, teamwork, and information and communication technology literacy. IALSS is a 
joint project of the Canadian and United States governments (Statistics Canada and the 
National Centre for Educational Statistics) and the Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD). One of the results will be an estimate of change in the literacy 
proficiency of the adult population, 16 and over, in Canada since the 1994 IALS study.   
 
Scott also reviewed in some detail the OECD’s Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA), a three-year survey of the knowledge and skills of 15-year olds in industrialized 
countries (including Canada) that assessed how successful these young people have been in 
acquiring the knowledge and skills necessary for full participation in society. The study focused 
on student performance in reading, mathematical and scientific literacy and revealed factors 
that influence the development of these skills. PISA 2003 explores a revised mathematical 
literacy and new problem solving frameworks. PISA 2003 is not limited to assessing what 
students learn in school, but rather, the extent to which young people are prepared for adult 
life, including the world of work.  
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Essential Skills:
Tools For Life

T. Scott Murray, Statistics Canada
A presentation to WWestnet

Calgary, Alberta
February 26, 2004

Telephone: (613) 951-9035
e-mail address: scotmur@statcan.ca

http://www.ets.org/all/
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• Skills are important to several pressing policy issues;
concerns about skill barriers to economic growth, 
productivity growth and rates of technological 
innovation
concerns about the role of skill in creating social 
inequity in economic outcomes
concerns about the quality of educational output

Key policy drivers:
demographics
globalization of markets
multinationals
diffusion of information and communication 
technologies
competition from the developing world

Why we care about skills and learning:
Sources of policy interest
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Policy Questions Related to Skills

• What level of skill demand is required to meet economic 
objectives?

• What level of skill demand is required to meet social 
objectives e.g. active social participation, tolerance?

• What are current levels of skill demand in various contexts 
i.e. at work, at home, in the community? How is demand 
expected to change over the medium term?

• What is the current supply of skill? How is the supply of 
skill expected to evolve over the medium term?

• Is the supply of skill adequate to meet anticipated social 
and economic demand?

• Is there evidence that macroeconomic growth (productivity 
growth, technical innovation) are constrained by skill 
shortages?
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Policy Questions Related to Skills (cont’d)

• If not what is the nature of any identified skill deficits?

• What role could the initial education system play in 
meeting these skill deficits? Could improvements in the 
quantity, quality or social distribution of skill flowing out 
of the initial education system meet expected demand?

• What role could the adult learning system – formal, 
informal, non-formal-play in generating missing skill?
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• Is there evidence of market failure? To what extent is 
the social, economic, educational and health opportunity 
of individuals constrained by their skill level?

• To what extent can observed social inequities in adult 
outcomes be attributed to inequitable distributions of 
skill at earlier stages?

• To what degree do rapidly increasing skill levels in 
developing nations pose a threat to the economic 
performance of OECD countries?

• To what degree, and in what way, can government 
mitigate market failure, particularly in the adult 
learning system? Should they intervene on the demand 
side, the supply side or both?

North American and European Policy 
Questions Related to Learning Systems (Cont’d)
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Definitions of human and 
social capital

Human capital: the knowledge skills, 
competences and other attributes enbodied
in individuals that are relevant to 
economic activity (OECD)

Social capital: networks, norms and trust that 
allow social agents and institutions to be more 
effective in achieving common objectives. 
(Coleman)
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Essential skills:
• Are useful in multiple life contexts;

• Are required to meet the demands of a broad range of 
work organizations and technologies of production;

• Are required to meet the demands of a broad range of 
work organizations and technologies of production;

• Support different types of thinking:  practical, crystalized
fluid and creative;

• Support four aspects of work: knowledge generation, 
knowledge integration, knowledge application and 
knowledge acquisition;

• Are associated with social economic , educational and 
health outcomes;

• Can be learned and taught;

• Improve individual’s ability to adapt to change and to 
shape their environment.
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The Essential Skills identified
ESRP are:

Equivalent Skills measured 
in ALL

–  Reading Text         Prose literacy
–  Document Use         Document literacy
–  Writing
–  Numeracy (Math)         Numeracy
–  Oral Communication         Speaking and listening
–  Thinking Skills, including:
    · Problem Solving
    · Decision Making
    · Job Task Planning and Organizing         Problem solving
    · Significant Use of Memory
    · finding Information
–  Working with Others         Teamwork
–  Computer Use         ICTL
–  Continuous Learning         Adult education and training participation
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• Prose Literacy: the knowledge and skills needed to 
understand and use information from text including 
editorials, news stories, poems and fiction;

• Document Literacy: the knowledge and skills required 
to locate and use information contained in various 
format, including job applications, payroll forms, 
transportation schedules, maps, tables and graphics;

• Numeracy: the knowledge and skills required to 
understand, use, interpret and communicate 
mathematical information contained  in different life 
situations.

Skills description
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• Problem solving: the knowledge and skills required in 
elaborating projects, identifying relevant information in 
order to plan and analyze (e.g. finding an apartment, 
organizing an event, etc);

• Information, Communication and Technology 
Literacy (ICTL): measures of different technologies, 
computers and internet use in the work setting and in 
general, training and computer skills development, and 
attitude toward new technologies.

• Tacit knowledge, ICT, team work, speaking and listening.

Skills description
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What skills are:  The ALL and 
ESRP Skill Domains

Firm & Job 
Specific Skills and 

bodies of knowledge
Not Portable

Using tools
associated

with pervasive 
technologies of 

production e.g. ICT’s

Analytic  Problem Solving
• decision making
• job task planning and   
organizing

• significant use of 
memory

Workplace 
Inter-Personal
• teamwork
• leadership
• practical intelligence

Portable

Workplace Skills

Motor Skills Numeracy

Oral 
Communication
• Speaking
• listening

Intra-personal
Ability to Learn
• Motivation
• metacognition

Written 
Communications
• reading - text
• reading - document
• writing

Portable
Essential Skills

…depend upon 

…depend upon 

 
Slide 12 

12

Theoretical Framework:
A “Markets” model of skill

Markets 
for 
skill

Skill Supply = skill 
stock + net skill 
flow
+ quality of early
childhood experience
+ quantity of primary
and secondary education
+ quantity and quality of 
tertiary
+ quantity and quality of
adult learning (formal,
non-formal, informal)
+/- immigration
+/- emmigration
- skill loss associated 
with insufficient demand
+/- social demand for skill
+/- economic demand for
skill

Outcomes

Skill Demand

• Economic
• Social

• Citizenship
• Consumer markets
• Health
• Culture 

MICRO MESO MACRO
•  Economic 
•  Social 
•  Educational 
•  Health
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• inclusion
• average
• quality

• access
• persistence to 
completion
• skill level

• equity
• opportunity costs

• institutional 
efficiency
• insurance costs

• physical health
• mental health
• mortality
• morbidity

• trust
• social capital

• volunteering
• community 
participation

• overall growth rates
• speed of adjustment

• firm profitability
• productivity
• adaptability of 
firms and 
communities
• power distributions 
within families

• employability
• wages
• reliance on social 
transfers

MACRO
(economies, societies, 
regions, special population) 

MESO (firms, 
communities, 
schools, families)

MICRO
(individuals)

Economic

Social

Health

Educational

Outcomes associated with skill
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0.5 1.0 1.5 2.0 2.5 3.0 3.5 4.0 4.5

Other goods

Skilled goods

Service

Data manipulation

Data

Management

Knowledge

Standardized factor score (anchored at 2.5)

0 1 2 3 4

Skilled goods

Other goods

Data manipulation

All occupations

Services

Management

Knowledge

Data

Per cent

Reading demand and employment growth by aggregated occupational groups

Source: International Adult Literacy Survey

Occupational groups are ranked by the median of reading demand at work

A. Distribution of reading demand at work at the 10th, 
25th, 50th, 75th and 90th percentiles on a standardized 
factor scale by aggregated occupational groups, 
employed population aged 25 to 65, Canada, 1993-1998

B. Average employment growth by 
aggregated occupational groups, 
employed population aged 25 to 65, 
Canada, 1993-1998

Average employment growth in percent

The demand for skill is rising rapidly 
in the Canadian economy…
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Demand for Literacy and Numeracy in the 
Canadian Labour Market is high…

– HRDC has profiled the skill requirements of 181 occupations requiring only 
high school graduation.  Collectively, these occupations account for 54% of all 
employment.

– The following table reveals that the majority of these occupations may require 
reading, writing numeracy and document use at Level 3 or above.

Source:  HRDC, ESRP

NOC Skill
Level

ES Complexity 
Level

Reading  Writing  Numeracy  
  Document 

  Use 
B Level 2 48% 39% 48% 48%

Level 3 48% 26% 43% 43%
Level 4 22% 9% 22% 9%
Level 5 0% 0% 0% 4%

C Level 2 100% 90% 97% 100%
Level 3 94% 42% 73% 88%
Level 4 21% 10% 11% 8%
Level 5 1% 1% 2% 0%

D Level 2 100% 100% 100% 100%
Level 3 93% 36% 43% 71%
Level 4 14% 7% 0% 0%
Level 5 0% 0% 0% 0%

Percentage of Profiles by NOC Skill Level with Tasks at Complexity Levels 2, 3, 4 and 5
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Canada’s average skill level is relatively high but we 
have a very wide range of skill…
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Canada has a relatively large proportion of adults 
below level 3…
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Document literacy levels among low educated adults

Per cent of population aged 16-65 who have not completed upper secondary education but 
who score at Levels 3 and 4/5 on the document scale, 1994-1998

Countries are ranked by the proportion of the population without upper secondary 
graduation who are at Levels 3 and 4/5
Source:  International Adult Literacy Survey, 1994-1998.

Canada’s dropouts are relatively unskilled…
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GDP PER CAPITA AND LITERACY
A.  Relationship between GDP per capita1 and per cent at prose literacy

Levels 1 and 2, population aged 16-65, 1994-1998

Analyses reveal a strong relationship between 
various indicators of macro-economic performance
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Note: Probability values in blue-shaded ranges are based on observed scale scores with 
sufficient effective sample sizes.

Source: International Adult Literacy Survey, 1994-1998.

Probability of unemployment and literacy proficiency

Probability of being unemployed according to prose literacy score, 
for men aged 16-25 with less than upper secondary education, 1994-1998

At the individual level skill exerts a strong influence 
on the probability of experiencing unemployment
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A u s t r a l ia
U n it e d  S t a t e s

I r e l a n d
P o r t u g a l

H u n g a r y
D e n m a r k

S l o v e n ia
N e t h e r l a n d s

B e l g i u m  ( F l a n d e r s )
S w i t z e r l a n d

S w e d e n
C h i le

C z e c h  R e p u b l ic
G e r m a n y

P o l a n d

E d u c a t i o n a l  a t t a in m e n t
L it e r a c y  p r o f ic ie n c y
E x p e r i e n c e

S t a n d a r d i s e d  r e g r e s s i o n  w e i g h t s  x  1 0 0

Earnings and literacy proficiency, controlling for education 
and labour force experience

Countries are 
ranked by the 
magnitude of the 
effect parameter 
associated with 
educational 
attainment.

Source:  International Adult Literacy Survey, 1994-1998.

… and explains a significant fraction of wage variability in Canada, 
but not in Sweden…
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Provincial Differences in Mathematics Scores

Source:  Vulnerable Children, 
J. D. Willms, UNB

The structure and content of education systems has a significant impact 
on the relative quality of the skill flowing out of the K-12 system
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Canada rates near the top of the world 
in READING literacy

Finland
British Columbia

Quebec
Canada

Ontario
Manitoba

Saskatchewan
New Zealand
Australia

Ireland
Korea

United Kingdom
Japan

Nova Scotia
Prince Edward Island
Newfoundland

Sweden
Austria

Belgium
Iceland
Norway
France

United States
New Brunswick

Denmark
Switzerland

Spain
Czech Republic

Italy
Germany
Liechtenstein

Hungary
Poland

Greece
Portugal

Russian Federation
Latvia

Luxembourg
Mexico

Brazil

Alberta

375 425 475 525 575

95% Confidence interval

Average score

Average reading score

… thus, one observes large difference in quality at 
age 15 across provinces
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… part of these differences can be attributed to 
performance differences across social groups
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The profile for Quebec shows that the 
high average level of reading 
performance achieved by Quebec 
students is not attributable to students 
in a few elite schools. Instead, Quebec’s 
success rests with it outstanding 
performance among schools serving 
students of average SES. There are a 
few schools of very low SES, and these 
tend to have relatively low school 
performance.

School Profile 
for Quebec

Source:  J. D. Willms, UNB

Quebec does well because schools serving the middle class excel…
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The analysis of socioeconomic gradients 
(Figure 3) indicated that Ontario students scored 
well below their counterparts in Quebec and 
Alberta, across the full range of SES. The school 
profile above shows that the SES intake of most 
schools in Ontario is above the OECD mean. 
However, the majority of Ontario’s schools 
scored below the regression line, indicating that 
they were not performing as well as other 
Canadian schools with comparable student 
intake. Thus, Ontario’s relatively low overall 
performance is not attributable to a few low SES 
schools with low performance. Rather, it is 
associated with a more general pattern of slightly 
lower than expected performance among the 
majority of its schools.

School Profile 
for Ontario

Source:  J. D. Willms, UNB

Ontario underperforms across the board…
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School Profile 
for Alberta
The relatively high performance of 
Alberta students is partially owing to its 
relatively high level of SES. The results 
in Tables 1 and 2 indicated that its mean 
score after adjusting for SES was about 
535, similar to the Canadian average. 
This is reflected in its school profile as 
well. Most of the schools in Alberta 
serve a relatively advantaged 
population. Among these schools there 
are many that are performing well 
above norms, but there are others that 
have relatively low performance, given 
their SES intake. 

Source:  J. D. Willms, UNB

Alberta excels because they serve a relatively high 
SES population full of Maritimers
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School Profile 
for Manitoba

Manitoba’s school profile shows that 
there is considerable variation among 
schools in their socioeconomic intake. 
Most of the schools serving students in 
the middle of the SES range 
performed quite well, although there 
is considerable variation. Manitoba 
also has a number of schools that have 
very low SES intakes, and these 
schools did not score well compared 
with other schools with comparable 
student intake.

Source:  J. D. Willms, UNB

Manitoba schools serving the middle class 
under-perform
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School Profile for 
Saskatchewan

Saskatchewan’s mean school 
performance was close to the Canadian 
average. Its school profile shows that 
the majority of its schools are in the 
middle of the SES range, although there 
are a few schools of very low SES. Also, 
nearly every school had scores that were 
close to the norms set by other 
Canadian schools serving similar 
student populations. There were only a 
few schools with very high performance 
or very low performance, given their 
socioeconomic intake. 

Source:  J. D. Willms, UNB

Saskatchewan schools serving the middle 
class under-perform
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School Profile for 
British Columbia
The school profile for British 
Columbia is similar to that of 
Alberta, with most schools having 
relatively high average SES intakes. 
Also, there is a wide range of 
performance among its schools, even 
after account is taken of the SES 
intake of the schools. There are very 
few schools with outstanding 
performance, even among those 
with very high SES intake. 

Source:  J. D. Willms, UNB

British Columbia schools serving the 
middle class under-perform
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More variation in student reading performance  
within than between schools in Canada
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Reading literacy and type of disability by province
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Public vs. Private schools: observed advantage for private 
schools in reading performance
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Public vs. Private schools: no differences after controlling for 
effects of parental socio-economic status
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Percentage of 15-yr olds from various jurisdictions attaining 
B.C. grade 10 reading standards, 2000

1. All results shown here are for 15-year-olds except for B.C. grade 10 students who are, 
on average, 6 months older than B.C. 15 year olds.
Jurisdictions ordered by the percentage of students meeting or exceeding expectations.
Source: Table 6

Significant proportions of 15 year olds fail to meet 
B.C.’s grade 10 performance standards…
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Effects on PSE attendance associated with youth’s age, sex, parental 
education, and literacy scores: International Adult Literacy Study, 1994

Source:  J. D. Willms, UNB

Odds Ratio
Age of respondent (years) 1.46

Respondent is female 1.81

At least one parent completed university 1.81

Prose Literacy Score at Levels 1 or 2 0.09

Prose literacy Score at Level 3 0.45

Prose literacy Score at Level 5 2.20

Respondent’s quantitative literacy score is high
relative to his or her prose literacy score 1.45

Literacy and numeracy have a marked impact on the 
probability of going on the PSE…
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Countries are ranked by the rate of participation.
Note: Statistical difference is significant at p < .05.
Source: International Adult Literacy Survey, 1994-1998.

Figure 9
Participation in adult education and training 

Rate of participation in adult education and training, population aged 25-65, 1994-1998

Significant proportions of 15 year olds fail to meet 
B.C.’s grade 10 performance standards…
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Odds of participating in employer-sponsored adult education and training, 
by document literacy levels, population aged 25-65, 1994-1998

Likelihood of receiving employer support for training

Countries are ranked by the odds of the 4th quartile.  The statistical difference to the United 
States is computed for the 4th quartile.
Note:  Statistical difference is significant at p < .05.
Source:  International Adult Literacy Survey, 1994-1998.

Adult Education Participation in North America: International Perspectives.

… but allocates employer sponsored training to the high skilled
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Likelihood of receiving employer support for training
Odds of participating in employer-sponsored adult education and training, by extent of literacy 

engagement at work, population aged 25-65, 1994-1998

Countries are ranked by the odds of the 4th quartile.  The statistical difference to the 
United States is computed for the 4th quartile.
Note: Statistical difference is significant at p < .05.
Source:  International Adult Literacy Survey, 1994-1998.

Adult Education Participation in North America: International Perspectives.

… who are working in high demand jobs
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Canadians living east of Ontario have had lower participation rates in 
adult learning than the national average with the exception of Nova 

Scotia in 1997

Adult Education and Training
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Prose Literacy by Age: Canada
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Skill loss or improving educational quality?
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The Youth in Transition Study (YITS/PISA) 
a longitudinal follow-up of the 2000 OECD 
PISA Assessment of 15 year old reading 
mathematics and science proficiency

• Will explore labour market, social and 
educational pathways of Canadian youth

• Key policy question: How does skill influence 
PSE access, persistence to completion, timing 
of dropout and, ultimately transition to the 
labour market
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The Adult Literacy and Life Skills Survey 
(ALL)

• Updated skill profiles for prose and document 
literacy

• Improved skill profile for numeracy

• New skill profile for problem solving

• Indirect measures of use of ICT’s

• Participation in adult education and training
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• Indices of skill use on the job and at home

• Self assessment of skill

• Labour market, educational social and health 
outcomes

• Sample of 30,000 cases will support provincial level 
analysis

• See www.ets.org/ALL

Key Policy questions:

• How rapidly are adult skill profiles evolving? What is 
driving  skill gain and loss?

• How do ICT’s interact with skill and labour market 
outcomes?

• What is the relationship between physical and mental 
health and skill level?
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Products

• International comparative  results December, 2004

• National report with provincial results June, 2005

• Thematic monographs on official language –
minorities, immigrants, aboriginals, impact on 
individual and macro-economic performance model-
based

• Literacy and numeracy estimates for small geographic 
areas (i.e. CSD’s and FEDS)

• Web-based tools for individual placement and 
diagnosis of learning needs

• Frameworks for predicting the relative difficulty tasks.
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Workplace and Employees Survey Skill Supplement
• Designed to explore impact of workers skills on success 

of different types of firms and on the processes that lead 
to differential labour market outcomes at the individual 
level

IALSS Level 1 Study
• Designed as a diagnostic tool to understand component 

skills of low level readers

• Measures number recognition, letter recognition, word 
recognition, receptive vocabulary, short term memory, 
speaking and listening – elements that are critical to 
achieving fluency/becoming proficient

• Needed design programs, to plan curricula, to allocate 
resources and for marketing of programs
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Statistics Canada Program on Adult Skill Assessment:
Forthcoming 
Research Findings

Coulombe, Tremblay & Willms

• Endogenous growth model that incorporate literacy 
and numeracy skill as measures of labour quality

• Shows that skill level of average worker explains a 
significant proportion of growth differentials in 
OECD countries since 1960

• Average skill matters more than % at high skill 
levels
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Statistics Canada Program on Adult Skill Assessment:
Forthcoming
Research Findings

Riddell & Green

• Analysis of impact that skill has on wages and 
employment controlling for experience and education

• Confirms that skill has independent impact on wages 
roughly equivalent to impact of education

• Wage effect is stable over most of the wage 
distribution

• Interesting interactions with education and experience
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Statistics Canada Program on Adult Skill Assessment:
Forthcoming
Research Findings

Riddell & Green

• Analysis of impact that skill has on wages of 
immigrants using OALS data

• Shows that once skill is controlled for immigrants 
earn equivalent to equally qualified and skilled 
Canadians
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Statistics Canada Program on Adult Skill Assessment:
Forthcoming
Research Findings

Raudenbush & Kasim

• Analysis of impact of skill on wages and 
employment controlling for experience and 
education and type of occupation in US

• Shows that US labour market pays significant wage 
premia for jobs in the information and knowledge 
economy
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Statistics Canada Program on Adult Skill Assessment:
Forthcoming
Research Findings

CIRANO/SRDC

• Economics experiment involving adults with low 
education levels

• Variable offers of immediate cash or much larger 
amounts to finance education

• Performance on numeracy test has major impact on 
take up of offer
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Presenters: Lloyd Campbell (Syncrude Canada Ltd.) 
Ron Torgerson (SK Federation of Labour) 
Larry Wucherer (Aboriginal Council of Winnipeg) 
Tamara Pongracz (Women in Trades Program , BCIT) 
Moderator: Scott Murray (Statistics Canada)  

 
The Process: 
 
Each panellist was asked to provide a brief “on the ground” perspective addressing the kinds of 
training needed by today’s workers and workplaces, and why. After the presentations, Scott 
Murray led the group in a guided discussion about issues raised.  
 
The Perspectives: 
 
A Business View 
Lloyd Campbell (Syncrude Canada Ltd.) spoke from a business perspective, stressing that 
industry must get more involved in essential skills development. He emphasized that skill 
shortages are already having a major impact on industries such as his and that in the near 
future, the situation could reach crisis proportions. He also explained that English as a Second 
Language is becoming a major issue as more and more workers are either newcomers to 
Canada or employees recruited from other countries.  
 
Lloyd commented that in the past, companies spent money on technical training, making the 
assumption that trainees were also learning essential skills as a natural part of the process. 
Now, however, there is an awareness that essential skills have to be addressed on their own 
terms with more attention paid to the learning styles of trainees. Lloyd also believes that unless 
training and working environments are non-threatening, efforts to transmit essential skills will 
not have an impact. Lloyd suggested that the solution lies in creating workplace cultures where 
diversity is respected, ESL speakers are welcomed, and all personnel are made to feel part of 
the team. He also recommended that tutoring and mentoring be used more extensively – but 
with one condition - mentors need to be trained in essential skills development (perhaps even 
certified if such credentialing could be offered). In addition, he noted that Aboriginal training is 
extremely important, training that is culturally sensitive, respectful and delivered in an 
environment of “care”.  
 
Lloyd concluded by informing delegates that partnerships are the only way forward (business, 
labour, government, training providers, community groups). In Lloyd’s view, there is an 
overwhelming need for a literate society but this will only be achieved by getting “down to brass 
tacks” and integrating essential skills into all training approaches, formal and informal. 
 
A Labour View 
Ron Torgerson (Saskatchewan Federation of Labour) presented a union perspective on essential 
skills – according to Ron, Canadians should not spend so much time coming up with definition 
after definition, label after label, list after list; instead, efforts should be invested in how to 
deliver essential and transferable skills to those individuals seeking to improve their lives. He 
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also warned delegates not to focus on the theory of essential skills but rather on practical 
applications; “the more academic we get, the less we consider the learner.”   
 
Ron pointed out that everyone used to talk about 3 basic, fundamental or essential skills - 
reading, writing and math. Today, we have 9 official essential skills – and actually 13, because 
Thinking Skills has been broken down into 5 smaller components: Problem Solving; Decision 
Making; Job Task Planning and Organizing; Significant Use of Memory; and Finding Information. 
He then outlined his disagreement with HRSD’s classifications. He asked delegates why the 
“use” of memory is considered a skill. “I can see how a person could learn ways to have a 
better or more effective memory, but that’s certainly not what ‘Significant Use of Memory’ 
means in this context.” He also suggested that ‘Continuous Learning’ is problematic; it is a 
process and not a skill. “Continuous Learning is something one pursues using Essential Skills 
like reading, writing, numeracy, and oral communication. Continuous Learning is no more a 
discrete skill than Use of Memory is.”   
   
Ron then shared his view that the Government’s preoccupation with developing an ever-
growing list of essential skills, some of which are not skills at all, is a manifestation of how far 
the issue is moving from the people who need these skills. “It’s all about definitions, and it’s 
about labeling, and it’s about the esoteric interests of academics, and it’s about the needs of 
the employer. Of course there’s a place for definitions, but lumping together things like 
‘Continuous Learning’ and ‘Significant Use of Memory’ with reading text, writing, etc. is 
corporatizing Essential Skills. It’s institutional pushback. It’s refocusing attention away from the 
learner and onto the learner’s role in the workplace.” Ron emphasized that while essential skills 
are certainly important in the workplace, Canadians should not forget they are also required 
outside of work as well.   
 
Ron concluded by commenting that one essential skill overlooked by HRSD is practical 
intelligence – the ability to understand how power is distributed in social institutions and to use 
that information to one’s benefit. He added that surviving the culture of work, in most cases a 
white culture, is essential for both managers and front line employees, especially in light of the 
large number of Aboriginals and immigrants entering Canada’s workforce.    
 
An Aboriginal View 
Larry Wucherer (Aboriginal Council of Winnipeg) presented an Aboriginal perspective on 
essential skills. He began with some background on the history of the relationship between 
Aboriginal peoples and the Canadian Government. His first point was that the Canadian 
Government signed treaties, and these treaties have not been honoured. [Starting in 1701, in 
what was to eventually become Canada, the British Crown entered into solemn treaties with 
First Nations people. Under these treaties, Aboriginal peoples ceded vast tracts of land to the 
Crown in exchange for reserve lands and other benefits like agricultural equipment and 
livestock, annuities, ammunition, gratuities, clothing, and certain rights to hunt and fish. The 
Crown also made some promises regarding the maintenance of schools on reserves, or the 
provision of teachers or educational assistance to the First Nation parties to the treaties. 
Treaties include historic treaties made between 1701 and 1923 and modern-day treaties known 
as comprehensive land claim settlements. Treaty rights already in existence in 1982 (the year 
the Constitution Act was passed), and those that arose afterwards, are recognized and affirmed 
by Canada’s Constitution.]  
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Larry also touched upon the injustices Aboriginal people have experienced over the past 300 
years and the negative impacts created by The Indian Act. [This Act, established in 1876, was, 
and still is a piece of social legislation of very broad scope which regulates and controls virtually 
every aspect of Native Life. For example, until 1960, Status Indians were denied the right to 
vote and they did not sit on juries. In the 1920’s when Natives raised land issues with the 
Government, an amendment to the Indian Act made it illegal to raise funds or retain counsel to 
advance an Indian claim. (This section was only repealed in 1951, and explains in part the 
backlog of Aboriginal land claims in the courts today). The Indian Act even allowed (under the 
Minister's authority) First Nations children to be removed from their homes and sent to 
residential schools for assimilative education. However, most telling was the definition of 
"person" which was in the Act until 1951: "an individual other than an Indian".] 
 
Larry stressed that because of this history of shame, the lives of Aboriginal people have only 
now begun to take shape, and part of this new direction involves full participation in Canadian 
society. According to Larry, Aboriginal people have for too long experienced the culture of 
poverty that results from an Apartheid system. And in Larry’s words, “no one likes to be on 
welfare. It must cease to be an institution for Aboriginal populations.” Larry sees the 
development of essential skills as crucial to this transition. “Before, there was an emphasis on 
life skills alone and now we need both. Attitude does make a difference but how do you teach 
someone to have the right attitude?” Larry also mentioned that attitudes must change on the 
part of the status quo which does not tend to recognize cultural distinctions. In addition, he 
believes mainstream Canadian society often has difficulty differentiating between Aboriginal 
culture and culture of poverty. “Aboriginal people have skill sets, including excellent survival 
skills, but they must be capitalized upon.” 
 
Larry then used Winnipeg to underscore some of his points. In Winnipeg, 26% of the Aboriginal 
population is 0-14 years of age, 30% is 15-30, and 38% is 30-64. This demographic must be 
considered in light of these facts – 70% of all new jobs in Winnipeg require post-secondary 
education, and 25% a degree. Only 6% of all new jobs will be held by someone without grade 
twelve. 40% of Winnipeg’s Aboriginal people have not completed high school and 14.5% have 
less than grade 9. Of 1364 Aboriginal adults who completed the Test of Adult Basic Education 
(when registering for upgrading), 81% scored less than grade 8 in math and 66% scored less 
than grade 8 in reading. As Larry commented, “This is a disturbing statistic when one considers 
that 1 in 4 potential workers for Winnipeg’s labour force is Aboriginal.”  
 
Larry concluded by stressing that although 54% of Aboriginal high school students graduate 
(across Canada), there is no guarantee they can perform at a grade twelve level. In other 
words, the system must change. In Larry’s words, “This can only be accomplished through 
partnerships that are based on integrity and respect on all sides.  
 
An Apprenticeship View: 
Tamara Pongracz (Women in Trades, BCIT) presented an apprenticeship perspective. She 
stressed that well developed thinking skills and a positive attitude are “must haves” in today’s 
workplaces. Because workers in Canada no longer view a job as a lifetime commitment, they 
require the essential skills necessary to adapt to new workplaces and to learn new technical 
processes. Tamara stated that more and more the position taken by employees is “What’s in it 
for me?” and not “What can I do for you?” This shift in perspective has been fostered in part by 
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the skills shortage which is enabling workers such as journeymen to choose where they want to 
work and under what conditions. It has also meant that employers must try harder to retain 
valued staff. 
 
Tamara believes that of all the HRSD essential skills, thinking skills - in particular Job Task 
Planning and Organizing, Critical Thinking, and Working with Others - are most significant. In 
Canadian workplaces, it is imperative that employees be able to get along with co-workers and 
supervisors, to recognize and respect diversity, to look at problems from a number of vantage 
points. Or in Tamara’s view, “Those who can address the what if’s will be the most successful.” 
She also stressed that workers must be able to address challenges through effective 
strategizing and innovative approaches. Tamara, who for many years worked as a plumber in 
her own successful plumbing business, told delegates that she was constantly having to 
approach situations in an original way to compensate for her petite stature. While her male 
counterparts could lift the heavy pressure vessels, Tamara had to find unique and less 
physically gruelling ways to get the job done. In Tamara’s mind, this kind of skill, the ability to 
analyse situations and develop solutions, made her effective. 
 
She also told delegates that numeracy is an essential skill in terms of the trades. However, it is 
the one area where apprentices often lack confidence and even interest. Tamara believes that 
this can only be overcome if numeracy is taught in a relevant context – that is, addressed via 
practical applications. “The Navajo word for teaching means ‘to show’ and I believe this is the 
way we should approach a lot of the essential skills training we do. For example, technical skills 
should never be taught independently of planning and organizing. They go together in trades 
training, in all training.” Tamara further suggested that trainees should be put into situations 
where they have an opportunity to work with everyone. This is another way to enhance 
teamwork; “give learners real situations that demand collaborative approaches – it’s the only 
way people learn how to coordinate and compromise.” 
 
Tamara closed by saying that some provincial governments do not recognize the high level of 
skills necessary to work in the trades. Workers must have comprehensive technical training but 
training that integrates critical thinking, teamwork, and organization and planning.     
 
 
The Discussion (Highlights): 
 

• Employers will buy into essential skills training if the movers and shakers within an 
organization are targeted to hear the message. Find the person or people with the 
passion – in any organization, they will be there.   

• The problem with so many of the essential skill programs is that they are initially 
embraced and supported at all levels. But then the funding dries up. The programs 
never become institutionalized. They are always perceived as short term or project-
based. This is the challenge. 

• If trainers are being asked to incorporate decision making into programs, how do they 
determine what learners need to make good decisions? More resources, research and 
information are required. HRSD is letting everyone know what kinds of decisions 
workers make but that doesn’t give trainers the bigger picture of how to address 
decision making and problem solving in training programs.  
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• If Canada wants to get more Aboriginals into the workforce, it will have to address the 
Aboriginal training issue. In Winnipeg there are 60,000 Aboriginals. When asked what 
they want most, they will invariably answer “jobs”. But in order to access jobs, they 
need training and funding. And it’s a catch 22. Individuals are often required to be on 
welfare to be eligible for training dollars, yet they are denied welfare because menial 
jobs are available. Only when workable programs are in place will there be a shift in the 
dynamic. But the key will be to ensure essential skills are part of all technical training 
delivered.  

• Bringing women into the workplace has a significant positive economic impact. Women 
are participating in post secondary education at very advanced levels (and in record 
numbers) and they are functioning at higher levels than men in terms of essential skills. 
Canada must make better use of this important resource – right now, women are 
underemployed and underpaid which is a drain on the system. 

• Perhaps it is time to look at essential skills in terms of gender. If there are areas where 
males need more work, then programs must address these needs. Likewise, with 
women. 

• If business is to get on board with essential skills, it has to be approached as a bottom 
line issue. IALS did this – it hit business in the pocket book. It revealed hard facts about 
Canadian skill levels and moved the agenda forward. The same must happen with 
IALSS. 

• The Throne speech offered some hope that essential skills will be a focus of the 
Government. But activism is still required. More information must get “out there”, more 
awareness is needed, more activities must be publicized. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Ron Torgerson and Lloyd Campbell 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Scott Murray 

Larry Wucherer and Tamara Pongracz
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A Case Study Approach 

 
 
 

Overview: 
 
Each table was assigned one of four case studies addressing a specific essential skills training 
issue; delegates then devised solutions that demonstrated a collaborative approach among 
the training sectors represented at the table. The purpose of this session was to enable 
participants to create essential skills training processes that involved partnership and 
consultation.  
 
The directions each table received were: 
 
 
Your table is a workplace training consulting group. You are experts in assessing workplace 
training challenges and suggesting collaborative solutions. You have been hired to make 
recommendations based on the scenario you are given. 

Your task as a consulting group: 

 

1.  Identify the problem or problems that can be addressed through training (some problems 
need other solutions). 

2. Identify the “optimum outcome” – no matter what solutions you recommend, what do 
you want the results to be? (What are you aiming to achieve?) 

3. Identify which groups you will invite to the table as part of the process (who will be 
involved in achieving a collaborative solution?) 

4. What recommendations will you make to achieve the identified outcome?  

         ●   Break your “solution” into implementation steps (start right at the beginning of  
theprocess) 

         ●   Consider key curriculum and program issues – are there specific delivery approaches  
you would recommend? Specific kinds of curriculum? Specific training venues? 

5. How will you evaluate your results? How will you know if you have been successful? 
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CASE STUDY #1 
(Your client is Health Inc.)   

Health Inc. is a large medical care organization with 30 extended care facilities across the province. 
Health Inc. has discovered that its managers have difficulty writing reports, following new procedures, 
finding information in government regulations and policy manuals. As a result, the organization has 
decided that a program is needed to help supervisors and managers develop these skills. Health Inc. has 
decided to use a well known community college (Comcoll).   

Some information about Comcoll: 

⇒ Comcoll offers bridging programs that prepare learners for apprenticeship and career training.  
⇒ Comcoll delivers short courses, workshops and longer programs targeting essential skills. These 

courses do not focus on one industry but rather use a more generic approach to essential skills 
training. (e.g.) How to write reports, How to read forms, Doing basic calculations, WHMIS, etc.    

⇒ Comcoll does not use authentic documents and materials and does not target specific workplaces —
instead, instructors create documents and scenarios as needed. 

Health Inc. has told you: 

⇒ It is willing to allow some of the training to occur on company time but most will have to take place 
after work hours.   

⇒ The company is willing to contribute funding if there is a way of measuring results. 
⇒ Managers are spread across the province but administrative headquarters are in the capital city. 
⇒ Health Inc. has training facilities and instructors it could make available wherever and whenever but 

these people are technical experts and not workplace essential skills experts.  
 

CASE STUDY #2 
(Your client is NRE)   

A mega-project (NRE) comprising 6 major resource companies and a large number of service providers 
must hire hundreds of workers over a 3-5 year period. The first positions will include various trades 
people, heavy equipment operators, construction workers, camp support crews, health and safety 
officers, exploitation specialists, and general labourers. These workers will be fully employed during the 
construction phase of the project (about 3 years). As work progresses, construction-based workers will be 
phased out and more specialized technicians employed.  

General information: 
⇒ The project must hire 40% of its workers from the region.  
⇒ The majority of the population has not completed grade 12.   
⇒ Most of the companies involved have hiring policies requiring a minimum of grade 12.   
⇒ The community college (Voc-Cen) delivers trades and technical training but there is little demand—

few employment opportunities for graduates, and many individuals lack the basic skills to succeed.   
⇒ There is a high substance abuse rate in the region.   
⇒ The labour unions are interested in the mega-project; it will be a unionized site. However, they are 

also aware of the low school completion rate in the region and that jobs created will be relatively 
short term. 

NRE has told you: 
⇒ The mega-project has two years until construction begins; health and safety will be the number 1 issue.   
⇒ There is a large budget for training but NRE fears losing employees once they have been trained. 
⇒ Without grade twelve, job candidates could not possibly have the skills needed to perform the jobs.   
⇒ Many of the employment positions are entry level.  
⇒ They are concerned prospective employees do not have the basic skills to complete trades training 

and write exams. 
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CASE STUDY #3 

(Your client is the Province)   

As a result of an inquiry into an incident of water contamination, the Province has mandated that all 
levels of water and wastewater workers be certified by June 2005. There are study guides, practice 
exams and certification preparation courses available. For many of the Province’s 1,400 water and 
wastewater workers, certification might be an inconvenience and a significant time commitment, but it 
will not be a big problem. But for other water and wastewater workers, gaining certification will be a 
major challenge because they lack the essential skills that would enable them to pass the preparation 
courses or truly understand the questions posed in the certification exams.  

General Information: 
⇒ Many workers will need essential skills training to pass certification exams.  
⇒ Most cannot conveniently take a leave from work to “go to school.” 
⇒ In isolated northern communities and small rural hamlets, these people are the sole municipal 

workers and have many responsibilities in addition to looking after water treatment. 
⇒ Water treatment plants in the many very small communities have only one or two employees splitting 

a 24-hour/7 days per week shift, so it is difficult to replace an absent worker. 

The Province has told you: 
⇒ The large distances between centres make commuting difficult.   
⇒ This province has a well organized network of community colleges, all of which do industry training. 

In fact, waste water treatment training is delivered by several colleges. To date, these programs 
have focused on the technical skills necessary to work in the water treatment sector.   

⇒ About 35% of water workers belong to a union.   
 

CASE STUDY #4 

(Your client is Food Is Us)   

Food Is Us is a medium sized, unionized agro-food business. Most of the production is assembly line-
based, and computerized equipment is used. The workforce comprises mainly immigrants whose English 
skills tend to be weak. Since the workers are from a handful of countries, they are able to communicate 
on the floor using their “first” languages. This creates employee groupings based on language spoken, a 
situation which has at times led to conflict and ethnic-based tensions. Most of the workers have not 
pursued language training because of time (many have more than 1 job), expense, and a lack of 
confidence.  

General Information: 
⇒ The company has a good relationship with the union, which faces its own challenges getting workers 

to participate in union activities.   
⇒ The company wants to increase the English skills of its workforce in anticipation of the new technical 

training that will be needed when the manufacturing plant expands. (It is pursuing bigger export 
markets.)  

⇒ Workers will have to undergo training addressing technical processes, safety, and improved 
document and form use.  

⇒ The company would like to introduce conflict resolution and team building as part of any training 
delivered.   

Food is Us has also told you: 
⇒ It is willing to allow some of the training to occur on company time but most will have to take place 

after work hours due to production schedules (the company operates using 2 shifts). 
⇒ It will contribute funding providing there is a way of measuring results. 
⇒ Food Is Us does have training space it can make available. 
⇒ The employees would especially like to learn English because their children speak English. 
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Case Study #1 
Who’s at the table? 
managers, HR, policy makers, report writing staff, report reading staff, other workers, supervisors, Comcoll Community College, consulting firm 

Problems that can be addressed 
via training: 

Other issues to consider: Optimum Outcomes: Recommendations: 

Managers have difficulty: 
♦ writing reports 
♦ following directions 
♦ finding information 
♦ navigating manuals 

♦ The organization is very large. 
♦ Workers are spread across the 

province. 
♦ There is a diverse demographic. 
♦ We don’t know the root causes of 

the problem. 
♦ Where is the request for help 

coming from? 
 

♦ Managers are able to 
write reports, follow 
procedures, and find 
information resulting in 
increased efficiency 
and safety. 

♦ Increased capacity to 
focus on mandate of 
organization. 

♦ Skilled managers with 
portable skills. 

♦ Standardization of 
procedures for 
recording and filing 
information. 

♦ A learning culture. 
♦ Creative training 

programs that inspire 
managers to attend 
classes after work 
hours 

♦ Meet with the executive group and 
determine 4 P’s of the organization 
(projects, planning, process, product) plus 
philosophy and purpose.  

♦ Establish openness of organization to hear 
about problems beyond scope of project 

♦ Conduct a needs assessment (identifying 
demographic info, document usability, 
analysis re: scope of the problem, affected 
personnel, current training practices, etc.) 

♦ Establish collaborative process guidelines 
♦ Decide upon measurable evaluation 

strategy (pre and post) 
♦ Meet with target group 
♦ Prioritize problems 
♦ Identify solutions for each problem 
♦ Decide who will develop training 

addressing problems 
♦ Determine who will deliver training 
♦ Determine how it will be delivered (on-line, 

in the workplace, at the college, etc.)  
♦ Develop a communications and motivation 

strategy (to ensure managers pursue 
training) 

♦ Administer post evaluation and 3-6 month 
follow-ups 
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ase Study #2 

ho’s at the table? 
nions, employers, workers, community organizations, community college, K-12 system, community leaders, government 

roblems that can be addressed 
via training: 

Other issues to consider: Optimum Outcomes: Recommendations: 

 low essential skills levels  
 low education levels 
 substance abuse 
 no pre-trades programming 
 health and safety concerns 
 low technical skill levels 

♦ limited training infrastructure 
(e.g.) no basic education 

♦ low incentive to train 
♦ company selection standards too 

high (not related to real 
demands) 

♦ no career paths due to no long 
term employment 

♦ high staff turnover rates 
 

♦ Significant percentage 
of workers employed 
from the community 

♦ Increased skill levels of 
workers 

♦ Increased community 
development and 
capacity to deal with 
social issues 

♦ Low exit rate from the 
workforce (stable 
workforce) 

♦ Employers educated 
about “real” skill needs 

♦ Defined career paths 
for learners 

♦ Reduced drug abuse 
and increased 
awareness and 
information sessions 

♦ Decentralized training 
(modularized) and use 
of community centres 

♦ Higher number of 
individuals working 
toward grade 12 or 
GED attainment 

 

Year 1: 
♦ Form a planning committee (bring in a 

community planning consultant) 
♦ Profile actual skill requirements to replace 

education qualifications companies are 
currently using as pre-requisites to 
employment (barriers to employment). 

♦ Chart career paths and identify 
corresponding technical training needs 

♦ Develop training programs for technical 
skills including health and safety 

♦ Identify essential skills requirements and 
develop training materials that will 
integrate into technical training 

♦ Build in ESL supports 
♦ Develop a PLAR process  
♦ Create awareness via school and 

community meetings – invite community to 
training activities 

♦ Ensure delivery includes accelerated 
programs, full and part time options, self-
paced and distance delivery, etc. 

♦ Establish clear, fair and effective 
assessment standards and processes 

♦ Incorporate local culture, traditions, 
lifestyles, etc. in any curriculum developed 

♦ Involve company and community in all 
aspects of project 

♦ Deliver stay in school messages  

 41 
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♦ Incorporate substance abuse education 
into all training programs 

♦ Develop secondary school ladder/bridging 
programs 

 
Year 2:   
♦ Deliver pre-apprenticeship and technical 

training integrating essential skills and ESL 
(if required) 

♦ Delivery Mechanisms: 
◊ Deliver integrated pre-apprenticeship 

and technical training via colleges 
and high schools 

◊ Work with the company to ensure 
integrated essential skills training 
can continue on job site  

◊ Deliver integrated essential skills 
training via union programs 

 
Project Assessment 
♦ Employment targets reached 
♦ Employer moves to skills-based rather than 

credential-based employment scheme 
♦ Substance abuse lower by targeted amount 

or more 
♦ High school and college students, and 

workers have defined career paths 
♦ Higher enrolment in occupational training 

and grade 12 programs 
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Case Study #3 

Who’s at the table? 
labour (provincial/local)*, provincial Ministry*, municipality*, community college*, federal government (Environment), Environmental NGOs, Aboriginal groups 
(if impacted), workers involved*, regulatory body  (* indicates Working Group) 

Problems that can be addressed 
via training: 

Other issues to consider: Optimum Outcomes: Recommendations: 

♦ how to certify 
♦ how to improve basic literacy and 

essential skills 
♦ how to overcome learning and 

language difficulties 
♦ how to identify who needs 

training and what kind of training 
 
 

♦ how to reach all employees 
across a vast geographical area 

♦ how to get workers involved 
♦ how to arrange training around 

work schedules 
 

♦ 100% certification of 
workers by June 2005 

♦ minimum disruption of 
services  

♦ increased public 
confidence in water 
supply 

 

♦ Obtain provincial government funding 
♦ Select a project manager 
♦ Develop a communications plan that 

targets protocols; messages to employers, 
colleges, municipalities, general public; 
awareness raising at all levels 

♦ Conduct a needs assessment and 
corresponding information sessions 

♦ Develop a practice exam (web-based and 
paper) – distribute via a mass mail-out 

♦ Ask for voluntary participation in writing 
the exam (assume 80% pass rate for those 
who volunteer to write without any 
upgrading) 

♦ Based on needs assessment results, 
develop an essential skills training package 
and do a mail-out  

♦ Develop test-taking aids and make 
available (assume 85% pass rate for those 
who complete upgrading) 

♦ Assess project success based on pass rates 
and participation in the program 

♦ Develop a list of good practices and 
lessons learned 

♦ Implement an ongoing water worker 
training program using information gained 
from the project 
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Case Study #4 
Problems that can be addressed 

via training: 
Other issues to consider: Optimum Outcomes: Recommendations: 

Who’s at the table? 
union, management, workforce committee, ESL trainer, Essential Skills trainer, needs assessment (benchmarking) expert, conflict resolution specialist, health 
and safety personnel 

♦ ESL issues (limited number of 
languages to be addressed) 

♦ An absence of a team approach  
♦ Ethnic conflicts and 

misunderstandings 
♦ Health and safety issues due to 

language challenges 
♦ A lack of respect for diversity 
♦ low essential skills levels 
♦ low technical skill proficiency in 

some cases 

♦ training must be after work hours 
♦ cultural and ethnic issues abound 

on the floor 
♦ pay issues (workers need a 

second source of income) 
♦ lack of confidence and reluctance 

to participate in ESL programs 

♦ an integrated 
workforce that 
respects diversity 

♦ increased worker skill 
levels   

♦ improved English 
proficiency 

♦ increased confidence 
levels 

♦ a workplace language 
understood by all 
(contextualized) 

♦ Get buy-in from union and management 
♦ Implement cultural “lunch and learn” for 

employees and their families (potluck, 
ethnic dishes) to break down prejudices 

♦ Strike a committee made up of 
representatives from workgroups 

♦ Identify barriers to learning (physical, 
logistical, psychological, cultural, etc.) 

♦ Conduct a needs assessment and establish 
benchmarks 

♦ Define assessment methodology and 
project targets 

♦ Develop technical training that meets 
identified needs and integrate essential 
skills and ESL training (workplace focused) 

♦ Offer in modules or “chunks” so training 
concept won’t seem so overwhelming – 
focus on the technical nature of training  

♦ Offer at the workplace using 
heterogeneous groups 

♦ Assess results based on lower staff 
turnover rate, accident level, and 
absenteeism rate, as well as quality 
improvement and reduced errors, less 
conflict, fewer grievances 
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SESSION 5: SOME REAL LIFE COLLABORATIONS 

 
Presenters: Sue Turner (BC Hydro) 
 45

Herman Hansen (Boeing Canada Technology) 
Diana Twiss (Capilano College) 
Gloria Stalzer (Hospital Employees Union) 
Susan Devins (BHP Billiton) 

 
Overview: 
 
Sue Turner (BC Hydro) & Herman Hansen (Boeing Canada Technology), Diana Twiss (Capilano 
College) & Gloria Stalzer (Hospital Employees Union), and Susan Devins (BHP Billiton) told 
participants about three real life workplace essential skills collaborations that have had 
impressive results. During the three sessions, the presenters established why a collaborative 
approach to essential skills programming is a good idea and how workable partnerships can be 
implemented.  
 
Addressing Diversity in the Workplace showcased an essential skills training video made for 
deaf employees at Boeing Technology Canada. Sue Turner (formerly the Training Manager of 
Boeing Canada) and Herman Hansen (current Training Manager) explained that Boeing Canada 
has a long and respected history of hiring deaf employees. When it was discovered that these 
workers were experiencing difficulties with document navigation, it was decided (with support 
from the NLS and the Manitoba Government) that a video should be made – but one aimed 
entirely at the needs of its deaf audience. This resulted in an award winning production that 
uses no voiceovers (American Sign Language only). Viewers are taken through a “tour” of 
workplace documents via an actor who is “shrunken” to pen size; this enables him to walk 
across the documents being analysed and explain their various organizational components. 
Delegates spent a few minutes watching a clip from the video after Herman acquainted 
delegates with Boeing’s on-going commitment to essential skills. 
 
Strengthening English Skills in the Workplace introduced an instructor and a program 
coordinator in this presentation about Capilano College’s English in the Workplace program.  
Workplace Essential Skills Training (WEST) was a joint undertaking of Capilano College and the 
Hospital Employees Union. Voluntary peer tutoring was delivered on site at the hospital based 
on the identified essential skills needs (especially English as a Second Language) of learners. 
The result was a marked increase in employee participation at work, fewer sick days, higher self 
esteem, and improved confidence levels. Despite its success, the program fell victim to recent 
BC budget cuts. Delegates were treated to a very personal and moving look at how programs 
such as this impact the lives of ordinary Canadians – both from a program delivery and program 
participant point of view. This message was reinforced through the powerful video presented.  
 
The Coaching and Mentoring to Enhance Essential Skills provided an in-depth look at BHP 
Billiton's individualized approach to essential skills development on site at a diamond mine. 
Susan Devins not only explained the program but the context in which it operates. Her 
presentation was made memorable by the numerous anecdotes she shared – all revealing the 
very human face of the learners who attend her workplace essential skills programs. By the end 
of the session, participants understood the great satisfaction derived from helping people to 
improve their lives through essential skills enhancement.   
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WEST: A Model for Education in the Workplace  
Some thoughts by Diana Twiss 
 
A few years ago a member of the provincial office of the Hospital Employees Union (HEU) had 
an idea. She noticed that there was a need for basic education amongst her union members. 
She looked at what other unions were doing in the rest of Canada, particularly eastern Canada, 
in the area of workplace training and education. For her membership, it was critical that the 
learning happen on-site and the facilitators in the learning be fellow members – peers. It was 
also important that the program be connected to a community college so learners would have 
the opportunity to broaden their scope once they completed the workplace program.  
 
So it began. The HEU approached Capilano College and together they created a model for 
Workplace Education designed to suit the specific needs of the HEU members and the working 
realities of the hospitals.  
 
Like many workers today, health care workers are facing tremendous change in their workplace 
as well as in their industry. In the face of change and uncertainty, training can be a key to 
employment security.  
 
As part of that training, or in preparation for training, basic education must be made accessible 
to all workers. The HEU member saw this as a chance to help members of her union whom she 
felt needed the opportunity most. 
 
This program differs from most adult education programs in the community because it takes 
care of hurdles most adults face. Most participants in the program have been wanting to 
upgrade their skills for a long time but could not because after-work programs required three 
things they did not have: time, energy, and money. Thus, the creation of the Workplace 
Education program. 
 
 
This is how the program works: 
 
The program is run jointly by the employer and the union through a local coordinating 
committee that includes the community college. The committee is responsible for the 
recruitment and selection of participants and tutors, the logistics of the class, as well as on-
going co-ordination and support. This is an essential aspect of the program. 
 
Without the support and involvement of the management and supervisors, the inconveniences 
of re-scheduling may hinder a potential learner’s participation. 
 
Information sessions are held throughout the hospitals in specially targeted areas. At that time, 
workers who are interested in participating in the program, as a learner or as a tutor, fill out an 
application form.  
 
The instructor carries out a one-on-one needs assessment of all workers who sign up for the 
program. The assessment forms the basis for the selection of participants; however, the 
committee must also consider the number of participants from a given department and shift.  
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All classes are offered on-site during working hours with no loss of wages. At the Surrey 
Memorial Hospital, for example, classes were offered in two-hour sessions twice a week for a 
period of 24 weeks. Each class had 10 – 12 participants and four peer tutors, as well as a 
college instructor. The high number of tutors enables us to meet different needs in a single 
class.  
 
The peer tutors attend a four-day training session delivered by the college instructor and then 
learn on the job. The instructor spends more time in class at the beginning of the program 
assisting tutors in their role, and, as the program progresses, the peer tutors take on more 
responsibility.  
 
The instructor and peer tutors develop lesson plans in direct response to a learner’s needs. 
Typically, learners are grouped with others sharing similar needs, and they work on a specific 
activity; then the group changes as the activities change.  
 
At the end of the 24 weeks, the coordinating committee evaluates the program and makes 
recommendations for the next session. 
 
The Workplace Education Program has four main objectives: 

1. To facilitate access to basic education by offering a program in the workplace during 
working hours at no cost to participants and without loss of wages. 
 
Like many adults who work full-time, the students in our class simply had little time at 
the end of the day for themselves.  
 
“Putting aside time at home to work on the GED program can sometimes be challenging. 
As we all know, running a house, raising kids and working full-time doesn’t leave a lot of 
time to do other things.” – A participant. 

Many had been thinking about upgrading for a long time, but could do little about it. 
Family commitments and rotating shift work kept them from achieving their educational 
goals. Having an educational program at the worksite took care of key issues of 
transportation and child care. Also, having the program located at the workplace helped 
the student stay connected and thus complete the program.  
 

2. To enhance learning by offering a program that is based on participants’ needs and 
goals and that makes use of learning resources that are relevant to their lives and 
workplace. 
 
The participants, with the assistance of the peer tutors and instructor, set their goals at 
the beginning of the program. They were able to check their progress by looking back 
over those goals. They had a great sense of urgency.  
 
With only four hours per week to devote to their studies, they did not want to waste any 
time on things that did not relate to their learning goals. The group was focussed and 
clear in their learning objectives. 
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3. To provide a friendly, non-threatening learning environment by having workers helping 
workers with their basic education needs.  
 
The peer tutors fully understand the situations and environments the participants work 
in. In that way, they provide invaluable support for the program. They have been 
instrumental in identifying potential learners and keeping them connected with the 
program. In the beginning of the program, many of the learners felt intimidated by the 
task ahead of them. Some had a history of incomplete programs, failure and general 
bad memories associated with learning. Because the tutors are their equals, the learners 
are quickly able to identify and overcome the barriers to their learning. 
 
“The learners feel comfortable and are willing to ask for help from us. Their successes 
quickly snowball and you can see their self-esteem rise, which increases their learning 
ability.” – A Tutor. 

 
4. Finally, to provide a framework for a joint union-employer approach to basic education 

in the workplace. Workplace education is empowering for all those involved. The 
learners gain a new sense of themselves through their educational accomplishments. 
The peer tutors learn more about themselves and develop a new set of skills. The 
managers and supervisors learn that through their involvement, support and flexibility, 
they are participating in a program that benefits everyone in the workplace. 
 
“Participants are very proud of their accomplishments. In one particular instance, the 
employee is now more confident and more positive in providing us with ideas to improve 
operations/systems.” – A Manager 
 
As one tutor explained: “…at-work education is the way of the future. Shift work and 
child care are two of the main stumbling blocks to most women who work in the health 
care field.” Using a collaborative approach, union and management can work together to 
provide learning opportunities for working people. It is an idea whose time had come 
and a learning program where everyone involved benefits. 

 
 
For more information about the Workplace Education Program Model for Health Care, see the 
video Working Together, Moving Ahead, available on loan through Literacy BC. 

 
********************************* 

 

Did You Know? 
 

Aoccdrnig to a rscheearch at Cmabrigde Uinervtisy, it deosn't mttaer in 
waht oredr the ltteers in wrod are, the olny iprmoetnt tihng is taht the frist 
and lsat ltteer be at the rghit pclae.  The rset can be a total mses and you 
can sitll raed it wouthit porbelm.  Tihs is bcuseae the huamn mnid deos not 
raed ervey lteter by istlef, but the wrod as a wlohe and the biran fguiers it 
out aynawy. 
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BHP Billiton Diamonds, Ekati Mine Workplace Learning Program  
An overview  (by Susan Devins) 
 
The Context 
BHP is an industrialized site employing 1200 people in 2 week on/off shifts. 13% of employees 
are women and 62% of staff members are from the north (50% of these being Aboriginal). 
Nine Aboriginal languages are spoken on site. The stigma of low literacy runs deep amongst 
workers, and training must be multi-faceted to address a variety of essential skills needs. The 
BHP Workplace Literacy Program is based on requirements identified via essential skills profiling 
conducted by SkillPlan and Bow Valley College. 
 
Currently, there are 120 learners participating in the essential skills program (about 35 are IALS 
level 1 and 2, and about 28 are functioning at IALS level 3). Thirty individuals are pursuing 
GED/highschool credentials and another 30 are seeking trade certification. Susan stressed that 
BHP has one big advantage where program participation is concerned – since workers are flown 
in for two weeks at a time, it is a captive audience. The down side is that the workers and 
instructors are away from the center at 2 week intervals. This means flexibility, self-discipline 
and adaptability become very important. Although work always comes first, BHP management is 
very supportive of the Workplace Learning Program.  

 
 
The Workplace Learning Program (WLP) focuses on weaving essential skills into the work 
requirement, personal and functional needs of everyday life, and Aboriginal culture. There are 
approximately 100-120 participants in the WLP. The program, staffed with two Adult Educators, 
serves learners who are non-readers/non-writers to those working towards their high school 
equivalency (GED). The Pre-Trades Adult Educator works to prepare participants to write the 
pre-trades exam. The program also supports apprentices in various stages of their technical 
training in order that they may complete their trades training. The following anecdotes are 
stories of how literacy affects the people we work with at Ekati Diamond Mine in the Northwest 
Territories.  
 
I attended a Safety meeting to talk about the Workplace Learning Program (WLP) and people 
were asking about the program. One of the workers who had been attending the program for 
the past month pulled out his work flash cards from his pocket and said, “This is what we are 
doing – look at these.” He was smiling from ear to ear as he showed everyone a small package 
of work related words on flashcards.  
 
Another worker has been doing some translation contracts on her own time. She eventually 
would like to start up her own company. We sat down and wrote a list of all the essential skills 
she would need to start and run her own company. Then we checked off the skills that she 
already has and noted the ones she would need to work on developing. She realized how close 
she was to her goal and what would be required to realize the goals.  
 
One day a worker asked for help with a letter. It turned out to be a letter to a family that he 
sponsors in a developing country. Along with the reply letter, we sent material about the mine 
and photos. This was a surprise from a worker whose probationary term was extended, 
because he was a questionable employee. He presents himself as a rough and tough character 
but underneath a very different person exists. 
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One worker earned a territorial award. We asked him how he wanted us to recognize his 
efforts. He requested the celebration be dinner with the President of the mine. We had a small, 
intimate casual dinner in a restaurant with the worker, his family, the other Adult Educator and 
me. The worker’s self-esteem had increased to the level that he was comfortable asking the 
President about concerns he had regarding operations at the mine and what could be done to 
address them.  
 
Workers who are non-readers, non-writers are beginning to sound out simple words and 
recognize sight words. They have been in the WLP for about two years and have been patient 
with their gradual progress. One worker finally spoke up in his Safety meeting. He had never 
participated in the Safety meetings. After practicing Safety phrases and scenarios in class, he 
had the confidence to contribute in his Safety meeting. The supervisor was pleasantly surprised 
by this worker who had been silent for over one year.  
 
I have been observing a low level worker who is a beginner and is very reluctant to write 
anything. He doesn’t yet know the alphabet letters. He holds the pen so tightly and makes 
circular motions for a long time before forming a letter. He was pressing so hard that he was 
leaving imprints on the pages underneath. After four months, he has started writing more 
freely. He has been practicing the alphabet letters and sight words. Most recently, he wrote out 
his children’s names so he could send them birthday cards.  
 
A worker with very low self-esteem completed the assessment with me and we did a bit of 
follow up work. In that short one hour following the assessment, he commented, “I didn’t know 
about breaking down larger words and being able to say them. Now I am going to be able to 
read all sorts of stuff.”  
 
One worker attends the morning class for two hours, works his remaining 10-hour shift and 
returns after dinner to work at the computer on his own time for another 2 hours.  
 
Workers ask us to include specific aspects in the classes such as lessons on calculating interest 
for purchases, amortization tables, payment schedules, and all the detailed components to a bill 
of sale. I spend time reading how to access information and maps for planning vacations, 
assisting with the writing of life stories and family history, and reviewing Band Council Meeting 
minutes.  
 
One supervisor has commented that worker attitudes have improved. We did a lesson on the 
importance and legality of log books and referenced it to the section in the Mines Health and 
Safety Act. Several workers were unaware of how important accurate documentation is for the 
equipment they operate. One of the Engineering Technicians noticed an improvement with one 
worker and wrote us an email. “He has been doing very well on WENCO (on board computer 
system in heavy equipment). His data for the day was perfect and his log sheet was easier to 
read than those of most of the operators.” 
 
Workers are learning to use the computer and want to buy computers for their children at 
home. In many cases, they want to model good learning for their children. They want to be 
involved in the education of their children.  

 



 
taking the next steps together:  Final Report and Resource Guide 

 
W W   

 

 55

One worker asked, “Do you really think I will be able to write some day?” We assured him that 
with hard work and patience on his part, he could learn to write and improve his reading.  
 
A worker approached me for help with proposal writing because he wants to start his own 
company in his community. He wants to learn how to write funding project proposals.  
 
Other workers are at a higher skill level and are working on essential skills to move into 
Supervisory roles. They are working on decision-making, dealing with difficult people, and 
critical thinking skills. One worker in particular has the right combination of interpersonal skills 
and leadership qualities to be very successful. At present, he is working to write his high school 
equivalency exam (GED).  
 
There are many workers at Ekati who are dedicating time and effort to improve their essential 
skills. Through patience, hard work and trust on their part, they are gradually reaching their 
goals. It is a privilege to be part of the learning, and exciting to see some changes. It is 
rewarding to see that essential skills training is becoming part of the daily activities around the 
mine site.  

 

Henrietta
Ormiston

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Denise Theunissen 

Sandy
Labermeyer
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SESSION 6: ASSESSING LEARNING DIFFICULTIES IN 
THE WORKPLACE 

 
 

Presenter: Denise Theunissen (Bow Valley College)  
 
 
 

Overview: 
 
Assessing Learning Difficulties in the Workplace provided delegates with skills that will allow 
them to identify and assist individuals who may be encountering literacy or learning difficulties 
at work or in the classroom. As part of her presentation, Denise Theunissen used materials 
developed by Bow Valley College, the University of Calgary and the Calgary Learning Centre 
(with funding from the NLS) as a workplace resource tool for organizations.  
 
Delegates watched a scenario based on a real worker, Maria, a once exemplary employee now 
failing to complete her work after being promoted to a new position within her company. 
Everyone then worked through a five-step problem-solving analysis, which included problem 
identification, problem clarification (involving hypothesis generation, information gathering and 
interpretation sub-steps), development of a plan, implementation of the proposed solution, and 
follow-up evaluation. Denise stressed that learning difficulties are often hidden by workers for 
fear of discovery by others, and this results in situations where the real problem masquerades 
as an attitudinal issue or an error in judgement. (Workers often see this as preferable to 
admitting they have learning challenges).  
 
During the session, Denise led participants through a “hands-on” exercise in which they 
systemically analysed Maria’s problem and suggested appropriate interventions. By doing an 
assessment, delegates learned that Maria’s uncharacteristic behaviours had been motivated by 
her inability to use a new software package and to comprehend the training manual she had 
been given. Once the problem was identified, practical solutions were recommended such as 
training addressing the software application, assistance with navigating and reading the 
manual, development of job aids (“cheat sheets”), and provision of technical support resources 
such a help desk numbers and useful websites (and strategies for asking the right questions). 
Denise concluded her presentation by reiterating: 

• All people are capable of learning, given the right conditions. 
• The key to helping people be successful is to understand their unique needs. 
• When performance suffers, the source of the difficulty must be determined and appropriate 

modifications made. 
• Supervisors and trainers play a major role in identifying and assisting individuals whose 

performance is suffering due to learning difficulties. 
• Individuals have a major responsibility for their own performance.  
• Some people may need further assessment by professionals. 
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Problems and Manifestations of Problems The Employer CAN make a difference The Employee CAN make a difference 
Knowledge and Skills Knowledge and Skills Knowledge and Skills 

e employee may: 
Misunderstand the task because he/she  

a) Cannot follow instructions 
b) May not read the information correctly  
c) May not have all the prerequisites 

Need to use equipment/resources to complete the task  

The employer could: 
 Explain tasks clearly and precisely and provide all 

instructions in plain language/or provide opportunities 
for training 

 
 Encourage use of assistive technology 

The employee could: 
 Realize that he/she may benefit from taking a 

training course or professional development; 
ask questions or paraphrase what is said 

 
 Take time to learn assistive technology and use 

appropriately 
Motivation Motivation Motivation 

e employee may: 
Strive for mastery of task to the point of inefficiency 

Be set in his/her way of doing work because he/she doesn’t see 
the whole picture 
Exhibit self sabotage/fear of success 

The employer could: 
 Explain standards and timelines for completion of task 

 
 
 Model ideas and show what works more effectively, i.e. 

provide a framework and/or overall picture 
 Provide specific constructive feedback about the task 

The employee could: 
 Incorporate time management and planning 

strategies to complete the task within the 
guidelines established  

 Follow the model and work within the 
framework provided 

 Incorporate feedback suggestions or ask for 
advice 

Emotional Factors Emotional Factors   Emotional Factors
e employee may: 

Feel inferior or different and this may lead to 
 Apparent lack of motivation 
 Poor grooming habits 
 High anxiety levels 
 Inappropriate social interactions 
 Either overly assertive or withdrawn behaviours 
 Hopelessness – easily defeated, depression 

The employer could: 
 Ask questions, compliment and encourage the employee 

when appropriate 
 Model appropriate social behaviour and grooming 
 Provide opportunities for team building and 

interaction 

The employee could: 
 Ask for help, discuss his/her learning 

difficulties, and be aware of support network 

Cognitive Process Cognitive Process Cognitive Process 
e employee may: 

Have attention problems in that he/she does not plan 
systematically or is impulsive  
Forget steps or instructions because of memory problems or 
sequencing difficulties 

Miss information because of visual or auditory perception 
deficits 

Misinterpret oral or written expression implicitly or explicitly 
stated 

The employer could: 
 Define the problem or task and model how to break down 

the task into manageable, sequential steps 
 Check for understanding and monitor progress 

 Encourage mnemonic devices such as strategies 
for remembering the steps to complete the task 

 
 Demonstrate directions/ instructions in a variety of ways 

visually or verbally 
 Draw a diagram 
 Write and/or rephrase tasks in plain language 

 Not assume that the written or oral instructions have been 
understood 

The employee could: 
 Break the task into manageable, sequential 

steps and discuss these with employer 
 Incorporate memory enhancing strategies 

 Use a notebook, calendar, planner 
 Review steps of tasks 
 Keep in mind overall project 

 Know how he/she learns best and use the most 
efficient modality for productivity 

 
 
 Ask for clarification or interpretation of task 
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PROBLEM SOLVING WORKSHEET 
Name of Employer: ____________________________________ Date: ________________________ 
Supervisor: __________________________________________ 
 
Step 1 – Problem Identification 
What is the problem? Describe briefly: 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Step 2 – Problem Clarification 
A. Hypothesis Generation  Brainstorm possible reasons for the problem 

1.  _______________________________________________________________________________ 
2.  _______________________________________________________________________________ 
3.  _______________________________________________________________________________ 
4.  _______________________________________________________________________________ 
5.  _______________________________________________________________________________ 

 
B. Information Gathering  Turning each hypothesis into a question 
 

What do you need to know to determine 
if this is a valid reason for the problem? 

How could this information 
be obtained? 

Who could do it?

1.  ____________________________________________________________________ 
2.  _______________________________________________________________________________ 
3.  _______________________________________________________________________________ 
4.  _______________________________________________________________________________ 
 

C. Interpretation  How has your understanding of the problem been clarified? What is the most likely 
reason for the problem? 
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________ 

 
Step 3 – Development of a Plan 
What could you do to solve the problem? Brainstorm a number of strategies. Pick one and formulate a timeline. 
 

Alternative Strategies Priority Rating 
1.  _______________________________________________________________________________ 
2.  _______________________________________________________________________________ 
3.  _______________________________________________________________________________ 
4.  _______________________________________________________________________________ 
5.  _______________________________________________________________________________ 
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Step 4 – Implementation of a Plan 
Who will implement the strategy? By When? For how long? How will you know if it is effective? 

 
Action Plan 
Implementation steps: By when? By whom? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
  
Who will ensure the plan is being implemented? 
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
How will progress be evaluated? (Use observable and measurable data. Focus on the positive.) 
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Step 5 – Follow-up / Evaluation 
Was the plan implemented? How did it work? If it did – great! If not, use this as new information in repeating the 
problem-solving process. 
 
Date and time of next appointment:  _______________________________________________________ 
 
Comments: 
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
 
From: Samuels, et al (1995) Asking the Right Questions 
Adapted from Knackendoffel in Idol and West (1990) by Schloten, (1993) 
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Assessing Learning Difficulties in the Workplace 
 

Slide 
01 

Assessing Learning Difficulties in 
the Workplace 

(Available on CD)

Facilitator: Denise Theunissen
Bow Valley College

Marilyn Samuels, University of Calgary 
Anna Kae Todd, Bow Valley College

 
 

 
 

Slide 
02 

Agenda
Introduction

Assumptions influencing learning

Assessment using a problem solving cycle
Identification

Clarification
• Blocks to success

• Assessment alternatives

Developing a plan

Implementing a plan

Evaluation

What can the employee do to make a difference?

What difference can an employer make?

 

 

Slide 
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The Problem Solving Cycle

Problem
Clarification

Development
of a Plan

Implementation
of a plan

Follow-up
Evaluation

Problem 
Identification

 

Problem Identification 

Problem Clarification 

Development of a Plan 

Implementation of a Plan 

Follow-up Evaluation 
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Slide 
04 

Assumptions Influencing Learning

1. All people are capable of learning, given the right conditions.

2.  The key to helping employees be successful is understanding their 
unique needs

3.  When performance suffers, the source of the difficulty must be 
determined and appropriate modifications made.

4. Employers play a major role in identifying and assisting employees 
whose performance is suffering due to learning difficulties.

5. Employees have a major responsibility for their performance.

6. Some employees will require further assessment by other 
professionals.

 

 

Slide 
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Step 1 – Problem Identification

 

You may not want to use this word with your employee; 
you may want to use possibilities, issues or solutions. 

 

Slide 
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Step 2 – Problem Clarification

 

Three steps in the clarification process: 
 A.  Considering possible reasons 
 B.  Gathering information 
 C.  Interpreting information 
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Slide 
07 

Step 2 – Problem Clarification

A. Possible Reasons

What are some possible reasons for Maria’s 
difficulties?

 

 

 Is Maria angry because her former boss has left the 
company?  Is she exhibiting passive aggressive 
behaviours? 

 Does Maria have the knowledge and skills to carry 
out the tasks in her new position? 

 Are Maria’s performance difficulties due to factors 
outside the workplace? (e.g., family concerns, health) 

Slide 
08 

Blocks to Success

Knowledge

Skills

Affective

Factors

Cognitive 

Processes

Motivational 

Factors

 

 

All the other factors that are interfering. 

 

Slide 
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Step 2 – Problem Clarification
B. Gathering information

Interview employee
Ask the right questions
Analyze the essential skills 
Evaluate workplace, e.g. demands, expectations, support
Analyze workplace documents
Ask other colleagues about the workplace environment
Consult with outside experts or referral for further assessment.

 

 



  
taking the next steps together:  Final Report and Resource Guide 

 
W  W  

 

 63

 
Slide 
10 

Step 2 – Problem Clarification

B. Gathering further information

Referral for further assessment

Informal Assessment

Formal Assessment

 
•Interviews                        • Informal Tests 
•Questionnaires                 • Rating Scales 
•Dynamic Assessment 
Assessment, done well, makes all the difference. 
Ask the right questions. 

Norm referenced tests – direct observations measure the 
employee’s performance on a specific task under 
specific conditions which compare the employee’s 
performance to the norm.   
Criterion referenced tests – compare performance to 
some predetermined level of mastery rather than a group. 
A determination of present levels of performance. 

Always ask: Does the employee have the foundation 
skills necessary to learn a new skill? 

Slide 
11 

Step 2 – Problem Clarification

B.  Information Gathering

 
What process was used to clarify the problem? What 
other information was gathered?  How? Who gathered 
the information? 

♦ 
♦ 
♦ 
♦ 
♦ 
♦ 
♦ 
♦ 
♦ 
♦ 

Spreadsheet due three days ago 
Maria will have it the next day 
Blames her other tasks for the delay 
Does she feel overloaded? 
No, she will get it done tomorrow 
Supervisor requests to see it 
Maria becomes less confident 
Supervisor recognizes that she has some difficulties 
Maria has taken a course on spreadsheets 
Maria says she hasn’t used spreadsheets before – doesn’t 

make much sense, tried to read the manual, too hard to 
understand. 

Weak math skills? Lack of knowledge? 

Slide 
12 

Step 2 – Problem Clarification

C.  Interpretation

How has your understanding of the problem been 
clarified?  

What is the most likely reason for the problem?

 

Lack of skills in using spreadsheets may be contributing 
to her performance. 

Further observations and informal assessments of job 
skills reveal that her difficulties are a result of lack of 
knowledge and experience with spreadsheets as well as 
poor numeracy skills. 

Acknowledges was never good in math and any work 
with numbers makes her feel anxious and incompetent. 
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Slide 
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Step 3 – Development of a Plan

What could you do to solve the problem?

Brainstorm a number of strategies.  Pick one and 
formulate a timeline.

 

 

Slide 
14 

Step 3 – Development of a Plan

 

Maria and supervisor agree to meet with in-house 
computer consultant to discuss difficulties with 
spreadsheets and her understanding of the manual. 

Slide 
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Step 4 – Implementation of a Plan

 

Who will implement the strategy?  

By when?   

For how long?   

How will you know if it is effective? 
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Slide 
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Step 4 – Implementation of a Plan

 

Computer consultant develops cheat sheets. 

This relieves Maria’s anxiety around using math skills. 

Consultant reviews the manual and notes that manual is 
full of jargon, language that is not easily understood. 

Company decided to develop plain language manuals. 

What other strategies would you implement? 

Slide 
17 

Step 5 - Evaluation

 
Now is the time to evaluate what was suggested and 
followed up on what is working.  

Is there a need for a referral for further assessment at this 
time? No, but if Maria were required to use her math 
skills more, then maybe a more in-depth assessment 
would be required. 

What is realistic to do vs. what is nice to do. 

What benefits does this have for the company?   
 Maria gets her work done.  
 She no longer takes extended lunch breaks. 
 She doesn’t call in sick. 
 When she encounters difficulty, she does not 

hesitate to ask for assistance. 

Slide 
18 

Step 5 - Evaluation

Was the plan implemented?  

How did it work?  

If necessary, repeat the problem solving process.

 
Maria’s case highlights some typical issues for adults 
with learning difficulties. 
 Absenteeism or seemingly poor attitudes may be 

due to feelings of incompetence or learning 
difficulties.  It is worth investigating. 
 Competence with new methods or skills cannot be 

assumed just because someone attended a course.  
The timeliness of the training and immediate 
opportunities to apply the new knowledge in a 
supportive environment are equally important. 
 Assessment of a problem, rather than making 

assumptions or taking disciplinary action is likely 
to lead to more positive outcomes. 
 Use of plain language helps everyone in the 

workplace, including customers 
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What are some typical issues for 
adults with learning difficulties?

Feeling embarrassed

Hiding the problem

Masking the problem

Not acknowledging the problem

Feeling sick

Handing in requests late

Working late

Quitting jobs

Substance abuse

Not being able to keep a job

 

 

What are some coping strategies that you see? 
 Learning to work the system 
 Asking for a leave 
 Medical leave 
 Therapy 

Slide 20 

What can the employee do to 
make adifference?

Realize benefits of taking training sessions
Ask questions or paraphrase what is being said
Incorporate time management strategies more 
effectively
Use the preferred learning style
Don’t let a weakness define a person
Look at personal strengths
Accept both negative and positive feedback

 

 

 

Slide 21 

What difference can an employer 
make?

Use language that is easily understood

Keep tasks short and simple

Use a less judgmental approach, eg: collaborative

Use the essential skills profile more intentionally

Use different ways of explaining a task, eg: demonstrate, 
verbalize

Ask questions that help employees clarify the problem

 

What do employees tell us?  It is important to have an 
employer who: 
 is understanding                                 
 clarifies                                               
 asks questions                                     
 is not judgmental             
 understands and appreciates employee differences 
 cares 
 uses plain language 
 demonstratesWhat might be some 

accommodations to have in place to promote 
accessibility, minimize discrimination, help workers 
reach their potential, level the playing field?  
For example: encourage calculator use, supply a palm 
pilot, etc. 
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Sandi Howell (Workplace Education Manitoba) 
Sue Turner (BC Hydro) 
Brigid Hayes (Canadian Labour Business Centre)  

 

Overview: 
 
Erik de Vries (Human Resources Skills Development), Naomi Frankel (CUPE), Sandi Howell 
(Workplace Education Manitoba) and Sue Turner (BC Hydro) turned their attention to the 
“broader band” essential skills – critical thinking, decision making, and problem solving. In the 
first part of the presentation, Erik made delegates aware of the view the Government of Canada 
is taking regarding these skills – how they are being defined and why they are important. 
Naomi, Sandi and Sue then explored issues around these skills in terms of training and 
assessment approaches, and the requirements of the workplace where critical thinking, decision 
making, and problem solving are concerned.  
 
The last part of the session, facilitated by Brigid Hayes (Canadian Labour Business Centre), 
gave delegates an opportunity to share their experiences and ideas in order to begin to move 
the essential skills training agenda beyond literacy, numeracy, communications and document 
use. 
 
Erik began by providing some background information. HRSD is currently profiling the A and B 
level occupations in Canada – those requiring university, college or apprenticeship training. (C 
and D occupations – those requiring no post-secondary education – have already been 
addressed, and essential skills profiles for these occupations can be found on the Essential Skills 
website www.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/essentialskills). Erik stressed that the profiles are a 
measure of the essential skills required by an occupation; they are not an assessment of the 
worker’s performance of these skills. Erik told delegates that critical thinking has been added to 
this round of profiling (C and D occupations will be updated in the future) – primarily at the 
request of profilers who found critical thinking to be a discreet skill with important workplace 
applications. A four point scale is used to rate the complexity of thinking skills used by workers 
to perform their jobs competently (critical thinking, problem solving, decision making, finding 
information, use of memory, job task planning and organizing).  
 
Erik suggested that thinking skills in a workplace context often receive less attention than 
literacy and numeracy, no doubt due in part to their more abstract nature. While IALS provided 
a structure and standard for measuring literacy and numeracy, no comparable framework exists 
for thinking skills. IALSS, with its problem-solving scale, will contribute important supply side 
data to complement the demand side research being conducted as part of the Essential Skills 
and Workplace Literacy initiative. Erik also explained that there is little in the way of developed 
tools to assess the impact of thinking skills enhancement programs. This sometimes makes it 
difficult for management and funders to support these types of initiatives.   
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Thinking Skills (Human Resources and Skills Development) 
 

 
Slide 
01 

 

Thinking Skills in the context of 
Essential Skills

• Reading Text
• Document Use
• Numeracy
• Writing
• Thinking Skills
• Computer Use
• Working with Others
• Oral Communication
• Continuous Learning

• Problem Solving
• Decision Making
• Critical Thinking
• Job Task Planning & 

Organizing
• Significant Use of 

Memory
• Finding Information 
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The National Occupational 
Classification (NOC)

Categorises and describes all occupations in 
Canada according to occupational sector 
(e.g. Health Occupations, Sales and 
Service) and education level:

• Level A – university education
• Level B – community college or 

apprenticeship
• Level C – Secondary and/or occupation-

specific training
• Level D – No formal training requirements

 
 
Slide 
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Scaling the Thinking Skills

Literacy scales 
(text, document 
use, writing, 
numeracy):

• are pegged to 
external scales 
(IALS and CCLB)

• use a 5-point 
scale to rate 
complexity

Thinking scales:
• are quantified using 

scales developed 
specifically for the ESRP

• use a 4-point scale
• Significant use of memory 

has no complexity rating; 
it distinguishes types of 
memory use

 

 
Slide 
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How thinking skills are measured

• Thinking skills are evaluated using 
different dimensions linked to particular 
tasks

• E.g. problem solving is rated using four 
dimensions:
– complexity of the problem;
– complexity of identifying the problem;
– complexity of identifying solution steps
– complexity of assessing the solution

 

 
Slide 
03 

 

Thinking Skills and the Essential 
Skills Research Project (ESRP)

• The ESRP:
– began in 1994
– has profiled over 190 occupations, including 

all those requiring secondary school or less
– will profile all Canadian occupations by 2007

• Each occupation profiled for all essential 
skills in six or more interviews with 
competent job incumbents

• Assesses essential skills as used in 
occupations, not by individuals

 

 
Slide 
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The new kid on the block: 
Critical Thinking

• Introduced to ESRP in 2002 because ES 
profilers identified a missing thinking skill 

• Critical thinking is the process of 
evaluating ideas or information, using a 
rational, logical thought process, and 
referring to objective criteria, to reach a 
rational judgment about value, or to 
identify strengths and weaknesses
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Slide 
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Critical Thinking (cont’d)
• Because the critical thinking scale was only 

recently developed, it omitted from current C 
and D level profiles; when these profiles are 
renewed, it will be included

• Included in A and B level profiles currently 
underway

• Reflects a dimension of thinking not always 
included in other thinking skills

• Expected to be more important in some A and B 
occupations

 

 
Slide 
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Measuring Thinking Skills I:
Population-level assessment

• Population-level assessment of problem 
solving used in the new Adult Literacy and 
Lifeskills (ALL) Survey (aka IALSS); 
results expected in 2005

• HRSD values these population-level data 
because they:
– provide a picture of the adequacy of labour 

supply;
– provide some clues about what factors permit 

or prevent the acquisition of skills  

 
Slide 
088 

 

Why is HRSD interested in 
thinking skills?

• Workplace literacy and numeracy skills 
have received widespread attention, 
especially since IALS (1994)

• Research and applications relating to 
workplace thinking skills are relatively 
scarce

• Thinking skills’ links to school outcomes 
less explicit than literacy and numeracy
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Measuring Thinking Skills II:
Individual assessment

• Currently no individual-level 
assessment of thinking skills matching 
ESRP scales

• Essential Skills partners have different 
reasons for wanting such assessments:
– government programs and educators with 

an interest in evaluating training 
interventions;

– workplace trainers and workers evaluating 
skill levels for placement in training  

 
Slide 
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Thinking skills in action

• Farm equipment mechanics (NOC Level B) 
require Level 4 problem-solving skills (on a 4-
point scale) to address ambiguous equipment 
issues

• By-law enforcement officers (NOC Level C) 
use Level 4 decision-making skills to 
determine whether to allow trucks with load 
infractions back on the highway

• Dry Cleaners (NOC Level D) find information 
on how to clean particular fabrics at Level 2 
using trade bulletins or by asking co-workers

 

 
Slide 

12 
 

Want more ES information?

Essential Skills website:
http://www.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/essentialskills
Workplace Literacy and Essential Skills 

Projects – Calls for Proposals:
http://www.nald.ca/nls/nlsfund/calle.htm
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 Panel Discussion – Points Raised
 
• It is possible to teach a framework or process for addressing thinking skills but it is still up 

to the individual to apply it. 

• Thinking skills differ from other essential skills – they are constantly applied in all facets of 
life. However, like the other essential skills, the degree to which they are used at work 
depends on the job and the organizational culture. 

• Thinking skills are an integrated part of the other skills – for example, when you teach 
reading, you should teach how to assess the ideas presented and how to decide what to 
do with the information. Reading without this kind of analysis just leaves individuals 
susceptible to manipulation and propaganda.  

• Thinking skills should definitely not be taught as a separate subject – “it’s time for thinking 
skills class”. One would hope thinking skills are an integral part of all learning.  

• In some organizations a culture of thinking is imposed – “You will think in a certain way” 
so there is no opportunity to learn how to think critically. 

• Trainers can teach the problem solving model – identify the problem, generate possible 
solutions, choose the most appropriate course of action, plan and implement the solution, 
assess outcomes. However, this model is often not followed – people rush to a solution 
without taking the time to define the problem.   

• The root causes of a problem are often confused with the manifestation of these causes 
(i.e.) people address what they see without taking the time to establish what has caused 
this outcome. This is particularly true in the workplaces of today where there is no time for 
extensive analysis. 

• Many workplaces hire people for their thinking skills and innovative approaches; then they 
give them no opportunity to explore unique options (this might be unintentional and 
merely the result of a deeply entrenched organizational “group think”). 

• Many workplaces are “dummying down” performance requirements by asking management 
to do all the thinking or by implementing technology that performs the calculations and 
implements the processes automatically. 

• When an organization cites an employee as being exceptional, it is almost always an 
acknowledgment of the person’s thinking skills. This suggests workplaces value thinking. 

• A first and frequently overlooked step in problem solving is to identify the assumptions we 
are making about the situation. Often it is the unrecognized assumption that prevents a 
good solution. Therefore, we should teach people how to identify assumptions, especially 
those that are not immediately obvious.  

• Often the way a problem is stated reflects a pre-conceived solution. Learners should be 
taught how to complete problem statements and how to generate a range of possible 
solutions. 

• Practical intelligence – how to “work” an organization – is a very important thinking skill 
not usually addressed in training.  

• Elegant techniques exist to measure thinking skills but they are very expensive. They have 
been developed by the armed forces and are necessary due to the fact lives are at stake. 

• People work to implement their own ideas and solutions much more energetically than 
they work to implement others’ ideas and solutions.  
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• We have to be careful not to “professionalize” thinking skills – that is, tie recognition of 
thinking skills to the number of certificates and degrees one holds. Workers have their own 
knowledge and awareness of a job which might not be statistically verifiable, but from a 
practical point of view can be observed “on the floor” everyday.  

• Thinking skills should be viewed in two ways – as individual skills and as organizational 
skills. 

• IALS proved that thinking skills are lost if they are not used. So if a workplace does not 
facilitate critical thinking, decision making and problem-solving, it is contributing to an 
atrophying of potential. 

• As trainers, we can’t lost sight of the core issues - what these skills are and how to 
measure them; sometimes societal and economic agendas take over and real “on the 
ground” needs are overlooked. For example, bottom lines become the sole driver of skills 
development programs. 

• Remember the critical importance of solution acceptance when addressing problems. A 
solution that is technologically brilliant but sociologically stupid is not a good solution.  

• In too many businesses, only the top level employees do the thinking. It’s a case of “you 
weren’t hired to think; you were hired to do.” 

• In some industries, there is only one way to do things. If people don’t adhere to the 
process, deaths and injuries result. For example, in vehicle and aircraft manufacturing.  

• If you plan the project carefully, you don’t need people to think. 

• Actually, you always need people who can think – in any kind of business. Health and 
safety demands that people make good decisions. Part of thinking is knowing when to 
make changes and when there is good reason to leave things as they are. Also, an 
employee on the ground may see a better way to complete a process – the end product 
still meets the specifications, but the steps involved are improved. Progress only occurs 
when people see better ways of accomplishing goals and better goals as well. 

• Lean manufacturing recognized that workers have the answers re: process and 
procedures. 

• Is there a danger of judging people’s thinking skills by the jobs they do? Is this emphasis 
on an individual’s thinking skills going to lead to looking at people as human capital alone? 

• Is there more potential for the development of thinking skills through an informal 
approach, learning on the job, for example. What we must remember is that this type of 
learning occurs all the time yet we never take the time to ensure that the people delivering 
the informal lessons are the best candidates to do so. How do we build in safeguards if we 
are expecting thinking skills to be developed informally?   

• Already there is an incredible amount of informal problem solving that goes on at the 
workplace, most of which management doesn’t see or recognize.  

• To teach thinking skills you must teach how to ask the right questions – how to uncover 
those secondary levels. 

• Are thinking skills “measure and observe” skills? Maybe not. Perhaps we should stop trying 
to make them fit into the same box as the literacy and numeracy focused essential skills. 

• When a goal is clear but the present situation is confused, try working backwards from the 
goal to identify the problem. 
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• Tribal knowledge is necessary to make good decisions (knowing the underbelly of the 
organization). 

• People must be able to think through the entire process. They will then opt to use only 
those skills necessary. But this decision can’t be made without the big picture. 

• Is it condescending to teach people thinking skills? Does it assume they don’t have them 
already? 

• Research shows that you can improve thinking skills but it must be done in a context so 
skills are applicable. Trying to improve thinking skills in isolation does not work – there is 
no reference point. 

• Businesses tend to reward for reactive thinking and not proactive thinking. 

• Just because an environment is very regulated does not mean problem solving cannot be 
encouraged.  

• In post Apartheid Africa where education systems were designed to teach people not to 
think, there is an incredible awareness of the importance of developing thinking skills. But 
this also means developing self-confidence, self-esteem, and leadership skills as well. 
Maybe we can learn something. 

• Thinking skills can also be developed in the family and hobby context. 

• Is there a cultural component to the enhancement of thinking skills? 

• Rein in boundless rationality and make it contextually operative.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Naomi Frankel and Sandi Howell  
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SESSION 8: SUPPORT AND BACK-UP  
(AWAL AND SKILLS PASSPORTS) 
 
 

Presenters: Wendy Magahay (Applications of Working and Learning) 
Louise Nichol (OARS Training Inc.)   

 

 
Overview: 
 
AWAL 
Wendy Magahay explained that Applications of Working and Learning (AWAL) is a national 
professional development program that supports educators to make better connections 
between the academic subjects they teach, and the Essential Skills critical for workplace 
success. At each AWAL session, educators visit workplaces to help them connect their 
classroom curriculum with its application to a real work setting.  Using a structured interview 
process, they interview employers and employees about work activities and the skills needed to 
carry them out. Using what they learn, participants then reflect on their own experience and 
develop relevant classroom activities that are made accessible through the searchable AWAL 
database online at www.awal.ca. 
 
Begun in 1997 as a K-12 initiative in BC, AWAL’s success is now national with workshops 
offered in nine provinces or territories involving not only elementary and secondary school 
teachers, but also those working in adult education including college faculty, career counsellors, 
workplace educators and pre-service teachers in several faculties of education. Almost 1000 
employers across the country have welcomed AWAL educators into their workplaces. Through 
AWAL, those workplaces become a natural place for the employment and learning systems to 
connect.  
 
AWAL works to help educators, and through them, learners, to understand the value and 
transferability of their knowledge and skills to their personal and career development.  Current 
innovations within AWAL include workshops for literacy practitioners, an enhanced relationship 
with AWAL participant-employers, and use of AWAL Workshops to assist in developing system-
wide teaching resources.  In addition, AWAL regional projects are underway in Ontario and New 
Brunswick looking at Student AWAL (where students with their teachers “go AWAL” into 
community workplaces) and research into the effect of AWAL on teaching practice respectively.  
The AWAL National Project (which is supported by the Government of Canada) has made, and 
continues to make, an important and substantial contribution to Canadian education, 
successfully fulfilling its objectives in bringing educators into workplaces and facilitating 
awareness and utilization of the Government of Canada’s Essential Skills Research. 
 
For more information, contact: 

Wendy Magahay, AWAL National Project Manager 
Telephone: (250) 370-4775 
magahay@camosun.bc.ca             
www.awal.ca 
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AWAL 
 

 
Slide 01 AWAL National Project 

 
Taking the Next Steps Together        

WWestnet 2004Wendy Magahay - AWAL 
National Project Manager Camosun College, 

Victoria BC 

 
Slide 04 

 
AWAL Overview 

Begun in 1997 in BC’s K-12 system 
 
2000: went national with sessions now in 
AB, BC, SK., MB., OT., NB, NS, NT, and 
PEI 
 
2000: expanded to include adult educators 
Database at www.awal.ca    
 
National Advisory Committee 
HRDC’s Essential Skills Research Project 

 
Slide 02 All About AWAL 

 
What is AWAL? 

Who developed it? 

How does it work? 

Why is it effective? 

How can I get it? 
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AWAL Can Help You To 

Answer.. 
 
 

Why do I have to learn this? 

When will I ever use this? 

Why do I have to work in a group?   
I can do it faster on my own! 

 

 
Slide 03 What is AWAL? 

 
A deliberate play on words 

A one-day professional development 
activity 

A curriculum development process 

A means to link what teachers teach 
and what learners will need in the 
world of work using the lens of 
essential skills 
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Agenda 

 
9:00    Welcome and Overview of the National 

AWAL Project /  Project and Host Goals   
for the Day 

9:30    Team preparation / Travel to workplace 

10:30  Interviews / Tour work 

12:30  Return from workplace / Lunch 

1:15    AWAL Connection to ES and 
Applications 

3:30    Observations and Next Steps 

4:00    Closing 
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Slide 7 AWAL Workplace Partners 

 
 

Diversified Metal Engineering Ltd.  

Maritime Electric  

Purity Dairy Ltd.  

Queen Elizabeth Hospital  

Padinox Inc.  

COWS 
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Excellent insight into the thinking 
process of the “worker”.  Enjoyed the 
skills, insights presented by the “boss”.  
Essential Skills – appreciated learning 
this.  Excellent “all-around” eye opener.  
Real world as opposed to my classroom.  
A whole new appreciation of industry 
and what skills employers value as well 
as look for in the hiring process.  
Enjoyed the “practical” approach and the 
attempt to re-focus on the skills students 
need to prepare for the workforce. 
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Radisson Hotel Calgary 

Standen’s Limited 

Supply Chain Management 

Telus Communications 

Buffalo Airways Limited 

Hay River Community Health 

BHP Billiton Diamonds Inc. 

 
Slide 11 What’s New with AWAL? 

 
“AWAL Innovations” 
 
Expand the program, website and database 

New work with literacy practitioners, 
employers, and resource development 

 
Research AWAL  

Student AWAL 

 
Slide 9 What AWAL-ers Say 

 

A great workshop! The interviews emphasized 
how important these essential skills are used in 
the workplace… these skills are present whether 
blue collar or white collar-type jobs.  

Excellent initiative. It was a surprise to discover 
that my ideas about a workplace’s required skills 
could be so wrong. 

This is a learning experience that I will share with 
my students. 

 
Slide 12 Student AWAL 

 

Small and large scale pilots 

Teacher development 

Gr. 8-12 students with teacher-led teams 

Integrated into existing school-work 
programs 

Student projects on AWAL site 

Adult Student AWAL plans underway 
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Slide 13 

 
Slide 16 

 
Slide 14 

 
Slide 17 

 
Slide 15 

 
Slide 18 
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Slide 19 

 

Why Does AWAL Work? 

 
AWAL provides a natural place for 

the education system and the 
employment systems to connect.  

It’s a win-win-win. 

 
Slide 21 

 

Why Skills? Why Now? 
100% of HS grads have the opportunity to 
participate in some form of post-secondary 
education; solid ES are needed for students to 
succeed in their choices.  

Businesses increase by 1/3 their annual 
investment in training per employee; ES will help 
ensure a solid return on this training investment.  

Increase the number of adult men and women 
learners by one million throughout all segments 
of society within 5 years; without ES their efforts 
will risk failure.  

 
Slide 20 

 
The need to find meaning is a strong motivational force 
in the life of each of us. If teachers can consistently 
help students connect subject matter content with the 
context of application, I believe we may be astonished 
at the significant increase in learning. 

Dale Parnell, Cerebral Context 
American Vocational Association, 1996 

The need to find meaning is a strong motivational force 
in the life of each of us. If teachers can consistently 
help students connect subject matter content with the 
context of application, I believe we may be astonished 
at the significant increase in learning. 

Dale Parnell, Cerebral Context 
American Vocational Association, 1996

 
Slide 22 

 

Taking the Next Steps… 

 
Use the activities on the site 
 
Host an AWAL information   
session 

Organize a day-long AWAL 
Workshop 

 
 

Slide 23  

Thank-you! 
 

Wendy Magahay 
Project Manager 

AWAL National Project 

www.awal.ca 
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Overview: 
 
Skills Passports 
New Flyer Industries, located in Winnipeg, Manitoba, is North America’s leader in Urban Transit 
Bus sales. New Flyer has the capacity to build approximately 1,400 buses a year. Within the 
Winnipeg plant, there are approximately 1156 employees, 500 of those are production workers. 
The skills passport was developed specifically for the production workers employed at this 
medium sized manufacturing company. A key element in the success of this project has been 
cooperation between management and labour through the vehicle of a joint training committee. 
 
A passport provides a record of where you have been and allows entry to new places. A 
passport could also be seen as determining one’s eligibility to travel. With this understanding of 
the term, the skills passport is a record of what workers know, where they have been, and what 
they have done. The passport has four sections:  

1. Core technical competencies 
2. Essential skills 
3. Installations  
4. Other training and certifications 
 
The skills detailed in this passport are based on the results of a job analysis that is done with 
subject matter experts from the shop floor. After assessment, the worker will have a complete 
record of what he/she knows and can do. 
 
Production workers are the employees that actually build and assemble the buses. A single bus 
can have as many as 300 parts installed in the building process. As a result, production workers 
need to be versatile and perform a variety of installations. An inventory of workers’ skills will 
facilitate the rotation of workers through work stations. Rotation of workers will provide job 
enrichment through incorporating greater variety in their daily work. Rotation of workers will 
also benefit both workers and the employer by reducing the frequency of repetitive strain 
injuries.  
 
Additional uses and benefits of the skills passport include:  
 
– Providing an inventory of worker skills 
– Identifying training needs  
– Developing learning plans for individuals and departments 
– Managing performance 
– Supporting recruitment and selection 
– Benefiting workers in the event of a lay off 
 
Work has progressed steadily over the past two years, to the point of implementing the 
passport along the production line. It is important to note that assessment of the worker 
capabilities is a critical part of the process. Workers will be assessed by trained subject matter 
experts against clearly defined assessment criteria.  
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Background to ‘The Skills Passport’ Project     
 
Initial Need 

♦ Workforce Reduction = 391 Production Workers 
→ Recall enhancement 
→ Need for a fair bump test Louise Nichol, President

OARS training Inc.

202 – 1311 portage avenue

winnipeg, mb

canada R3G 0V3

ph:  204 284 4371

fax:  204 774 7051

toll free: 1 866 385 2148

email: lnichol@oarstraining.com

website: www.oarstraining.com

→ Wanted strategic training 
 
The Partnership 

♦ Issues joined the partners towards a common vision and a  
Joint Training Committee was formed: 
→ New Flyer Industries 
→ CAW Local 3003 
→ Government of Manitoba (Labour Market Services, ETS) 
→ OARS training Inc. 

♦ Work shifted to Joint Training Committee 
 
Production Worker Training Assessment Process 

→ 7 departments 
→ 24 work stations 
→ 250 – 300 separate installations 
→ 500+ workers 

♦ The magnitude drove the Committee to see the potential for Passport 
 
Industry PLAR Model 

♦ Committee used an Industry model of Prior Learning Assessment and Recognition to 
plan project. 

♦ Elements of Good Practice: 

PLAR will be most effective if: 
→ PLAR is applied to the right situation for the right reason. Not all situations, 

individuals, courses and learning are amenable to a PLAR process 
→ PLAR is a partnership between all stakeholders. In a workplace context that could 

include employers, labour, and accreditation and regulatory bodies 
→ the PLAR process reduces/eliminates duplication of learning 
→ assessment is flexible, practical and, in the case of industry, workplace-related 
→ the process is transparent to all involved 
→ expectations, roles and responsibilities of the stakeholders are clearly 

communicated at the outset of any PLAR process 
→ updating and maintaining of the process - i.e., an administrative structure - is part 

of the PLAR project 
→ those involved in implementing the system are well-trained, dedicated and ethical 
→ the resulting PLAR process is neither cumbersome nor complex 
→ the end recognition has real value, both to the recognizing organization and the 

individual 

mailto:lnichol@oarstraining.com
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Workplace PLAR Process 
 
 

1. Identify organizational needs 
 
 
 
 
 2. Identify performance standards
 
 
 
 
 

3. Design assessment methods 
 
 
 
 
 4. Assess learning against standards
 
 
 
 
 

6. Provide external recognition 5. Provide internal recognition
 
 
 
 7. Identify performance gaps
 
 

9. Evaluate learning results8. Provide training 
 
 
 
 
 
Issues in Workplace Assessment 
 

♦ Agreement on how well a task needs to be done 
♦ Use existing process to develop criteria 
♦ Flexible assessment - availability and HR capacity to conduct 

→ Lab – practical skills demonstrations 
→ Paper/pencil tests 

♦ Training assessors 
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New Flyer Industries    (Perform Electrical Assembly)  
  

Element of Performance Assessment Criteria – Skills Assessmen

Read and understand work 
instructions 

o Access and correctly interpret wiring/circuit diagrams and 
other work instructions. 

o Follow work instructions correctly throughout the assembly 
process. 

o Identify job speci
requirements from

o Identify and expl
used on wiring/ci

Select tools and components 
 

o Select assembly tools and equipment. 
o Select correct components by code/colour or other 

identification methods. 
o Identify polarity indicators on components. 

 

o Identify items of 
their uses. 

o Identify common
by name, colour 

o Explain the conse
and electrical com

Assemble components o Prepare components/devices for soldering or other 
termination methods. 

o Join and terminate wires. 
o Apply and join loom, if required. 
o Use all tools and equipment in a safe manner. 
o Handle and store components safely using appropriate 

anti-static handling procedures and techniques. 
o Assemble components in the correct order and according 

to codes, guidelines, policies, and legislation. 
o Tag or label wires and/or assemblies. 

o Identify applicabl
regulations, and 

o Describe procedu
soldering or othe

o Identify a variety
procedures for te

o Identify the haza
tools and equipm

o Describe procedu
and other materia
wires/harnesses. 

Perform tests o Test/check assembly to ensure it meets job requirements. 
Interpret test results. 

o Identify and perform any required re-work. 
o Record testing data as required. 
o Record production data as required. 
o Test/check harness for compliance with specification using 

standard operating procedures. 

o Describe testing/
o Identify informati

for recording it. 
 

 

 

Sample 

t Criteria – Knowledge 

fications, processes, and 
 work instructions. 

ain graphic symbols and conventions 
rcuit diagrams. 

assembly tools and equipment and 

 electronic and electrical components 
and appearance. 
quences of connecting electronic 
ponents with incorrect polarity. 

e codes, industry guidelines, 
company procedures and policies. 
res for preparing components for 
r termination or joining methods. 
 of methods and describe 
rminating and joining wires. 
rds associated with the misuse of 
ent. 
res for applying and joining loom 
ls/products for covering 
   

checking procedures. 
on to be recorded and procedures 
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The Skills Passport 
 

 
Slide 
01 

 
 

 
 

Skills Passport partners are: 
♦ 
♦ 
♦ 
♦ 

New Flyer Industries 
Government of Manitoba 
Canadian Auto Workers/TCA?  
OARS 

 
Slide 
02 

 
 
 

Delegates were referred to a handout that was a 
one page detailed description of the passport and 
the process. The handout also provided 
background to the project. 

 
Slide 
03 
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Slide 
04 

 
 
 

The committee now saw a much larger process. 
 
More benefits were identified and the management 
and labour focus continued to merge. 
 
Both groups wanted the process and saw the 
agenda of the other side. 

 
Slide 
05 

 
 
 

♦ 

♦ 

♦ 
♦ 

♦ 

♦ 

♦ 

♦ 

Enable production supervisors to stay current 
re: the skills available in their departments 
Enable employees to monitor their learning 
and develop their own learning plans 
Provide recognition of employee learning 
Enable the company to make better use of 
employee skills 
Identify training needs on individual, 
department and organizational levels 
Support the provision of timely, strategic 
training and the development of worker skills 
Clarify expectations regarding work 
performance and the characteristics of high 
quality installations. 
Support the job searches of laid-off workers 
by providing potential employers with 
documented evidence of skills and 
accomplishments 

 
Slide 
06 

 
 
 

This slide represents the occupational analysis 
process that led to the training content. 
 
Note the inclusion of the shop floor workers in the 
process – these people were later trained as the 
instructors. 
 
It was at this point that the big issues concerning 
assessment were uncovered. 
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Slide 
07 

 

Management and Union jointly assessed 
participants at the end of the Production Worker 
training course. 
 
They consistently agreed with the observed results. 
 
Guidelines around flexible assessment were 
integrated and the training participants answered 
some questions with paper and pen and then went 
into a lab to simulate the assembly and installation 
of parts. Participants were observed by the 
assessors throughout the process 

Slide 
08 

 

Expanded research included SME’s. 

Slide 
09 

 

Core technical skills: 
Can Do  (Signed by both employee and assessor) 
 Installs rivets into steel, stainless steel, and 

aluminum. Use drills and rivet guns. 
 Install bolts and/or rivets into steel. Use 

wrenches, impact guns, torque wrenches, 
drills, air ratchets, and impact wrenches. 
 Install screws such as countersink screws into 

steel, wood, aluminum, and stainless steel. 
Use drills, screw guns, and countersinks.  
 Assemble fittings. 
 Install fittings. Solder using propane and/or 

oxy-acetylene torches.   
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Slide 
10 

 Required essential skills: 
Can Do  (Signed by both employee and assessor) 
Numeracy 
 Measure lengths, volumes and angles using 

the Imperial and metric systems 
 Perform calculations, (i.e.) calculate the 

placement of holes based on the number of 
holes to be placed in a given distance 

 Convert the Imperial measurements to 
metric measurements and vice versa 

 Use decimals and fractions 
Oral Communication 
 Ask for information, discuss problems and 

solutions with lead hands, supervisors, and 
co-workers 

 Clarify work instructions with lead hands, 
supervisors and co-workers 

Slide 
11 

 

Previously held proof of training & certificates: 
(Signed by both employee and assessor) 
 Crane 
 Forklift 
 Oracle 
 Welding 
 Respirator 
 WHMIS 
 Anti-harassment 
 Altro Flooring 
 Copper Soldering 
 CNG 

There are columns to record Date Achieved and 
Expiry Date.  

Slide 
12 

 

In order to ensure compliance with quality 
standards, the Installations a worker can complete 
are added to the passport: 
Can Do  (Signed by both employee and assessor 
 Air line sub-assembly 
 Driver’s platform sub-assembly 
 Plywood flooring 
 Power steering box 
 HVAC system 
 Line dolly 
 Air line 
 Power steering line 

There is a column for the Assessment Date. 
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Slide 
13 

 It became apparent that the most critical element 
was evidence of a workers essential skill 
capability. Technical competencies cannot be 
assessed without integrating essential skill 
assessment. 

The committee slowed the implementation process 
to determine how to get at this underlying issue 

A random assessment showed that there was a 
high need for essential skill training particularly in 
the areas of: document navigation, blueprint 
reading and numeracy.   

It was also noted that there were many workers in 
a very low literacy level for a number of reasons, 
one being ESL issues. 

*********************** 
Slide 
14 

 Assessment includes a transparent process of 
defining where and to what extent a worker needs 
essential skills. 
Assessor checklist for Assembling and 
Installing Fittings (Knowledge and Skills): 
 What are the specifications for this job, and 

where are they documented? (document use) 
 When would you use hand swaging tools? Air 

tools? (decision making) 
 What are the main kinds of fittings? For what 

purposes are they used? (use of memory) 
 Verify specifications on drawing and other 

work instructions. (document use) 
 Select and use correct gauges to ensure fitting 

has been correctly tightened (numeracy – 
measurement) 
 How can these problems be prevented or 

solved? (problem solving)  
Slide 
15 

 

Once again, the committee expanded and sought 
new funds. 

The current project plan is to address the essential 
skill issues by providing remedial training and 
then offering passport technical assessments. 

Once the integrated technical skills are assessed, 
the workers will be ready to further cross train or 
rotate through a position. 

Generous support has come from the Provincial 
and Federal governments  

New partners include: WEMSC, NLS, HRP, CME 
ALC’s 
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Louise Nichol, President

OARS training Inc.

Slide 
16 

 
Workers will be given a self assessment document 
to help them discern their personal level of skill.  

Level one is the refresher course in which initial 
training will address, document navigation, blue 
print reading and numeracy. (Workers are free to 
refer themselves to further training or assessment 
if they do not feel ready for the refresher course.) 

Level two is for workers that require an essential 
skills workplace program.  

Level three is for workers for whom literacy or 
ESL are big issues – there workers will require a 
personal and much longer intervention. 

It is important to note that participation in this is 
voluntary. 

Slide 
17 

 

This presentation summarizes two years of work. 
 
The committee intends to roll out the passport to 
all occupations across the shop floor at New Flyer. 
 
The dream of this group is to be a part of 
replicating this process across Canada 
 
Who will the next partners be??? 

Slide 
18 
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SESSION 9: TAKING THE NEXT STEPS TOGETHER  
 
 

Individual Response 
 

 
 
 

 
 

What will you take away from the symposium (1-2 ideas, pieces of information, 
strategies, resources, “ah-ha” moments, etc. that “spoke” to you or made an 
impact)? 
 

♦ How essential skills are evolving and becoming more established but are still a long 
way from being a part of the work culture. 

♦ Thinking skills can be taught, learned and measured. 
♦ The process for implementing an AWAL experience. 
♦ A problem solving model for assessing student learning difficulties. 
♦ Information on the restructuring of HRDC.  
♦ Discussions with other delegates surrounding pre-apprenticeship programs, especially 

those designed for Aboriginal learners. 
♦ The pressing need to develop critical thinking skills with GED and ESL students. 
♦ The realization that critical thinking skills can and should be addressed in initiatives 

such as joint labour management programs. 
♦ How the abstract principles I employ in my daily work can be translated into very 

concrete and demonstrable essential skill applications. 
♦ Chris Bates’ PowerPoint – injecting the quizzes worked really well to create a focus. 
♦ The WEST project and the passion it inspired. 
♦ So much solid information - almost all of it was new to me. 
♦ The AWAL database was entirely new to me. I will search it and recommend it to Basic 

Ed/workplace and K-12 instructors in Saskatchewan. 
♦ Learning that thinking skills will be in the next IALSS. 
♦ How workplace essential skills affect people and their lives – the wonderful stories 

about people. 
♦ The clear picture of essential skills in Canada as presented by Scott Murray. 
♦ Just how important essential skills are in the workplace. 
♦ That there are a number of resources available at our disposal and I can utilize them.  
♦ When assessing a problem – include the workers as part of the committee. 
♦ How the skills passport can be used by unions to conceptualize and implement aspects 

of essential skills recognition. 
♦ The link between essential skills and GED. 
♦ How I can deal with learning difficulties via a defined strategy. 
♦ How to incorporate the “other” essential skills into the workplace. 
♦ A strong desire to be a positive resource in facilitating people’s growth. 
♦ A new list of great websites. 
♦ A greater openness to variety and flexibility in terms of training 
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What is one thing you will do with what you have learned at the symposium? 

♦ Review the process of preparing applicants to understand their need to enhance or 
gain essential skills.  

♦ Identify what skills can transfer to other or new processes.  
♦ Have an AWAL experience. 
♦ Look at writing a proposal to further essential skills training. 
♦ Investigate AWAL and Skills Passports further. 
♦ Share Scott’s statistics with my colleagues. 
♦ Do a PD session with my staff on how to assess learning difficulties. 
♦ Contact people I met here to pursue partnerships and sharing of resources. 
♦ Collaborate with other delegates to further essential skills development in my part of 

Canada. 
♦ Incorporate essential skills into the workplace programs I deliver and prove the need 

for these changes using Scott’s statistics. 
♦ Improve the range of policy rationales for essential skills initiatives to include micro 

and meso-level outcomes. 
♦ Share what I have learned with others in the organization with a view to action. 
♦ Establish a program that is similar to WEST. 
♦ Use “PLAR Best Practice” from Skills Passport. I am starting a PLAR process and will 

have to train and mentor a PLAR facilitator and the advisory group in these useful, 
plain and practical steps. 

♦ Use some of Scott’s points to support the various points I have been trying to sell to 
employers. 

♦ Follow-up with Louise Nichols on the Skills Passport. 
♦ Encourage WWestnet to have more Aboriginal involvement. 
♦ Talk to my union and employer to see what direction they will or are going in with 

Essential Skills. And again, utilize the web sites and other resources.  
♦ Use the assessing learning difficulties process model to identify workplace problems. 
♦ Look at developing and delivering “critical skills” and problem solving training to match 

our employee engagement model. 
♦ Engage with management to share information, and discuss the possibility of effecting 

culture change in my workplace.  
 
What do you need to move forward? (Concrete and practical suggestions) 
  

♦ Approval and support from management.  
♦ More dialoguing and sharing opportunities. 
♦ More information about HRSD’s plans for the future (regional meeting?) 
♦ Another WWestnet conference report like last year’s – good resource for trainers. 
♦ A shift in NLS funding from research and program development to implementation. 
♦ Industry/union support for essential skills initiatives. 
♦ More access to the kinds of people I have met at this workshop. 
♦ Buy-in from GED trainers to incorporate critical thinking into training. 
♦ Data – what works and what doesn’t as measured by objective standards as this is the 

basis of much policy making (the business case for linking essential skills to 
productivity, morale, safety and GDP). 

♦ Organized support groups (mentoring from experienced organizations). 
♦ Ways and means to access the resource people I have met here for extended sessions. 
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And always remember… 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Problem Solving is 
Like Eating Frogs 

 

If you have to eat one, 
do not spend all day  

looking at it! 
 
 

And if there are several frogs to be eaten,  
start with the big one! 
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Symposium Evaluation 
 
Symposium participants were asked to evaluate sessions based on the following rating scale: 

5 = high / very good  1 = low / poor   
 

 1 2 3 4 5 
Session: Symposium Overview       

success in terms of motivational quality     

success in terms of preparing you for the symposium     

Session: Essential Skills National Update   
quality of presentation     

effectiveness of content     

Session: Providing a Context       

quality of presentation     

usefulness of content     

Session: The View From the Ground   
quality of presentations (on average)     

effectiveness of the format as a learning exercise     

usefulness of content (on average)     

Session: Working Collaboratively   
quality of case studies     

effectiveness of format as a learning exercise     

Session: Some Real Life Collaborations     

Addressing Diversity in the Workplace   
quality of presentation     

quality of content     

Strengthening English Skills in the Workplace   
quality of presentation     

quality of content     

Coaching and Mentoring       

quality of presentation     

quality of content     
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 1 2 3 4 5 
Session: Recognizing Learning Difficulties 

quality of presentation     

usefulness of content     

Session: The “Other” Essential Skills   
quality of presentations (on average)     

effectiveness of format as a learning exercise     

usefulness of content (on average)     

Session: Support and Back-Up     
    

quality of presentation     

usefulness of content     

Skills Passports (Louise Nichol)     

quality of presentation     

usefulness of content     

Session: Taking the Next Steps Together  
effectiveness of format as a learning exercise     

Session: Wrap-Up and Reflection  
success in terms of wrapping up the symposium     

Effectiveness of Symposium re: Objectives 
an overall rating     

     

General Impressions     

Welcome Reception (an overall rating)     

Debriefing Social Event (an overall rating)     

Conference Organization (an overall rating)     

Conference Facilities (an overall rating)     

Conference Success (an overall rating)     

AWAL Program (Wendy Magahay) 
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Comments 
 
Symposium – general: 
 

♦ Participant workbook is excellent! 
♦ Very timely. Look forward to applying and acting on what was learned. 
♦ Great symposium. Well organized. Speakers were great this year. 
♦ All presenters were excellent. 
♦ Appreciate having ammunition to take back to support essential skills. This is a huge 

wave that every educator needs to get in on. 
♦ Bravo to WWestnet. This has been the most informative and enlightening 

session/conference put on in the past three that I have attended. 
♦ Outstanding event. I found this whole symposium more helpful than I could ever have 

hoped for.  
♦ These workshops take us outside our small, internal learning centres and help us realize 

how much literacy is a global issue and has an impact on all facets of society. 
 
 
Symposium – Presentation specific 
 

♦ Scott’s presentation was very useful but could have used more time. 
♦ I really liked Larry’s presentation – very powerful. 
♦ Excellent presentation from Susan Devins. A great day. 
♦ Susan Devins’ stories were very powerful. 
♦ The View From the Ground – Q&A would have been beneficial. 
♦ Would love to have had feedback session on case studies. 
♦ View From the Ground panel presentations were wildly diverse, which is what made 

them valuable. 
♦ Speaker from ConocoPhillips (Brian Plesuk) was very good. 
♦ Skills Passports – focus on a process driven by labour – yes! 

 
 
Other 
 

♦ Great hotel and food. 
♦ I thoroughly enjoyed the chance for networking, info sharing and info gathering.            

I appreciate the fact that Irma kept things right on track. 
♦ Facility and meals were great. 
♦ Very well organized and productive event. 
♦ As a participant I felt cared for and that my time was honoured. 
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Taking the Next Steps Together Networking List  
Name Position/Title Organization/College Mailing Address P. Code Telephone Email 

Bates  Chris Outreach Team Leader Human Resources Partnership 
Directorate 

112 Kent St 
Place de Ville, Tower B, 
21st Floor 
Ottawa, ON  

K1A 0J9 613 957-1012 chris.bates@hrdc-drhc.gc.ca 

Bradley  Jan Coordinator, Professional Training 
& Development 

Standard Aero Ltd. 33 Allen Dyne Rd.  
Winnipeg, MB 

R3H 1A1 204 788-2066 jan_Bradley@standardaero.ca  

Cullimore  Darlene Director, Adult & Continuing 
Education 

River East Transcona SD 530 Mcleod Ave. 
Winnipeg, MB 

R2K 0B5 204 669-1836 dcullimore@retsd.mb.ca 

Devins  Susan Adult Educator – Workplace 
Learning program 

BHP Billiton Diamonds Inc. # 1102 – 4920 52 St. 
Yellowknife, NT 

X1A 3T1 867 880-2274 susan.r.devins@bhpbilliton.com 
sdevins@bigfoot.com 

de Vries  Erik Policy Analyst Human Resources & Skills 
Development 

Place de Ville Tower B, 
Room 2118, 112 Kent St. 
Ottawa, ON 

K1A 0J9 613 946-7685 erik.devries@hrdc-drhc.gc.ca 

Dinter Julius Shop Steward CUPE 1975 University of SK Employees Union 409 25th St. W. 
Saskatoon, SK 

S7L 0C7 306 242-0359 juliusdinter@hotmail.com 

Dixon Allison Senior Program Officer National Literacy Secretariat Learning & Literacy 
Directorate, HRSD 
Constitution Square  
360 Albert Street, 15th Floor 
Ottawa, Ontario  

K1A 0J9 613 946-1388 allison.dixon@hrdc-drhc.gc.ca 
 

Grenkow  Len Human Resource Specialist Boeing Canada Technology 99 Murray Park Rd.  
Winnipeg, MB 

R3J 3M6 204 831-2612 len.grenkow@boeing.com 

Hall  Audrey Extension Education Consultant SIAST/SGEU SIAST Kerbey Campus 
1130 Idylwyld Dr 
Saskatoon, SK 

S7K 3R5 306 933-6469 halla@siast.sk.ca 

Hanson  Hildy Coordinator, Essential Skills 
Training 

Keyano College 8115 Franklin Ave. 
Fort McMurray, AB 

T9H 2H7 780 791-4858 hildy.hanson@keyano.ca 

Hanson  Hugh Human Resource Specialist Boeing Canada Technology 99 Murray Park Rd.  
Winnipeg, MB 

R3J 3M6 204 831-2620 hugh.hanson@boeing.com 

Hayes  Brigid Senior Researcher Canadian Labour and Business 
Centre 

340 MacLaren St.  
Ottawa, ON 

K2P 0M6 613-234-0505 
ext. 246 

b.hayes@clbc.ca 
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odgson  Pat Coordinator, Community 
Development & Outreach Dept. 

Capilano College 1744 Fell Ave. 
North Vancouver, BC 

V7P 2K6 604 983-7581 phodgson@capcollege.bc.ca 

owell  Sandi Coordinator, Workplace Education 
& PLAR 

Industry Training Partnerships, MB 
Advanced Education & Training 

260 – 800 Portage Ave. 
Winnipeg, MB  

R3G 0N4 204 945-1682 showell@gov.mb.ca 

rie  Margaret Director Policy & Programs Aurora College PO Box 1290  
Ft. Smith, NT 

X0P 0P0 867 872-7012 mimrie@auroracollege.nt.ca 

anochko  Bebe Literacy Coordinator Northlands College Hwy. 2 North 
PO Box 1000 
Air Ronge, SK 

S0J 3G0 306 425-4334 ivanchko.bebe@northlandscollege.
sk.ca 

ssop Emlyn Executive Director Alberta Literacy Foundation Ste 700, High Street House 
933 – 17th Ave SW 
Calgary, AB 

T2T 5R6 403 237-8202 info@ablf.ca 

hansen  Arne Trade Coordinator Ironworkers Local 97 Trade 
Improvement Committee 

4055 1st Ave.  
Burnaby, BC 

V5C 3W5 604 709-3002 arne@ironworkerslocal97.com 

irby  Judy Membership Coordinator UFCW Training Centre 227 – 6th St. 
New Westminster, BC 

V3L 3A5 604 520-7321 judykirby@ufcw247.ca 

abermeyer  Sandy Assistant Membership Training 
Coordinator 

UFCW Local 247 Training Centre 227 – 6th St. 
New Westminster, BC 

V3L 3A5 604 520-7321 sandylabermeyer@ufcw247.ca 

acoste  Sam Contract Training Manager Red River College E303 – 2055  
Notre Dame Ave. 
Winnipeg, MB 

R3H 0J9 204 632-3078 slacoste@rrc.mb.ca 

asiuk  Gail Literacy Reference Group CUPE 1975  #27 – 1505 7th St. East 
Saskatoon, SK 

S7H 0Z2 306 966-6257 gail.lasiuk@usask.ca  

agahay  Wendy AWAL National Project Manager Camosun College Continuing Education   
4461 Interurban Rd. 
Victoria, BC  

V9E 2C1 250 370-4775 magahay@camosun.bc.ca 

artens  Patrick Dean, Centre for Academic 
Learner Services 

SAIT 1301 – 16 Ave. NW 
Calgary, AB 

T2M 0L4 403 284-8052 patrick.martens@sait.ca 

urray  T. Scott Director General Statistics Canada 120 Parkdale Ave.  
Tunney’s Pasture, 
Ottawa, ON 

K1A 0T6 613 951-9035 scott.murray@statcan.ca 

ichol  Louise President OARS Training Inc. 202 – 1311 Portage Ave. 
Winnipeg, MB 

R3G 0V3 204 284-4371 lnichol@oarstraining.com 
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Ormiston  Henrietta Computer Instructor SIAST 2863 Kutarna Cr. 

Regina, SK 
S4V 0S9 306 789-3644 ghormiston@sasktel.net 

Pongracz  Tamara Chief Instructor, Trades Discovery 
Programs 

BCIT 3700 Willingdon Ave. 
Burnaby, BC 

V5G 3H2 604 432-8233 tamara_pongracz@bcit.ca 

Rollick  Jerry Instructor Bow Valley College 380 – 433  
Marlborough Way NE 
Calgary, AB 

T2A 5H5 403 297-3771 jrollick@bowvalleycollege.ca 

Stalzer  Gloria Food & Nutrition Worker (retired) Surrey Memorial  Hospital 14345 - 78A Ave. 
Surrey, BC 

V3W 9W3   

Tetarenko  Pam Program Manager, The Training 
Group 

Douglas College Box 2503  
New Westminster, BC 

V3L 5B2 604 777-6055 tetarenkop@douglas.bc.ca 

Theunissen   Denise Coordinator, Services to Students 
With Disabilities 

Bow Valley College 332 – 6 Ave SE 
Calgary, AB 

T2G 4S6 403 410-1645 dtheunissen@bowvalleycollege.ca 

Turner  Mark President, Local 1087 Canadian Auto Workers 14923 – 107 Ave. 
Edmonton, AB 

T5P 0X8 780 454-9621 
ext. 6270 

mturner@ford.com 

Twiss  Diana Instructor Capilano College 2055 Purcell Way 
N. Vancouver, BC 

V7J 3H5 604 990-7885 dtwiss@capcollege.bc.ca 

Williamson  George Coordinator, Adult Literacy & 
Basic Education 

Aurora College PO Box 1290 
Ft. Smith, NT 

X0P 0P0 867 872-7015 gwilliamson@aururacollege.nt.ca 

Wucherer  Larry Director of Programs & 
Development 
President 

Centre for Aboriginal Human 
Resource Development 
Winnipeg Aboriginal Council 

304 – 181 Higgins Ave. 
Winnipeg, MB 

R3B 3G1 204 989-7131 larryw@abcentre.org 
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et Members  

  Lloyd Constructability Coordinator Syncrude Canad Ltd. A500 (Aurora Bldg. 965) 
Ft. McMurray, AB 

T9H 3H5 780 715-9823 campbell.Lloyd@syncrude.com 

 Rob General Manager, Dunlop 
Standard University 

Dunlop Standard Aerospace Ltd. 500 – 1780 Wellington Ave.  
Winnipeg, MB 

R3H 1B3 1-888-372-
8648 

rob_despins@ds-u.com 

Naomi Representative CUPE 3818 Caen Ave. 
Regina, SK 

S4S 0Y8 306 546-2101 naomi_frankel@email.com 

Herman Manager Employee Relations, 
Training & Development, Security 
& Fire Protection 

Boeing Canada Technology 99 Murray Park Road 
Winnipeg, MB 

R3J 3M6 204 831-2753 herman.hansen@boeing.com 

Greg AUPE Representative AUPE 10451 – 170 St.  
Edmonton, AB 

T5P 4S7 780 930-3358 g.maruca@aupe.org 

 Irma Director of Education BC Federation of Labour 200 – 5118 Joyce St. 
Vancouver, BC 

V5R 4H1 604 430-1421 irma@infinet.net 
educate@bcfed.com 

Jonas Instructor/Consultant  27 Shier Dr. 
Winnipeg, MB 

R3R 2H2 204 895-0162 jsammons6@shaw.ca 

  Nancy Education Consultant Centre for Career Advancement 
Bow Valley College 

1109 High Country Drive 
High River, AB 

T1V 1E3 403 410-3217 nasteel@shaw.ca 

Ron SFL WEST Program Coordinator  SFL Box 282 
Balgonie, SK 

S0G 0E0 306 924-8574 rrtorgerson_wwestnet@mail.com 

Sue Training Manager BC Hydro 
 

6911 Southpoint Dr. (E13) 
Burnaby, BC  

V3N 4X8 604 528-3142 sue.turner@bchydro.bc.ca 

Melissa  Project Manager mgg consulting Suite 242 
919 Centre St. NW 
Calgary, AB 

T2E 2P6 403 630-8686 megardner@telus.net 

  Pat Project Manager PLS consulting Suite 242  
919 Centre St. NW 
Calgary, AB 

T2E 2P6 403 230-0932 p.salt@shaw.ca 
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THE PRESENTERS 
 
Chris Bates 

Chris Bates leads the Essential Skills and Workplace Literacy Initiative’s outreach team with the 
Government of Canada. He has been actively promoting this Initiative to networks across 
Canada in an effort to build a national understanding of the importance of and ways to acquire 
Essential Skills. He began his career with the Government of Canada in 1998 as an Employment 
Counsellor in Kitchener, Ontario. Subsequently, he was one of the less than 1% of successful 
candidates across Canada to participate in an accelerated management development program. 
Chris received his undergraduate degree from the University of Waterloo and also completed a 
certificate in human resources management at Conestoga College.   

Lloyd Campbell 

Lloyd G. Campbell is a Construction Scheduling Manager at Syncrude Canada Ltd. He is also 
responsible for the introduction and management of Syncrude's Effective Reading In Context, 
Working in Numeracy and Workplace Writing Fundamentals programs. He is a member of the 
Canadian Institute of Mining and Metallurgy, American Society of Training and Development, 
Conference Board of Canada Employability Skills Forum, Alberta Workplace Essential Skills 
committee, Construction Owners of Alberta Workforce Essential Skills committee, and a 
member of WWestnet. 

Susan Devins  

Susan Devins has been involved in community and workplace literacy for the past 17 years. 
Susan was hired by BHP Billiton Diamonds Inc. in 2001 to develop and implement the 
Workplace Learning Program at their mine in the Northwest Territories. Previously, she worked 
in assessment, curriculum development, and training both in Canada and overseas. Susan is a 
graduate of the University of Alberta, Masters of Adult Education program. Her hobbies include 
travelling, hiking, cooking and playing flute. 

Erik de Vries  

Erik de Vries is a policy analyst with the Essential Skills group at Human Resources and Skills 
Development (formerly part of HRDC). In addition to providing policy advice, he also 
coordinates research in the area of essential skills. Before joining HRDC in 2002, he completed 
his doctoral studies in political science. 

Allison Dixon 

Allison Dixon is a Senior Policy Analyst at the National Literacy Secretariat (NLS) in the 
Department of Human Resources and Skills Development. She has worked at the NLS for the 
past few years on many policy related files such as the Skills and Learning Agenda, integrating 
literacy into programs, policies and services across the federal government as well as working 
on the Government of Canada’s response to the parliamentary Standing Committee’s report on 
literacy. Prior to working at the NLS, Allison worked in various policy positions at Health 
Canada. She holds a Master of Social Work degree from Carlton University. 
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Naomi Frankel 
Naomi Frankel is a consultant to workplaces and to unions in workplace essential skills. 
Currently, she is working with the City of Regina and municipal employees in CUPE Local 21 to 
get a workplace essential skills program up and running. Naomi is also coordinator of a 
workplace essential skills project involving water and wastewater workers in Saskatchewan. 
Naomi spent four years in the HR Division at the University of Saskatchewan, where she 
coordinated training programs and other learning initiatives for staff. Naomi is a member of 
CUPE and of the American Federation of Musicians. 

Herman Hansen 

Herman Hansen has been employed with Boeing Canada Technology based in Winnipeg since 
1997. He began his career at Boeing as the Manager of Employee/Labour Relations and 
Recruitment and since that time, has also assumed the responsibilities for Training & 
Development and Security & Fire Protection. Since graduating from the University of Manitoba 
with a Bachelor of Commerce Degree in 1982, Herman has held a variety of HR positions in the 
public, construction and retail/wholesale sectors. Besides WWestnet, Herman is on the 
executive of the Manitoba Aerospace Human Resources Co-coordinating Committee (MAHRCC) 
and is a member of the Conference Board of Canada Council of Industrial Relations Executives. 
Boeing has been a strong supporter of essential skills within its workplace for the past several 
years and continues to develop and implement initiatives to promote and increase the literacy 
level of its workforce. 

Brigid Hayes 

Brigid Hayes joined, in November 2003, the Canadian Labour and Business Centre, a national 
centre for business-labour dialogue and consensus building, as senior researcher. At the CLBC, 
Brigid is engaged in projects related to essential skills, language at work, Foreign Credential 
Recognition and sector studies. Previously, Brigid was the Program Manager, Business and 
Labour Partnerships, with the National Literacy Secretariat (NLS), Human Resources 
Development Canada, a position she held since 1989. Prior to joining the NLS, Brigid was 
Director of the Voluntary Action Directorate, Department of the Secretary of State. Brigid also 
worked for several years as a consultant in program and policy development with clients from 
the criminal justice field, women’s and Aboriginal organizations, and the voluntary sector. Brigid 
has an Honours Bachelor of Arts degree and a Master of Arts degree in Canadian Studies.  

Sandi Howell  

Sandi Howell is the Coordinator of Workplace Essential Skills for Industry Training partnerships, 
Manitoba Education, Training and Youth. Sandi has a background in the development of 
workplace curricula and implementation of workplace training related to essential skills and 
English as a Second Language. Over the last 17 years, she has developed curricula for many 
sectors, most notably Aerospace and Agriculture. Sandi has a Masters of Education in 
Curriculum Development. Prior to her current position, Sandi worked for the Department of 
National Defence in the development of training materials, including paper-based, web and 
multimedia. She is also the Coordinator of industry-based Prior Learning Assessment. 
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Wendy Magahay 

Wendy Magahay has been active in curriculum, program and instructor development across 
Canada for the past 20 years. The unifying theme of Wendy’s work is learner and instructor 
support. This has meant working with the full range of instructors from pre-school teachers 
through to workplace educators, and with groups such as Carleton University; University of 
Ottawa; CIDA; HRDC; the Ontario Ministry of Citizenship; and BC’s Centre for Curriculum, 
Transfer and Technology. For the past three years, Wendy has worked as the manager of the 
AWAL National Project. AWAL is an application of the Government of Canada’s Essential Skills 
Research Project and is managed by Camosun College, Victoria BC. 

Irma Mohammed 

Irma Mohammed is the Director of Education, Apprentice and Skills Training, Literacy and Youth 
programs for the BC Federation of Labour. She is also an active member of the Canadian 
Labour Congress (CLC) National Education Committee, WWestnet, BC Education Advisory 
Council, Committee for Racial Justice, BC Literacy Advisory Council as well as other various 
committees and organizations. Irma has also served as the Vice-Chair of the Board of 
Governors at the British Columbia Institute of Technology (BCIT) and Labour Relations Officer 
for the Hospital Employees’ Union (HEU). Her past Committee work included but was not limited 
to the Simon Fraser University Advisory Committee, Labour Studies Program; and the BC 
Advisory Council Multiculturalism and Employment Equity Practioners’ Committee. Among her 
other accomplishments, Irma was the recipient of the Commemorative Medal for the 125th 
Anniversary of Canadian Confederation.  

Scott Murray 

Scott Murray currently holds the post of Director General, Social and Institutional Statistics. 
Prior to his appointment to this position in 1999, he spent roughly 23 years in the Special 
Surveys Division at Statistics Canada including a period of 5 years as Director. Scott has 
specialized in the design and conduct of large-scale ad hoc surveys to meet emerging public 
policy issues. His own work has included studies of volunteer activities, child care usage, 
longitudinal labour market activity and international comparative work in the area of the 
assessment of adult skill. Scott holds an Honors BA in Business Administration from the 
University of Western Ontario and is overly fond of claret. 

Louise Nichol 

As president of the Winnipeg based firm OARS Training Inc., Louise Nichol and staff specialize 
in developing and delivering training, employment policy and labour force development 
initiatives for business, government, educational institutions, and community organizations. 
Louise’s particular strength lies in need assessment, project design, training delivery and 
evaluation. OARS Training Inc. provides labour adjustment services, professional development 
workshops and curriculum development services. OARS workplace training products are at the 
forefront of Aboriginal workforce development. OARS has been working with northern 
employers to develop appropriate recruitment, retention, and advancement strategies for their 
Aboriginal workforce. 
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Tamara Pongracz 

Tamara Pongracz is an inter-provincially qualified plumber who has been an instructor at BCIT 
since 1996. In 1998, Tamara left the plumbing industry to teach full time at BCIT in the Trades 
Discovery for Women program. In 2001, BCIT introduced an additional Discovery program open 
to both men and women. The Trades Discovery programs encompass more than 20 trades and 
technical programs. Tamara is a former member of ITAC Piping Trades Advisory committee and 
has worked closely with several secondary school apprenticeship steering committees. 
Currently, she is Vice-chair of the BCIT Education Council; Chair of EDCO Programming 
Standing Committee; and member of the Board of Directors of ACCESS, Aboriginal 
Apprenticeship Strategy. 

Gloria Stalzer  

Gloria Stalzer was a peer tutor in the first year of the WEST program at the Surrey Memorial 
Hospital in 1996. The following year she returned as the Program Coordinator, a position she 
held until the program ended in 2002. As an adult learner herself who acquired her Dogwood 
Certificate while working full-time and raising a family, Gloria understood the challenges 
workers faced when returning to learning. During her time as Program Coordinator, Gloria’s 
collaborative skills ensured that the WEST program was not the hospital’s best kept secret. She 
worked with managers and obtained access to the computer-training lab at no cost to the 
program and in their sixth year, their classroom on a cart was planted in a room of its own. 
Gloria has presented the WEST workplace education model in several venues such as a 
University of British Columbia graduate class in Adult Education and conferences focussing on 
issues of access to education. 

Denise Theunissen 

Denise Theunisen is an instructor and consultant in learning difficulties/disabilities at the 
Learner Resource Services at Bow Valley College in Calgary. She has presented on learning 
disabilities, assessment techniques and strategies for effective learning and assistive technology 
at various conferences and post secondary institutions in Canada. In addition, she has taught 
ESL for many years and continues this interest when assessing the LD/ESL learner. She is 
currently researching FASD (Foetal Alcohol Spectrum Disorder) in learners in post secondary 
education. If she isn’t working, she will be out in the mountains, skiing, biking or hiking, 
enjoying a candle light gourmet dinner or reading her favourite book. Motto in Life: do what 
you do well, and enjoy it. 

Ron Torgerson 

Ron Torgerson works for the Saskatchewan Federation of Labour (SFL) addressing training, 
education and apprenticeship issues. Ron is also a Commissioner of Saskatchewan's Public 
Service Commission, with over 11,000 employees. Currently, Ron is leading a project for the 
SFL to establish a labour-sponsored venture capital company. For many years, Ron was 
responsible for essential skills training via the WEST program. As a result, Ron has been a key 
player in the promotion of Workplace Essential Skills in Saskatchewan. Ron is currently a Co-
Chair of the Western Canada Workplace Essential Skills Training Network (WWestnet).  
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Sue Turner 

Sue Turner is currently Training Manager with BC Hydro Generation in Vancouver, BC. Prior to 
this, she was Manager Training & Development with Boeing Canada Technology, Winnipeg from 
2001-2003. From 1992-2001, Sue was Coordinator Workplace Education, Industry Training 
Partnerships, Manitoba. Sue has a Bachelor of Arts from Mount Saint Vincent University, a 
Graduate Diploma in Adult Education from University of Alberta and a Certificate in Human 
Resource Management from the University of Manitoba. Sue is a certified teacher in Nova 
Scotia, Newfoundland, Alberta, and Manitoba.   

Diana Twiss  

Diana Twiss is an instructor in the Community Development and Outreach department at 
Capilano College in North Vancouver, British Columbia. She has taught Hospital Employees’ 
Union members in the WEST program, backstretch workers at the Hastings Park Racecourse, 
workers in the forestry sector, street-involved women at the Women’s Information Safe House, 
and ABE and ESL students in school district programs.  Diana has also taught college success 
courses which include critical reading/thinking skills and study strategies. She has developed 
learner-focused programs for the workplace and a peer tutor model that has been used in 
British Columbia since 1996. Diana is presently involved in a collaborative practitioner research 
project examining what makes literacy/ABE instructors effective in their practice. 

Larry Wucherer  

Larry Wucherer holds two part time positions with the Aboriginal community: the Director of 
Programs and Development for the Centre for Aboriginal Human Resource Development Inc. 
(CAHRD) and the Development Manager for Neeginan Development Corporation (NDC). At 
CAHRD, Larry is responsible for the development and implementation of urban Aboriginal 
training initiatives in Winnipeg. Larry has been involved in employment, training, and education 
in the Winnipeg Aboriginal community for over 10 years. At NDC, Larry is responsible for 
initiating and facilitating community economic development activities for the Aboriginal 
community. Neeginan opened the first Aboriginal homeless shelter this winter. Larry is also 
actively involved in bringing technology and recreational programming into the Aboriginal 
community and working with youth. Larry was recently named the President of the Aboriginal 
Council of Winnipeg. He is also a Board member of the National Board, UNEVOC Canada, the 
Canadian Plains Art Program, and SMART Partners. 
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• Knowledge Matters:  
• Skills and Learning for Canadians 
• The International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) 
• Sample IALS Questions 
• The Essential Skills Research Project 
• National Occupations Classification (NOC) System 
• Essential Skills Projects Receiving Government Funding 
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Knowledge Matters:  
Skills and Learning for Canadians  

(an excerpt, full text available at www.innovationstrategy.gc.ca) 

Canada's Innovation Strategy is presented in two papers: 

• Achieving Excellence: Investing in People, Knowledge and Opportunity 
• Knowledge Matters: Skills and Learning for Canadians 

 
Together, they provide a blueprint for action so that, by the end of this decade, Canada is 
known throughout the world for its culture of excellence, learning and innovation.  
 
Knowledge Matters: Skills and Learning for Canadians recognizes that a country's greatest 
resource in the knowledge society is its people. It looks at what can be done to strengthen 
learning in Canada, to develop people's talent and to provide opportunity for all to contribute to 
and benefit from the new economy. Human Resources Development Canada (HRDC) was 
designated the lead department for Knowledge Matters. Knowledge Matters: Skills and Learning 
for Canadians also outlines the skills and learning challenges that Canada faces, proposes 
national goals and milestones, sets out the Government of Canada's commitments, and 
challenges Canadians to find a common vision of where Canada want to go and to develop an 
action plan that includes all Canadians.  
 
 
Why Skills? And Why Now? 
 
Three key imperatives are driving Canada to take action: 
 
First, the knowledge-based economy means an ever-increasing demand for a well-educated 
and skilled workforce in all parts of the economy and in all parts of the country.  
 
⇒ All aspects of the way we live and work, the way we produce and consume, are in the 

midst of a profound transformation as a result of the revolution in information and 
communications technologies and the rise of the global knowledge-based economy.  

⇒ The skills required for many conventional occupations are changing rapidly, and many 
skills are quickly becoming dated as new jobs, new technologies and new industries 
emerge. For example, truck drivers now need to know how to use global positioning 
systems, students work online in "networked" classrooms, crane operators work with 
sophisticated onboard computers, and individual investors conduct stock market 
transactions from their home computers.  

⇒ By 2004, more than 70 percent of all new jobs created in Canada will require some form of 
post-secondary education and only 6 percent of new jobs will be held by those who have 
not finished high school.  

⇒ Canada is already facing structural skills shortages in a range of occupations such as 
nursing, engineering and management.  

Second, there is a looming demographic crunch that means our future labour supply will be 
inadequate to meet the demands of the economy.  
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⇒ More than half of the workforce of 2015 is already in the labour market. 

⇒ The next cohort of youth workers will be smaller than in the past.  

⇒ Too many Canadians are currently outside the workforce: There is a sharp divide in labour 
force participation rates for low-skilled and high-skilled Canadians (56 percent vs. 79 
percent).  

⇒ By 2011, immigration will account for all net labour force growth in Canada.  

 
Third, our learning system must be strengthened if we are to meet the skills and labour force 
demands of the next decades.  
 
⇒ Our system of supports and services for early childhood development does not reach as 

many young families as it should.  

⇒ Canada has strong primary and secondary education systems. Today's generation of 
young Canadians is the best educated in our history. Yet one in eight young Canadians 
does not complete high school, and one in four graduates lacks the literacy skills necessary 
to participate in the knowledge-based economy.  

⇒ Canadians have the highest level of participation in post-secondary education in the world. 
However, Canada's education advantage is diminishing as other countries raise their 
college and university participation rates.  

⇒ To remain competitive and keep up with the accelerating pace of technological change, 
Canada must continuously renew and upgrade the skills of its workforce. We can no longer 
assume that the skills acquired in youth will carry workers through their active lives. 
Rather, the working life of most adults must be a period of continuous learning.  

⇒ Adults with jobs do not have enough opportunities to "earn while they learn." The 
proportion of adult Canadians participating in workplace training has been stagnant since 
the early 1990s. The participation of Canadian workers in formal learning is only average 
compared with other industrialized countries.  

 

Addressing These Challenges 
 
Making sure that Canadians have the skills and knowledge required for today's economy and 
society is a national challenge. The Government of Canada, provincial and territorial 
governments, business, labour, the voluntary sector, educational institutions, and others all 
have roles to play. And, ultimately, individuals are responsible for their own learning and 
development.  
 
The Government of Canada has worked collaboratively with the provinces and territories on a 
number of initiatives and has recently introduced important measures within its own areas of 
responsibility.  
 
⇒ Cooperation between the Government of Canada and provincial and territorial 

governments has resulted in strengthened supports for children and families through the 
National Child Benefit, the National Children's Agenda and the Early Childhood 
Development Agreement.  
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⇒ The Government of Canada has also doubled the duration of maternity and parental 
benefits under Employment Insurance. (While the Government of Quebec shares the same 
concerns as other governments on children's issues, Quebec does not participate in 
federal-provincial-territorial initiatives such as the National Child Benefit, the National 
Children's Agenda or the Early Childhood Development Agreement.)   

⇒ The Labour Market Development Agreements are an important and effective partnership 
for harmonizing efforts to help unemployed Canadians return to work.  

⇒ The Government has worked closely with provincial and territorial governments to improve 
programs offering financial assistance to post-secondary students.  

⇒ The Government has also increased support for university research through the Canada 
Foundation for Innovation, funding for research chairs and increased support to granting 
councils.  

 
In its December 2001 Budget, the Government of Canada announced a series of measures that 
build on previous strategic investments to strengthen and encourage learning and skills 
development:  

⇒ increased support for Sector Councils;  

⇒ increased investment in early childhood development programs and services for Aboriginal 
children and increased support for First Nations children facing learning challenges in 
school;  

⇒ continuing investments in SchoolNet;  

⇒ improved support for apprentices;  

⇒ changes to the Canada Study Grants to better assist students with disabilities;  

⇒ an extension of the education tax credit to individuals receiving taxable assistance for their 
post-secondary education; and  

⇒ an exemption from income tax of any tuition assistance for adult basic education provided 
under certain government programs.  

 
The provincial and territorial governments are also taking action and showing leadership. The 
governments of Quebec, Alberta and New Brunswick, for example, have recently released 
papers highlighting the skills and learning issues in their respective provinces. Specific provincial 
and territorial initiatives range from early literacy and learning programs in Nova Scotia and 
Saskatchewan, to increased support for technology in schools in Prince Edward Island, to 
British Columbia's system of transferring courses and credits among institutions. Post-secondary 
education capacity has been expanded in Manitoba and in Ontario and strategies to enhance 
literacy have been developed in Newfoundland and Labrador as well as in the Northwest 
Territories.  
 
 
Moving Forward 
 
For Canadians to have the skills they need to participate fully in society, and to secure Canada's 
position as a leader in the world economy, further action is required by all. We need a Canada-
wide skills and learning agenda so that:  
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⇒ our existing workforce has ongoing opportunities to upgrade its skills and acquire new 
ones;  

⇒ our learning system can develop a world-class labour force to meet Canada's current and 
future skills needs; and  

⇒ our supply of skilled workers continues to grow.  

 
The Government of Canada is calling for a renewed effort by all sectors of Canadian society to 
ensure we meet our skills and learning requirements for the 21st century.  
 
 
Adult Labour Force 
 

Goal 
To ensure Canada's current and emerging workforce is more highly skilled and adaptable.  
 

Milestones 
⇒ Within five years, the number of adult learners increases by one million men and women 

throughout all segments of society.  

⇒ Within five years, businesses increase by one-third their annual investment in training per 
employee.  

⇒ The number of adult Canadians with low literacy skills is reduced by 25 percent over the 
next decade.  

 
How The Government Of Canada Could Contribute 

The Government will consider actions in a number of areas to help Canadians pursue learning 
opportunities and realize their aspirations, and increase our supply of labour. These actions will 
be discussed with provincial and territorial governments and with stakeholders:  

1. Increase the reach and scope of sector council activities. 
Work with sector councils to increase the number of sectors covered, as well as expand 
human resource planning and skills development within sectors and small-sized and 
medium-sized businesses.   
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2. Support the development and dissemination of knowledge and information on adult 

learning. 
Examine ways to further research and to develop and disseminate knowledge and 
information about adult skills and learning.  
 

3. Encourage workplace-based learning and opportunities for workers to "learn while they 
earn." 
Examine with partners possible financial incentives for employers who support essential 
skills development for their employees. Examine possible enhancements to student 
assistance programs for part-time study.  
 

4. Ensure the best use of resources for active labour market measures. 
Building on current labour market development partnerships, work with provinces and 
territories to ensure the most effective use of resources to meet the skills development 
needs of Canadians in our evolving labour market.  
 

5. Encourage the participation of those facing barriers to labour market participation. 
Consider, in cooperation with provinces and territories and other partners, targeted skills 
development initiatives to help persons with disabilities, Aboriginal people, visible 
minorities, individuals with low levels of literacy or foundation skills, and others facing 
particular barriers to participation in the labour market.    

A Call To Action 

Knowledge Matters: Skills and Learning for Canadians is intended to act as a catalyst for 
discussion on skills and learning. It invites all Canadians to work together to develop a common 
understanding of the challenges Canada faces, articulate a shared vision of where Canada 
wants to go, and create a plan of action to get us there.  
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The International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) 
The 1994 International Adult Literacy Survey (IALS) was the first multi-country and multi-
language assessment of adult literacy. Initially conducted in eight industrialized countries, the 
survey's goals were to develop scales for comparisons of literacy performance among people 
with a wide range of abilities, and to compare literacy across cultures and languages. Since 
1994, additional countries have been surveyed, bringing the total to 20 - Australia, Belgium 
(Flanders), Canada, Chile, Czech Republic, Denmark, Finland, Germany, Hungary, Ireland, 
Netherlands, New Zealand, Norway, Poland, Portugal, Slovenia, Sweden, Switzerland, the 
United Kingdom and the United States. IALS provides the world’s first reliable and comparable 
estimates of the level and distribution of literacy skills in the adult population, and offered new 
insights into the factors that influence the development of adult skills at home and at work. 
 
The survey was sponsored by the National Literacy Secretariat and the Applied Research Branch 
of Human Resources Development Canada and was managed by Statistics Canada in 
cooperation with the OECD, Eurostat, and UNESCO. Key support was given by the U.S. 
Educational Testing Service, the U.S. National Center for Education Statistics, and survey and 
educational researchers in all the participating countries.   
 

The results of the survey shed light on the social and economic impacts of different levels of 
literacy, the underlying factors which cause them and how they might be amenable to policy 
intervention. IALS also dispelled the old notion that individuals are either literate or illiterate and 
introduced a new concept of literacy as a continuum of skills ranging from quite limited to very 
high. The IALS built on this new view of literacy, defining it as: the ability to understand and 
employ printed information in daily activities, at home, at work and in the community, to 
achieve one's goals and to develop one's knowledge and potential. 
 
In order to measure proficiency levels in the processing of information, IALS examined three 
literacy domains: prose, document and quantitative. For each domain, literacy proficiency was 
measured on a scale ranging from 0 to 500. The scale was then divided into five broad literacy 
levels. 
 
Prose literacy: the knowledge and skills needed to understand and use information from texts 
including editorials, news stories, poems and fiction. 

Document literacy: the knowledge and skills required to locate and use information contained 
in various formats, including job applications, payroll forms, transportation schedules, maps, 
tables and charts. 

Quantitative literacy: the knowledge and skills required to apply arithmetic operations, either 
alone or sequentially, to numbers embedded in printed materials, such as balancing a 
chequebook, figuring out a tip, completing an order form or determining the amount of interest 
on a loan from an advertisement. 
 

Level 1 indicates persons with very poor skills, where the individual may, for example, be 
unable to determine the correct amount of medicine to give a child from information printed on 
the package. 
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Level 2 respondents can deal only with material that is simple, clearly laid out, and in which 
the tasks involved are not too complex. It denotes a weak level of skill, but more hidden than 
Level 1. It identifies people who can read, but test poorly. They may have developed coping 
skills to manage everyday literacy demands, but their low level of proficiency makes it difficult 
for them to face novel demands, such as learning new job skills. 
 
Level 3 is considered a suitable minimum for coping with demands of everyday life and work in 
a complex, advanced society. It denotes roughly the skill level required for successful secondary 
school completion and college entry. Like higher levels, it requires the ability to integrate 
several sources of information and solve more complex problems. 
 
Levels 4 and 5 describe respondents who demonstrate command of higher-order information 
processing skills. 
 
Some of the findings: 

• In Canada, 42 per cent of all adults aged 16 to 65 are at levels 1 or 2 on the prose 
literacy scale, while 43 per cent are at levels 1 or 2 on the document and quantitative 
scales. These individuals have literacy skills below what is considered a suitable minimum 
for coping with demands of everyday life and work in a complex, advanced society. But 
even in Sweden, where average literacy scores are high, 28 per cent of all adults aged 16 
to 65 are at levels 1 or 2 on the prose scale.  

• 23 per cent of Canadian adults are at level 4/5 on the prose literacy scale. Sweden is the 
only IALS country with a larger proportion of adults at this level, at 32 per cent.   

• Of the countries included in the IALS, Sweden has the highest average scores on all three 
scales (from 301 to 306 points) while Chile has the lowest average scores (from 209 to 
221 points). 

• On the prose literacy scale, Canada ranks 5th (at 279 points) behind Sweden, Finland, 
Norway and the Netherlands. The United States and the United Kingdom rank 10th and 
13th respectively.  

• On the document literacy scale, Canada ranks 8th (at 279 points) behind the Nordic 
countries, Denmark, Germany and the Czech Republic. Australia ranks 11th on that scale 
while the United States and United Kingdom are further down the list ranking 15th and 
16th respectively.  

• On the quantitative literacy scale, Canada ranks 9th (at 281 points), again below the 
countries of Northern European and the Czech Republic. Australia and the United States 
rank 12th and 13th respectively, while the United Kingdom ranks 17th.  

• Overall, Canada ranks amongst the top countries on the prose scale but is in the middle 
of the pack on the quantitative (numeracy) scale. 

The distribution of literacy skills within countries also varies considerably (see Figure 1). 
Comparing the range of scores between persons at the 5th percentile (those with low literacy 
skills) with persons at the 95th percentile (those with high literacy skills) provides a measure of 
the discrepancy in skills within a country. In many European countries, this discrepancy is 
relatively small. For example, in Denmark the range of scores between the 5th and 95th 
percentiles on the prose scale is 120 points. In the United States, the range of scores between 
these percentiles is almost twice as large, at 231 points.   
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In Canada, the range of scores between the 5th and 95th percentile is consistently large. On 
the prose scale, the difference in literacy scores between these percentiles is 219 points - the 
third largest difference of all countries included in the IALS study. This means that the 
discrepancy between people with low and high literacy skills is far larger in Canada than it is in 
many European countries, such as Denmark, Norway, Germany, Finland and Sweden. The same 
pattern is found on the document and quantitative literacy scales. The United States, the United 
Kingdom, Poland, Portugal and Slovenia are similar to Canada as the discrepancies between 
people with low and high literacy skills are large in those countries as well.  
 
Self-assessment of Literacy Skills  
 
The survey results show that only a minority of those persons with weak literacy skills, whether 
at work or at home, recognize a need to improve their levels. While it may seem that individuals 
at lower levels are overrating their skills, this may not be the case. Individuals were asked to 
relate their literacy skills to their job demands and IALS data show that for some individuals 
these demands are low. Therefore, in these situations even low skills would be satisfactory. 
Nevertheless, if only a minority with low skills see any need to improve their skills, that could 
become a concern for public policy. Without awareness of the need to improve, few Canadians 
will actively seek opportunities and ways to enhance their skills. 
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Literacy and Education 
 
The Canadian results reveal a clear relationship between educational attainment and literacy 
levels. Most adults with no secondary education are at Level 1. Among those with some 
secondary education, most are at Level 2. The largest number of adults who hold a high school 
diploma perform at Level 3 or lower. Adults who took an academic program have stronger 
literacy skills than those who chose the vocational route. Of those who completed community 
college, most have Level 3 or higher while most adults with a university degree have Level 4/5. 
Among most recent school leavers, there are few individuals at Level 1, with most at Levels 2 
and 3, a finding which belies any notion of widespread school failure.  
 
Yet the connection between educational attainment and literacy levels, while strong, is not 
exclusive. Many individuals — one third of the population in fact — do not fit the general 
pattern. Surprisingly, one third of Canadians who have not completed secondary school reach 
Level 3 or higher while a quarter or more of those who have completed a community college 
program are at the lower levels (1 or 2). In all, the literacy levels of about 20% of the Canadian 
sample in IALS are lower than the model one would predict, and about 16% are higher. Clearly, 
education does not "fix" a person's literacy skills for a lifetime. 
 
 
Highest level of educational 

attainment 
Typical literacy pattern 

No secondary education Most at Level 1, particularly those who have not completed 
primary school; only very few individuals at Level 4/5. 

Some secondary education Largest number at Level 2, representation at Levels 1 and 3. 
Secondary school graduate Largest number at Level 3; second largest at Level 2. 
Community college graduate Largest number at Level 3; second largest at Level 4/5. 
University graduate Largest number at Level 4/5; a handful of individuals at Level 1. 
 
In Canada, there are consistent distribution patterns of literacy by education across the three 
scales. However, this is not the case in some other countries such as Germany. The report 
shows that, of those respondents with low education, a higher proportion of Canadians than 
Germans perform at Level 1 on the document and quantitative scales. It is possible that this 
difference is due to Germany's system of secondary vocational education which emphasizes 
work experience.  
 
IALS results suggest that document and quantitative skills are particularly important to success 
in the workplace. If this is the case, then young Canadian adults may be less well prepared for 
work than their German counterparts. This lends support to policies aimed at increasing 
Canadian secondary students' work experience through co-op programs, apprenticeships and 
other school-to-work arrangements. 
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Literacy and Immigration 
 
The international study released in December 1995 found that in all IALS countries a 
significantly larger proportion of immigrants have Level 1 literacy skills in their new country's 
language than the non-immigrant population. This is because immigrants bring different 
educational experiences, and may have learned an official language only as a second or third 
language, or may be less familiar than the native-born population with the dominant culture of 
the country. In Canada, nearly three-quarters (74.7%) of the second-language foreign-born 
have literacy levels of 2 or 1 on the document scale, compared to 40.4 per cent of the native-
born population. On the other hand, in Canada, the proportion of immigrants with Level 4/5 
skills in English or French was higher than the proportion of non-immigrant Canadians. 
 
Literacy at work 
 
A considerable amount of reading, writing and arithmetic occurs in the workplace. For this 
reason, it is a very important contributor to the maintenance and acquisition of literacy. 
Unfortunately, adults with low skills are less likely to be labour force participants and more likely 
to experience unemployment. They, therefore, find themselves at a distinct disadvantage. But 
even among individuals with low skills who have employment, the opportunity to use and 
expand their skills is diminished. : 
 
The IALS developed two indices to measure engagement in reading and writing in the 
workplace. In all countries, engagement in reading and writing in the workplace is lowest 
among individuals with the lowest literacy skills (Level 1). In contrast, individuals with high 
literacy skills have improved employment prospects, and are often in jobs requiring more 
frequent involvement in complex activities - activities that build and maintain skills.  
 
As Figure 3 shows, individuals with the highest literacy skills (Level 4/5) also have the most 
engagement in reading at work. It is also interesting to note that countries with large 
differences in reading and writing engagement in the workplace also have wide differences in 
literacy skills. In Canada, for example, the range of literacy scores in the population is relatively 
large, as is the contrast between high and low scores on the workplace reading practices index. 
 
Literacy must be viewed as a cause and a consequence of employment success. The workplace 
affords the individual an opportunity to practice literacy. Thus, an inability to find regular 
employment may result in the decline of a person's skill level. 
 
Whether literacy skills are practised in or out of the workplace, individuals with higher literacy 
skills engage in literacy-related activities more frequently and in greater depth. What is 
emerging is a pattern, a circle of literacy that is common to literacy practice, training and 
education: skills contribute to practice by allowing individuals to succeed in situations where 
opportunities for practice are possible. 
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Literacy and Employment 
 
Most employment creation in OECD countries is concentrated in sectors with high knowledge 
intensity. As a result, all types of skills - including literacy skills - can be expected to play an 
increasingly important role in wage determination. IALS data clearly indicate that the 
percentage of people with relatively high incomes increases with levels of literacy proficiency. 
For example, only 24 per cent of Canadians at prose literacy level 1 are in the top 60 per cent 
of wage earners, while this is the case for 69 per cent of Canadians at level 4/5 (see Figure 6). 
It is generally believed that this earnings gain arises in part because people with higher skills 
are more productive on the job and are therefore paid a wage premium. It also appears that in 
Canada, as well as in the United Kingdom and the United States, there is a larger return to 
quantitative (numeracy) skills than to prose skills. The evidence also shows that literacy 
proficiency has a substantial effect on earnings in most IALS countries when other aspects of 
human capital, specifically educational attainment and experience, are taken into account. This 
is especially the case in Canada and Norway, where literacy proficiency is a stronger 
determinant of earnings than educational attainment. Overall, the evidence supports the notion 
- still rather new in the economic literature - that there is a measurable net return to literacy 
skills.  
 

 

 
The IALS findings make it clear that it is inadvisable to set a single standard of literacy for 
Canada. Any society can accommodate a range of literacy levels. Literacy skill requirements and 
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performance vary significantly by occupations and industries; some occupations need high level 
skills and others reflect requirements for intermediate and even basic skills. For example, 
clerical workers appear to function well when they tested in the middle range of the literacy 
scale. Professionals, on the other hand, need the higher levels required to be "literate" at their 
jobs. 
 
A comparison of high-demand occupations to those in decline indicates that Canadian workers 
in future will require high literacy skills. Industries that have experienced growth are the ones 
whose employees have relatively high levels of skills; those industries in decline are 
characterized by workers with lower skills. 
 
Adults' Readiness to Learn 
 
In the majority of countries surveyed, around 40% of the population participates in adult 
education and training. In each country, however, there are still large groups that are not 
involved. Even so, adult training is on the rise influenced, in part, by the job market which has 
recognized the increased importance of adult education and training as an investment. In all 
countries, roughly half of the participants in adult education and training attend an employer-
supported activity.  
 
The data shows, however, that adult education and training programmes are less likely to 
involve those with low literacy skills, the very people who need them the most. Given that 
literacy is a prerequisite for an adult's readiness to engage in learning, the lack of strong 
literacy skills can be a critical factor that deters these adults from participating in training. The 
rates of participation in adult education and training increase gradually with increasing levels of 
literacy skill. 
 
 
 
In Conclusion 
 
While there has been little change in the literacy profiles in Canada in the past five years, new 
graduates from Canadian secondary schools since 1989 are generally more literate than the 
older cohorts ahead of them. However, the report also shows that literacy skills are the product 
of complex social and economic forces which go beyond the simple linkage with the educational 
system. The development, maintenance and improvement of literacy skills are strongly linked to 
usage. Literacy is not a skill which is learned in school and then remains consistent over the 
course of a lifetime. Practice contributes to skill both through more frequent use of the skill and 
through greater variety by providing opportunities to use and to expand the skill in new 
situations. At the same time, skill contributes to practice by allowing individuals to enter and 
succeed in situations where opportunities for practice are possible. 

The IALS model provides an important framework which can help shape the public discourse 
about literacy. No longer can we speak about literates versus illiterates — or haves and have 
nots. We can now speak about levels of literacy with each level capable of supporting a broad 
spectrum of analysis. In fact, IALS recognizes that everyone has some level of literacy skill and 
proficiency. Even Level 1 is not an absence of literacy skills but is merely a lower level of skill. 
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If people don't use literacy skills after they have left school or college, they can lose them. The 
reverse is also true: if they practise literacy or receive training, people can gain skills. These 
findings reveal the importance of understanding how skill is lost or enhanced as well as the 
need for policies to encourage, protect and nurture literacy outside the formal education 
system. 

In the end IALS demonstrates that literacy is important socially, culturally, in terms of 
citizenship, and economically; it rewards those who are proficient and penalizes those who are 
not. This fact is critical to the success of Canadians and of Canada as a nation. 
 
 

 
Information courtesy of the following HRDC publications: 
 
Reading the Future: a Portrait of Literacy in Canada (Backgrounder and Highlights) 
Literacy Skills for the Knowledge Society (Backgrounder and Highlights) 
Literacy in the Information Age: Final Report of the International Adult Literacy Survey (Highlights) 
 
(www.nald.ca/nls/ials/introduc.htm) 
 

 
 
 
 

http://www.nald.ca/resource/rsc2275.htm
http://www.nald.ca/nls/ials/ialsreps/ialsbk1.htm
http://www.nald.ca/nls/ials/ialsreps/high1.htm
http://www.nald.ca/nls/ials/ialsreps/ialsrpt2/ials2/tocials2.htm
http://www.nald.ca/nls/ials/ialsreps/ialsrpt2/ials2/tocials2.htm
http://www1.oecd.org/publications/e-book/8100051e.pdf
http://www.nald.ca/nls/ials/infoage/highlt.htm
http://www.nald.ca/nls/ials/introduc.htm
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Sample IALS Questions 
 

Prose Level 1    Score range: 0 to 225 

Most of the tasks at this level require the reader to locate one piece of information in the text that 
is identical or synonymous to the information given in the directive. If a plausible incorrect 
answer is present in the text, it tends not to be near the correct information. 

Tasks at this level require the reader to locate and match a single piece of information in the text. 
Typically the match between the task and the text is literal, although sometimes a low-level 
inference may be necessary. The text is usually brief or has organisational aids such as paragraph 
headings or italics that suggest where in the text the reader should search for the specified 
information. Generally, the target word or phrase appears only once in the text. 

The easiest task in Level 1 (difficulty value of 188) directs respondents to look at a medicine 
label to determine the “maximum number of days you should take this medicine." The label 
contains only one reference to number of days and this information is located under the heading 
“DOSAGE.” The reader must go to this part of the label and locate the phrase “not longer than 7 
days.” 

In Canada, 22% of adults are performing at Level 1. 

 

MEDCO ASPIRIN 500
INDICATIONS: Headaches, muscle pains, rheumatic pains, toothaches, earaches.
RELIEVES COMMON COLD SYMPTOMS

DOSAGE: ORAL. 1 or 2 tablets every 6 hours, preferably accompanied by food, for
not longer than 7 days. Store in a cool, dry place.

CAUTION: Do not use for gastritis or peptic ulcer. Do not use if taking anticoagulant
drugs. Do not use for serious liver illness or bronchial asthma. If taken in large doses
and for an extended period, may cause harm to kidneys. Before using this
medication for chicken pox or influenza in children, consult with a doctor about
Reyes Syndrome, a rare but serious illness. During lactation and pregnancy, consult
with a doctor before using this product, especially in the last trimester of pregnancy.
If symptoms persist, or in case of an accidental overdose, consult a doctor. Keep out
of reach of children.

INGREDIENTS: Each tablet contains
500 mg acetylsalicicylic acid.
Excipient c.b.p. 1 tablet.
Reg. No. 88246

Made in Canada by STERLING PRODUCTS, INC.
1600 Industrial Blvd., Montreal, Quebec H9J 3P1

67736 11079

0
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Prose Level 2  Score range 226 to 275 

Tasks at this level tend to require the reader to locate one or more pieces of information in the 
text, but several distractors may be present, or low-level inferences may be required. Tasks at  
this level also begin to ask readers to integrate two or more pieces of information, or to compare 
and contrast information. 

Like the tasks at Level 1, most of the tasks at Level 2 ask the reader to locate information. 
However, more varied demands are placed on the reader in terms of the number of responses the 
question requires, or in terms of distracting information that may be present.  

A mid-range task based on an article about the impatiens plant asks the reader to identify “what 
the smooth leaf and stem suggest about the plant.” The second paragraph of the article is labelled 
“Appearance” and contains a sentence that states, “…stems are branched and very juicy, which 
means, because of the tropical origin, that the plant is sensitive to cold.”   

 

In Canada, 25.6% of adults are performing at Level 2. 

IMPATIENS 
Like many o her cultured plants, impatiens plants have a long histo y behind 
them. One of the older varieties was sure to be found on grandmother’s 
windowsill. Nowadays, the hybrids are used in many ways in the house and 
garden. 

t r

 

 

Origin: the ancestors of the 
impatiens, Impatiens sultani and  
Impatiens holstii, are probably 
still to be found in the mountain 
forests of tropical East Africa 
and on the islands off the coast, 
mainly Zanzibar. The cultivated 
European plant received the 
name Impatiens walleriana.  
Appearance: It is a herbaceous 
bushy plant with a height of 30 
to 40 cm. The thick, fleshy 
stems are branched and very 
juicy, which means, because of 
the topical origin, that the plant 
is sensitive to cold. The light 
green or white speckled leaves 
are pointed, elliptical, and 
slightly indented on the edges. 
The smooth leaf surfaces and 
the stems indicate a great need 
of water.  
Bloom: The flowers, which 
come in all shades of red, 
appear plentifully all year long,  

 

except for the darkest months. 
They grow from “suckers” (in 
the stem’s “armpit”.) 
Assortment: Some are 
compact and low-growing types, 
about 20 to 25 cm. high, 
suitable for growing in pots. A 
variety of hybrids can be grown 
in pots, window boxes, or flower 
beds, Older varieties with taller 
stems add dramatic colour to 
flower beds. 
General care: In summer, a 
place in the shade without direct 
sunlight is best; in fall and 
spring, half-shade is best. When 
placed in a bright spot during 
winter, the plant requires 
temperatures of at least 20°C; in 
a darker spot, a temperature of 
15°C will do. When the plant is 
exposed to temperatures of 12 - 
14°it loses its leaves and won’t 
bloom anymore. In wet ground, 
the stems will rot.  
 

Watering: The warmer and 
lighter the plant’s location, the 
more water it needs. Always use 
water without a lot of minerals. It 
is not known for sure whether or 
not the plant needs humid air. In 
any case, do not spray water 
directly onto the leaves, which 
causes stains. 
Feeding: Feed weekly during 
the growing period from March 
to September. 
Repotting: If necessary, repot 
in the spring or in the summer in 
light soil with humus (prepacked 
potting soil.) It is better to throw 
the old plants away and start 
cultivating new ones.  
Propagating: Slip or use seeds. 
Seeds will germinate in ten 
days. 
Diseases: In summer, too much 
sun makes the plant woody. If 
the air is too dry, small white 
flies or aphids may appear. 

 



 
W W     

taking the next steps together:  Final Report and Resource Guide 

 

    120

 

Document Level 3  Score range 275 to 325 

Tasks at this level appear to be most varied. Some require the reader to make literal or 
synonymous matches, but usually the matches require the reader to take conditional information 
into account or to match on multiple features of information. Some tasks at this level require the 
reader to integrate information from one or more displays of information. Other tasks ask the 
reader to cycle through a document to provide multiple responses. 

 
A task, falling at high end of Level 3 (321), involves the use of a quick copy printing 
requisition form that might be found in the workplace. The task asks the reader to explain 
whether or not the quick copy centre would make 300 copies of a statement that is 105 pages 
long. In responding to this directive, the reader must determine whether conditions stated in the 
question meet those provided in the guidelines to this document. 

In Canada, 30% of adults are performing at Level 3. 
 

QUICK COPY Printing Requisition                             FILL IN ALL INFORMATION REQUESTED 
GUIDELINES: This requisition may be used to 
Order materials to be printed BLACK INK only, 
And in the quantities that are listed at the right. 

SINGLE SHEET PRINTED 1 OR 2 SIDES – 2000 COPIES MAXIMUM 

MORE THAT ONE SHEET UP TO 100 PAGES – 400 COPIES MAXIMUM 
                                                                OVER 100 PAGES – 200 MAXIMUM 

1. PROJECT TO BE CHARGED   
     2. TODAY’S 

    DATE 
  

     

 

   
3. TITLE OR 
    DESCRIPTION____________________________________________________ 

4. DATE DELIVERY 
    REQUIRED______________________ 

       5.    
 DO NOT MARK IN SHADED BOXES      

 
    

X 
    =      

                NUMBER OF                                                 NUMBER OF COPIES                                                           TOTAL NUMBER OF                       
                ORIGINALS                                                       TO BE PRINTED                                                                   IMPRESSIONS 

       6. NUMBER OF SIDE TO BE             1           2  
           PRINTED (Check one box.)                 One side       BOTH sides 

7. COLOR OF PAPER (Fill 
     in only if WHITE white.)_______________ AUTHORIZATION AND DELIVERY 
8. SIZE OF PAPER (Fill in 
    only if NOT 8  ½  x  11) _______________ 

10. Project Director 
      (print name) _____________________________________________________ 
11. Requisitioner (print your 
      own name and phone no.) 

     

 extensior 

MAIL 
STOP 

   

 

                                                                                    

12. Check one: 
       Requisitioner will PICK UP completed job. 
       Mail completed 

job to: 
 ROOM 

NO. 
    

9. Check any that apply: 
 COLLATE 

            BINDING  One staple at upper left 
                             Two staples in left margin 
                             BIND-FAST:  Black 
                                                      Brown 
                             3-hole punch 

  
 

 
  Other instructions ___________________ 

____________________________________ 
____________________________________ 
____________________________________ 

13. KEEP PINK COPY at least 3 
months. When requesting 
information, you must refer to the 
requisition number printed here? 

140468 
QUICK COPY REGISTRATION NUMBER 

 

 D1320-03116•000000•000000 
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Quantitative Level 4  Score range 326 to 375 

With one exception, the tasks at this level require the reader to perform a single arithmetic 
operation where typically either the quantities or the operation are not as easily determined. 
That is, for most of the tasks at this level, the question or directive does not provide a semantic 
relation term such as ‘how many’ or “calculate the difference” to help the reader. 

Tasks around 350 on the quantitative scale tend to require the application of a single operation 
where either the quantities or the operation are not easily determined. One such task involves a 
compound interest table. It directs the reader to “calculate the total amount of money you will 
have if you invest $100 at a rate of 6% for ten years.” This task received a difficulty value of 
348, in part because many people treated this as a document rather than a quantitative task and 
simply looked up the amount of interest that would be earned. They likely forgot to add the 
interest to their $100 investment. 

In Canada, 16% of adults are performing at Level 4. 

 
 

Compound Interest 
Compounded Annually 

 
Principal Period 4% 5% 6% 7% 8% 9% 10% 12% 14% 16% 

$100 1 day 0.011 0.014 0.016 0.019 0.022 0.025 0.027 0.033 0.038 0.044 
 1 week 0.077 0.096 0.115 0.134 0.153 0.173 0.192 0.230 0.268 0.307 
 6 mos 2.00 2.50 3.00 3.50 4.00 4.50 5.00 6.00 7.00 8.00 
 1 year 4.00 5.00 6.00 7.00 8.00 9.00 10.00 12.00 14.00 16.00 
 2 years 8.16 10.25 12.36 14.49 16.64 18.81 21.00 25.44 29.96 34.56 
 3 years 12.49 15.76 19.10 22.50 25.97 29.50 33.10 40.49 48.15 56.09 
 4 years 16.99 21.55 26.25 31.08 36.05 41.16 46.41 57.35 68.90 81.06 
 5 years 21.67 27.63 33.82 40.26 46.93 53.86 61.05 76.23 92.54 110.03 
 6 years 26.53 34.01 41.85 50.07 58.69 67.71 77.16 97.38 119.50 143.64 
 7 years 31.59 40.71 50.36 60.58 71.38 82.80 94.87 121.07 150.23 182.62 
 8 years 36.86 47.75 59.38 71.82 85.09 99.26 114.36 147.60 185.26 227.84 
 9 years 42.33 55.13 68.95 83.85 99.90 117.19 135.79 177.31 225.19 280.30 
 10 years 48.02 62.89 79.08 96.72 115.89 136.74 159.37 210.58 270.72 341.14 
 12 years 60.10 79.59 101.22 125.22 151.82 181.27 213.84 289.60 381.79 493.60 
 15 years 80.09 107.89 139.66 175.90 217.22 264.25 317.72 447.36 613.79 826.55 
 20 years 119.11 165.33 220.71 286.97 366.10 460.44 572.75 864.63 1,274.35 1,846.08 
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Quantitative Level 5  Score range: 376 to 500 

These tasks require readers to perform multiple operations sequentially, and they must disembed 
the features of the problem from the material provided or rely on background knowledge to 
determine the quantities or operations needed. 

 
One of the most difficult tasks on the quantitative scale (381) requires readers to look at a table 
providing nutritional analysis of food and then, using the information given, determine the 
percentage of calories in a Big Mac® that comes from total fat. To answer this question, 
readers must first recognize that the information about total fat provided is given in grams. In 
the questions, they are told that a gram of fat has 9 calories. Therefore, they must convert the 
number of fat grams to calories. Then they need to calculate this number of calories as a 
percentage of the total calories given for a Big Mac®. Only one other item on this scale 
received a higher score. 

In Canada, 4% of adults are at this level. 
 

Nutritional Analysis 
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Sandwiches 
Hamburger 102 g 255       12 30 9   5 1 3   37   490 
Cheeseburger 116 g 305 15 30   13  7 1 5   50   725 
Quarter Pounder®   166 g 410 23 34   20 11 1 8   85   645 
Quarter Pounder® w/cheese 194 g 510 28 34   28      16 1 11 115 1110 
McLean Deluxe™ 206 g 320 22 35   10 5 1 4   60   670 
McLean Deluxe™ w/cheese 219 g 370 24 35   14 8 1 5    75   890 
Big Mac® 215 g 500 25 42   26      16 1 9 100   890 
Filet-O-Fish® 141 g 370 14 38   18 8 6 4   50   730 
McChicken® 187 g 415 19 39   19 9 7 4   50   830 
French Fries           
Small French Fries 68 g 220 3 26   12 8 1 2.5 0   110 
Medium French Fries 97 g 320 4 36   17 12 1.5 3.5 0   150 
Large French Fries  122 g 400 6 46   22 15 2 5 0   200 
Salads 
Chef Salad  265 g 170      17 8 9 4 1 4   111   400 
Garden Salad  189 g   50 4 6 2 1 0.4 0.6 65     70 
Chunky Chicken Salad  255 g 150      25 7 4 2 1 1 78   230 
Side Salad  106 g   30 2 4 1 0.5 0.2 0.3 33     35 
Croutons    11 g   50 1 7 2 1.3 0.1 0.5   0      140 
Bacon Bits      3 g   15 1 0 1 0.3 0.2 0.5   1     95 
Soft Drinks 
                                          Coca – Cola Classic®                                 Diet Coke®                                             Sprite® 
 
                                        Small      Medium     Large       Jumbo         Small     Medium      Large        Jumbo         Small      Medium         Large         Jumbo 
Calories  140 190 260 380 1 1 2 3 140 190 260 380 
Carbohydrates (g) 38 50 70 101 0.3 0.4 0.5 0.6 36 48 66 96 
Sodium (mg) 15 20 25 40 30 40 60 80 15 20 25 40 
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% of adult population at each literacy level (prose, document and quantitative literacy). 
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The Essential Skills Research Project 
 
In 1994, Human Resources Development Canada launched a national research study, the 
Essential Skills Research Project (ESRP), to examine how the essential skills were used in 
various jobs. More than 3,000 interviews have now been conducted across Canada with people 
working in some 180 occupations.  
 
Background 
 
Earlier work in Canada, the United States, Australia and Great Britain had identified a set of 
skills that were used in virtually all occupations. We call these "essential skills". One such skill 
list was the Employability Skills Profile of the Conference Board of Canada. (This list also 
included information on attitudes and behaviours sought by employers.) 
 
Essential skills, such as reading, writing, numeracy, oral communication and problem solving, 
are also used throughout the activities of daily life: from shopping to food preparation, from 
recreational activities to community involvement.   
 
Why do the ESRP? 
 
Essential skills such as reading, writing and problem solving can take many forms, ranging from 
simple tasks, such as filling in credit card receipts, to more complex tasks, such as writing 
scientific reports. How can we describe these differences? What do these skills look like in 
different jobs? How does an individual know if they have the skills they need to do the jobs they 
want to do? The ESRP tried to provide answers to these questions. 
 
The ESRP 
 
The ESRP developed ways to talk about these skills, adapting scales from the International 
Adult Literacy Survey and the Canadian Language Benchmarks and drawing on other sources 
from the United States, Australia and Great Britain. The ESRP then conducted 3,000 interviews 
to provide information on what these skills looked like in a broad range of jobs. The workers 
interviewed were identified by their employers as performing their job in a fully satisfactory 
manner. The ESRP focused on occupations requiring a secondary school diploma or less and on-
the-job training. (These occupations were identified using the National Occupational 
Classification) 
 
Additional data collection occurred, and continues, through the National Occupational Standards 
program and the Interprovincial Standards (Red Seal) program. This provides information about 
what these skills look like in occupations requiring higher levels of formal education. 
This research is the basis for the Occupational Profiles presented on the HRDC Essential Skills 
web site. It also provided the opportunity to begin collecting authentic workplace materials 
(forms, charts, tables, etc.), resulting in an extensive collection of Authentic Workplace 
Materials also available on the web site. (www15.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca) 
 

http://www.nald.ca/nls/ials/introduc.htm
http://www.nald.ca/nls/ials/introduc.htm
http://www.language.ca/
http://www.worklogic.com:81/noc/
http://www.worklogic.com:81/noc/
http://www15.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/awm/default.asp
http://www15.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/awm/default.asp
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Related Activities 
 
Other projects that have drawn on the work of the ESRP include: Applications of Working and 
Learning (AWAL), the Essential Skills Portfolio Developer and the Test of Workplace Essential 
Skills (TOWES) 
 
HRDC’s Essential Skills Research has been used in a variety of ways in many different program 
contexts including those listed below: 

• K-12 Education Sphere (Grades 7-12)  
• Counselling and Career Services 
• Professional Development for Teachers 
• Skills Assessment and Recording/Portfolio Development 
• School to Work Transition 
• Resources for Teachers 
• Adult Education Sphere  
• Assessment (Formal) 
• Assessment (Self-assessment, setting goals) 
• Resources for Teachers 
• Professional Development for Teachers 
• Curriculum 

 

 

http://www.awal.ctt.bc.ca/
http://www.awal.ctt.bc.ca/
http://portfolio.telecampus.com/
http://www.towes.com/
http://www.towes.com/
http://www15.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/english/UpdateApp1_e.asp
http://www15.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/english/UpdateApp1_e.asp
http://www15.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/english/UpdateApp1_e.asp
http://www15.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/english/UpdateApp1_e.asp
http://www15.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/english/UpdateApp1_e.asp
http://www15.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/english/UpdateApp2_e.asp
http://www15.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/english/UpdateApp2_e.asp
http://www15.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/english/UpdateApp2_e.asp
http://www15.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/english/UpdateApp2_e.asp
http://www15.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/english/UpdateApp2_e.asp
http://www15.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/english/UpdateApp2_e.asp
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National Occupations Classification (NOC) System 
 
What is the National Occupational Classification (NOC) System? 
 
The National Occupational Classification (NOC) is a system for describing the occupations of 
Canadians. It gives statisticians, labour market analysts, career counsellors, employers and 
individual job seekers a standardized way of describing and understanding the nature of work. 
(www23.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca). The NOC was implemented in 1992 as a replacement for the 
Canadian Classification and Dictionary of Occupations (CCDO). It was created through an 
extensive program of research, collecting information from employers, workers, educators and 
associations. Analysis and consultation was also conducted with providers and users of labour 
market data across the country. Human Resources Development Canada (HRDC) worked closely 
with Statistics Canada to ensure strong links between the NOC and Statistics Canada's parallel 
Standard Occupational Classification (SOC '91) for the collection and use of labour market data.  
  
 
How are occupations coded? 
 
In a nutshell, the NOC is a tool that is used to classify occupations according to their skill level 
and skill type. A four-digit code, called the NOC code, identifies the occupation. Each digit of 
this code reflects an important trait of the occupation it represents. 
 
The first digit of the NOC code normally designates the skill type. See chart below. For example, 
Occupations Unique to Processing, Manufacturing and Utilities start with the digit 9. Managerial 
occupations, which are found across all skill types, start with 0. Remember that an occupation 
that is coded with a first digit of 1 through 9 refers to the skill type of that occupation. An 
occupation that has a 0 as the first digit indicates management.  
 
The skill type is based on the type of work performed, but it also reflects the field of training or 
experience that is normally required for entry into the occupation. This includes the educational 
area of study required, as well as the industry of employment in cases where experience within 
an internal job ladder is required for entry. These categories are intended to indicate easily 
understood segments of the world of work.  
 
 

0 Management Occupations 
1 Business, Finance and Administration Occupations 
2 Natural and Applied Sciences and Related Occupations 
3 Health Occupations 
4 Occupations in Social Science, Education, Government Service and Religion 
5 Occupations in Art, Culture, Recreation and Sport 
6 Sales and Service Occupations 
7 Trades, Transport, and Equipment Operators and Related Occupations 
8 Occupations Unique to Primary Industry 
9 Occupations Unique to Processing, Manufacturing and Utilities 
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The second digit indicates the skill level. Skill level, in the context of the NOC, corresponds to 
the type and/or amount of training or education required for the work of an occupation. The 
NOC consists of four skill levels identified A through D and each is assigned a numerical value 
ranging from 1 to 6. To illustrate this concept, have a look at the chart below to see the 
relationship between the alphabetical value of each skill level and its accompanying numerical 
value.  
 
The skill level is primarily based on the nature of education and training required to work in an 
occupation. This criterion also reflects the experience required for entry, and the complexity of 
the responsibilities involved in the work, compared with other occupations. In most cases, 
progression to skill level A from B is not usually possible without completion of additional 
formal education, whereas progression from skill level D to skill level C is often achieved 
through on-the-job training and through experience.  
 
Each skill level is intended to reflect commonly accepted paths to employment in an occupation. 
Where there are several paths to employment, the skill level is identified as the most commonly 
demanded by employers, considering the context of the occupation and the trends in hiring 
requirements. 
 

NOC Skill Levels 
Skill Level  

(letter) 
Skill Level 

(digit) Nature of Education/Training 

A 
Occupations usually 
require university 
education. 

1 • University degree at the bachelor or master or 
doctorate level. 

B 
Occupations usually 
require college education 
or apprenticeship training 

2 or 3 • Two to three years of post-secondary education at a 
community college, institute of technology or 
CEGEP; or 

• Two to four years of apprenticeship training; or  
• Three to four years of secondary school and more 

than two years of on-the-job training, specialized 
training courses or specific work experience.  

Occupations with supervisory responsibilities and 
occupations with significant health and safety 
responsibilities, such as firefighters, police officers and 
registered nursing assistants are all assigned the skill level 
B. 

C 
Occupations usually 
require secondary school 
and/or occupation-specific 
training 

4 or 5 • One to four years of secondary school education; 
• Up to two years of on-the-job training, specialized 

training courses or specific work experience. 

D 
On-the-job training is 
usually provided for 
occupations 

6 • Up to two years of secondary school and short work 
demonstration or on-the-job training. 
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As we have learned, the first digit represents the skill type for an occupation and the second digit 
of the code generally separates occupations according to skill level or the type and duration of 
training required. Therefore, we can have several major groups within each skill type. In the 
example of sales and service occupations, there are three major groups:  
 
62 Skilled sales and service occupations 
64 Intermediate sales and service occupations 
66 Elemental sales and service occupations 
 
Management occupations are not assigned to a skill level category. Factors other than education 
and training (e.g., previous experience, ownership of real property and capital, ownership of 
intellectual property, inherent decision-making skills and organizational capabilities) are often 
more significant determinants for employment in management occupations. 
 
At the three-digit level, the major groups are further divided into 140 minor groups. For example, 
major group 64 Intermediate Sales and Services includes 8 minor groups.   
 
641 Sales Representatives Wholesale Trade 
642 Retail Salespersons and Sales Clerks 
643 Occupations in Travel and Accommodation 
644 Tour and Recreational Guides and Casino Occupations 
645 Occupations in Food and Beverage Service 
646 Other Occupations in Protective Service 
647 Childcare and Home Support Workers 
648 Other Occupations in Personal Service 
 
At the four-digit level, the system is expanded into 520 occupations identified as unit groups. 
Unit groups are simply a more specific occupation as opposed to occupational domain denoted 
by the minor group code. To continue with the same example from above, minor group 643, 
Occupations in Travel and Accommodation, is further divided into five unit groups: 
 
6431 Travel Counsellors 
6432 Pursers and Flight Attendants 
6433 Airline Sales and Service Agents 
6434 Ticket and Cargo Agents and Related Clerks  
6435 Hotel Front Desk Clerks 
 
 
How are occupations described? 
 
Occupational descriptions are published for each of the 520 unit groups included in the NOC. 
Each description is referred to as the NOC group and includes the following elements:  
 
Lead Statement:  
The lead statement provides a general description of the occupation and the boundaries of the 
unit group. It indicates the kinds of industries, workplaces or establishments where the 
occupation is found.  
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Example Titles:  
Example titles are the occupational titles commonly found within the group. This list is not 
exhaustive. A more complete listing of alphabetical job titles can be found in the NOC Index of 
Titles.  
 
Main Duties:  
The main duties section describes the most significant duties of the occupations in the group. It 
may include: 

• a series of statements that can be applied to all occupations in the group;  
• two to four sub-sets of occupations with statements that apply to each component; and/or  
• a series of brief statements that are linked to specific occupations, that, while similar 

enough to be in the same group, can be described separately.  
 
Statements in Italics, at the end of this section, identify a specialization that may exist within the 
occupation.  
 
Employment Requirements:  
Employment requirements are prerequisites generally needed to enter the occupation. Several 
types of requirements are listed:  

• type and level of education, starting with the lowest possible requirement for entry into the 
occupation;  

• specific training required, including apprenticeship, on-the-job or internal training;  
• experience in a related occupation, especially for supervisory or managerial occupations;  
• licenses, certificates or affiliations; and/or  
• other requirements not dependent on formal education, such as athletic abilities, artistic 

talent or presentation of a portfolio.  
 
While some occupations have very specific employment requirements, others have a wide range 
of acceptable requirements. Qualities related to personal suitability that may have an impact on 
employability are not described. These factors are subjective and are best assessed during the 
hiring process.  
 
Additional Information: 
Some descriptions include additional information in the following areas:  

• progression to another occupation;  
• mobility patterns; trends and anticipated changes in employment requirements; and/or  
• other information that may clarify the occupational description.  

 
Classified Elsewhere:  
The classified elsewhere section helps to clarify the boundaries of the unit group by identifying 
similar groups or occupations that are separately classified.  
 

************************************************************** 
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An NOC sample description 
 
7265   Welders and Related Machine Operators 

 
Welders operate welding equipment to weld ferrous and non-ferrous metals. This 
unit group also includes machine operators who operate previously set up 
production welding, brazing and soldering equipment. They are employed by 
companies that manufacture structural steel and platework, boilers, heavy 
machinery, aircraft and ships and other metal products, and by welding contractors 
and welding shops, or they may be self-employed. 
 
Example Titles 

aviation welding technician production welder 
brazing machine operator soldering machine operator 
brazing machine setter spot welder 
electric arc welder welder 
journeyman/woman welder welder apprentice 
laser welding operator welder-fitter 
pressure vessel welder  

 
Main Duties 
Welders perform some or all of the following duties:  

• Read and interpret blueprints or welding process specifications  
• Operate manual or semi-automatic welding equipment to fuse metal 

segments using processes such as gas tungsten arc (GTAW), gas metal arc 
(GMAW), flux-cored arc (FAW), plasma arc (PAW), shielded metal arc 
(SMAW), oxy-acetylene (OAW), resistance welding and submerged arc 
welding (SAW)  

• Operate manual or semi-automatic flamecutting equipment  
• Operate brazing and soldering equipment  
• Operate metal shaping machines such as brakes, shears and other metal 

straightening and bending machines  
• Repair worn parts of metal products by welding on extra layers. 

 
Welders may specialize in certain types of welding such as custom fabrication, ship 
building and repair, aerospace precision welding, pressure vessel welding, pipeline 
construction welding, structural construction welding, or machinery and equipment 
repair welding.  
 
Welding, brazing and soldering machine operators perform some or all of the 
following duties:  

• Operate previously set up welding machines such as spot, butt and seam 
resistance or gas and arc welding machines to fabricate or repair metal parts  

• Operate previously set up brazing or soldering machines to bond metal parts 
or to fill holes, indentations and seams of metal articles with solder  

• Start up, shut down, adjust and monitor robotic welding production line  
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• Assist with the maintenance and repair of welding, brazing and soldering 
equipment  

• May adjust welding heads and tooling according to work specifications.  
 

Employment requirements 
Welders 

• Completion of secondary school is usually required.  
• Completion of a three-year apprenticeship program or 
• A combination of over three years of work experience in the trade and some 

college or industry courses in welding is usually required to be eligible for 
trade certification.  

• Trade certification is compulsory in Alberta and available, but voluntary, in 
Newfoundland, Prince Edward Island, Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, 
Manitoba, Saskatchewan, British Columbia, the Northwest Territories and 
the Yukon.  

• Interprovincial trade certification (Red Seal) is also available to qualified 
welders.  

 
Welding, brazing and soldering machine operators  

• Some secondary school education is required.  
• Several months of on-the-job training are usually provided.  
• Experience as a machine operator helper may be required.  
• Experience with robotics may be required.  

 
Additional information 

• Progression to supervisory positions is possible with experience.  
• Red Seal trade certification for welders allows for interprovincial mobility.  

 
Classified elsewhere 

• Supervisors of welders in this unit group (in 7214 Contractors and 
Supervisors, Metal Forming, Shaping and Erecting Trades)  

• Underwater welders (in 7382 Commercial Divers)  
• Wave soldering machine operators (in 9483 Electronics Assemblers, 

Fabricators, Inspectors and Testers)  
• Welding inspectors (in 2261 Nondestructive Testers and Inspectors)  
• Welding technologists (in 2212 Geological and Mineral Technologists and 

Technicians)  
 

 
 

************************************************************** 
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Where do I find NOC system information? 
 
• The Occupational Descriptions binder provides formal descriptions of 520 occupational 

groups. These descriptions are identified by codes and titles organized in a three-level 
numerical hierarchy. The NOC ensures that labour market statistics are collected and 
assembled in a standard way that will be meaningful to users. At the same time, the 
descriptions allow technical users, such as economists and business analysts, to 
understand exactly what the statistics mean.  

 
• The Career Handbook is the counselling version of the NOC. It links work performed in 

occupations with worker characteristics. This two-volume set provides details of aptitudes 
and interests as well as physical activities and educational requirements for nearly 900 
occupations, along with information about career opportunities in each. This resource is 
intended primarily for guidance and employment counsellors, but individuals seeking to 
plan their own careers will also find it useful.   

 
• The NOC publications support a variety of other sources of career information published 

by the Government of Canada and others. For example, Job Future, (www.hrdc-
drhc.gc/JobFutures) the widely-used source of information about occupational outlooks, 
and the national JobBank®. 

 
• The Internet version of the National Occupational Classification is an on-line database that 

incorporates information from the two printed publications: the Occupational 
Descriptions and the Career Handbook. All of the information in the Index of titles is also 
included. Use the NOC Search Engine to select occupations. 

  
• On the regional HRSD sites, relevant NOCs are listed in addition to monthly regional 

updates regarding employment opportunities, occupational demographics, regional 
demand for the kind of work involved, and other miscellaneous information and website 
links. 

 
• Another good resource for exploring occupational designations is the North American 

Industry Classification System (NAICS). www.census.gov/epcd/www/naics.html 
 

http://www.hrdc-drhc.gc/JobFutures
http://www.hrdc-drhc.gc/JobFutures
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Essential Skills Projects Receiving Government Of Canada Funding 
 

RECIPIENT PROJECT DESCRIPTION START DATE 
Canadian Trucking 
Human Resources Council 
(CTHRC) 

Implementation of the CTHRC’s National Essential Skills Strategy 
The Trucking Sector Council is a recognized leader in the area of Essential Skills.   
This project focuses on implementing a number of components from the Essential Skills Needs 
Assessment for the Trucking Industry.  It will include developing new curriculum resources within an 
Essential Skills Toolkit; facilitating the use of new resources; building new partnerships with national, 
provincial, regional and Aboriginal stakeholders; and advancing the National Skills Strategy as a model 
for consideration by other sector councils. 

July 1, 2003 

Canadian Trucking 
Human Resources Council 
(CTHRC) 

Trucking TOWES Pilots  
The objective of the pilots is to assess two Test of Workplace Essential Skills (TOWES) assessment 
tools for four occupations in the trucking sector: professional driver, dispatcher, transportation safety 
professional and professional driver trainer; and to test upgraded Essential Skills curricula. 
This project will provide trucking industry stakeholders with tested tools for assessing the skill levels of 
the current workforce and of potential recruits, and essential skills training to national standards.  It is 
a complimentary piece to the National Essential Skills Strategy described above. 

Aug. 15,2003 

Construction Sector 
Council 

Construction Sector Essential Skills Workshop 
The objective of this project is to hold an Essential Skills Workshop that will raise awareness within the 
construction industry regarding ES and obtain industry input and buy-in.  A strategy document will be 
developed that will form the basis of future Essential Skills activities in the construction sector.  The 
workshop is seen as a best practice for other sector councils.  The event is planned for November 27 
and 28, 2003 in Ottawa. 

June 9, 2003 

Canadian Operating 
Engineers Joint 
Apprenticeship Council 

Canadian Operating Engineers Workplace Essential Skills Project 
The objective of this project is to develop national learning/curriculum outcomes that will be used to 
develop national diagnostic tools and training programs to identify and improve Workplace Essential 
Skills to better facilitate the mobility of Operating Engineers and address regional skill shortages.  

Sept. 2, 2003 

Bow Valley College Building Workplace Essential Skills Online 
This project will develop a flexible and accessible learning solution for Essential Skills by adapting Bow 
Valley College’s Building Workplace Essential Skills (BWES) curriculum for online delivery.  BWES Online 
will be a preparatory and remediation tool for the Test of Workplace Essential Skills (TOWES).  The 
project will measure the effectiveness of the program in improving the Essential Skills of a broad 
spectrum of learners across Canada. Bow Valley College is a recognized leader in the area of Essential 
Skills. 

Oct. 10, 2003 

  



 
 

W W     
taking the next steps together:  Final Report and Resource Guide 

 

    134

 
BC Construction Industry 
Skills Improvement 
(SkillPlan) 

Essential Skills Occupation Activities through Capacity Building 
This project will develop Essential Skills occupation activities and build capacity by actively involving 
provincial/territorial participants in the development of resource materials that are related to their community 
employment needs.  It will help build/supplement the individual competency base of workers and create a 
support network of partners amongst Adult Educators, Literacy Educators, College Instructors, and Career 
Education and Employment Counsellors across Canada.  SkillPlan is a leader in the area of Essential Skills. 

Sept. 19, 2003 

BC Construction Industry 
Skills Improvement 
(SkillPlan) 

Reading at Work 
This two-part resource will enable instructors and tutors, from the fields of adult/workplace education, literacy, 
and employment counselling to facilitate the development of reading competency with workers, new Canadians, 
and aspiring workers.  There are currently few resource materials available that use authentic workplace 
documents as the basis for learning activities and adult and workplace educators have requested a resource that 
presents the access and use of information that is more reflective of employment situations.  The resource will 
help entry-level workers, as well as those who need to increase their competency in the area of reading text so 
that they may keep their current jobs.   

Oct. 1, 2003 

Centre for Canadian 
Language Benchmarks 
(CCLB) 

Professional Development of Online Tools and Resources for ESL/FSL Professionals 
This project will complete a comparative framework for the Canadian Language Benchmarks and Essential Skills 
in partnership with SkillPlan.  A validation of this framework will be completed through the use of existing ES 
resources and tools.  Guidelines will be established for ESL/FSL practitioners in using the comparative framework, 
providing practical sample lessons and activities related to key ES tools and resources.  These guidelines, tools 
and resources will be made available on the CCLB’s Web site for easy access and dissemination to ESL/FSL 
practitioners.  This new partnership with CCLB is seen as a significant step in building capacity and reaching out 
to newcomers and immigrants.  

Oct. 1, 2003 

Centre for Canadian 
Language Benchmarks 
(CCLB) 

Language Profiling of Tourism Sector Occupations Based on National Occupational Profiles 
This project will help develop awareness within the tourism sector and provide help for immigrants and 
newcomers interested in employment in this sector.  It will provide a better understanding of how language 
standards in the workplace can facilitate more effective hiring, better training, greater employee retention, 
improved productivity and competitive advantage.  Language benchmarks will be developed for priority 
occupations within the tourism sector using the Essential Skills occupational profiles, and appropriate CLB 
assessment tools for measuring language proficiency will be identified.  In addition, CLB will develop a guidebook 
documenting the process used to develop language benchmarks for specific occupations using national 
occupational profiles as a model for other sectors/employers to follow.   
 

Oct. 1, 2003 
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Centre for Education and 
Work (CEW) 

Portfolio for Youth Employment Kit  
This project will create an Essential Skills (ES) Portfolio Kit as a means to help marginalized youths 
identify the skills and knowledge required in the workplace.  The ES curricula will address what is 
expected from young workers, and what skills and qualities are desirable.  The project will support 
small and medium-sized business owners and managers providing on-the-job training for individuals 
who are new to the workplace, with special reference to at-risk youth.  The curricula can also be used 
as a screening tool to help human resources personnel when identifying potential new hires who are 
submitting portfolios as evidence of competence for entry-level jobs in the Tourism Sector.   

June 13, 2003 

Centre for Education and 
Work (CEW) 

Integrating Literacy and Computers in the Workplace 
This project will develop a Workplace Literacy Practitioner Training Package.  The package will include 
a workshop and a facilitator guide that demonstrates strategies and techniques in using computers as 
a teaching and learning tool.  It will show how computers can be used by workplace literacy 
practitioners as a tool to manage student learning, to assist in lesson preparation and activity 
development. 

Oct. 1, 2003 

Centre for Education and 
Work (CEW) 

Integrating Essential Skills Products into Adult Literacy Community-based Programming 
This project will assist community-based practitioners working in the field of adult literacy to integrate 
Essential Skills profiles and workplace documents into their programming.  The project will develop a 
Facilitator’s Guide containing material on Essential Skills for use in adult literacy programs in Manitoba 
that employ the “Manitoba Stages” certification system; produce customized versions of the Guide for 
use in other provinces that are considering adopting Manitoba’s certification system; and promote the 
Facilitator’s Guide at regional, provincial and national literacy conferences and by a range of means. 

Nov. 12, 2002 

Alberta Food Processors 
Association 

Design and develop basic soft skills, supervisory training modules, and learning materials that are 
customized for the agrifood industry and are relevant to both front-line supervisors and lead hands. 
Integrate essential skills into learning materials, market materials, build supports for learners and train 
skilled facilitators.   

New ES and 
Workplace Literacy 
Special Initiative 

Alberta Workforce 
Essential Skills Steering 
Committee 

Research the relationship between food sanitation and hygiene training certification and workers’ 
literacy skills (food services industry). Conduct a needs assessment. Develop plain language training 
materials for this certification. Increase awareness of essential skills in the tourism industry. 

New ES and 
Workplace Literacy 
Special Initiative 

Literacy Link Eastern 
Ontario, Inc.   

Develop occupational curriculum based on the essential skills needs identified (Call Center, Skilled 
Trades Helpers and Labourers, Customer Service, Hospitality). Each curriculum will include study skills, 
test-taking tips and strategies, supportive job search, and placement. Provide Literacy and Basic Skills 
programs with information about the types of assessment tools currently being used by employers and 
how learners can be better prepared.  

New ES and 
Workplace Literacy 
Special Initiative 
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Name Best Practices Who is the main 
organizer? 

Targeted 
Clients/Groups

Activities Time Frame

Aboriginal 
Computer Based 
Education and 
Support System 

Objectives of the project should be clear 
Trusting relationships should be built in terms of 
partnerships 
It should be ensured that participants’ 
expectations of the outcome of the program are 
realistic 
Community based projects should engage local 
employers, role models, and mentors 
A support system is the key aspect to ensure the 
success of distance education. 

United Food and 
Commercial 
Workers Union  

Aboriginal 
Peoples 

Needs 
Assessment, and 
Training 

March 2001 
to February 
2002 

Integrating Essential 
Employability Skills 
into College 
Curriculum 

Project not completed yet Association of 
Canadian 
Community 
Colleges 

Community 
College system 
and labour 
market partners 

Research and 
Networking by 
sharing 
experiences  

July 2002 to 
May 2003 

Alberta Food 
Processors 
Association  

In order to efficiently offer service using 
Essential Skills: 
Path finding, Counselling, and Advising – 
harnessing staff expertise for the client 
Networking Opportunities – clients learning 
from each other 
Alliance Building – Strength through critical 
mass 

Members of food 
companies 
govern the 
association 

Employees, 
potential 
employees, and 
employers  

Service Provider  Ongoing 

Authentic Materials It is necessary to promote!!! Human 
Resources 
Development 
Canada 

Education 
Sectors 

Authentic 
materials samples 

Ongoing 
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Applications of 
Working and 
Learning (AWAL) 
National Project 

More financial investment needed for educators 
to take part in the project. 
National project was developed based on the 
current provincial model used in British 
Columbia. This made the process of 
implementation much more efficient and 
effective. The project in itself is a best practice. 

Center for 
Curriculum 
Transfer and 
Technology 

Educators Expose educators
to Essential Skills, 
bring labour 
market 
information on 
skills into 
classrooms. 

 December 
2000 to 
November 
2003 

Basic Education and 
Skills Training 
Transformations 

50% paid time and 50% personal time 
Use of peer instructors 
Emphasis on a learner-directed model, using 
adult learning principles 
A curriculum more standardized 
Different modules and levels, with a certification 
of completion for each 
Options to address emerging priorities and needs 
in workplaces 

Canadian Auto 
Worker Union 

Union members 
who have a lack 
of skills 

Needs Assessment 
and Training  

July 2001 to 
July 2002 

BC’s “Skill Gap” 
Solutions 

Other provinces should follow BC’s lead and 
conduct research on the readiness of their 
populations’ entry into the information age 

BC Chamber of 
commerce 

Students, 
workers and 
non-traditional 
workers 

Research, 
Awareness and 
Recommendations 

Ended in 
April 2002 

BHP Diamond Mine The importance of using Essential Skills in 
terms of business to business communication in 
setting standards and a national vocabulary.  
When workers don’t move up in the ranks of a 
company, it is sometimes seen as a result of 
ambivalence, it is sometimes because of a lack 
of Essential Skills. 

Bow Valley 
College and 
SkillPlan  

Aboriginals  Needs 
Assessment, and 
Training 

Ongoing 
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Bow Valley College N/A N/A Individuals, 

Private Sector, 
Employers, 
Trainers, 
Employees, etc. 

Service 
Provider  

Ongoing 

Building Capacity: 
ES for the 
Construction 
Industry 

Flexibility of program delivery is essential 
Supplementary exercises that are trade specific 
should be provided 

Construction 
Owners of 
Alberta with 
Keyano College, 
Bow Valley 
College and 
NorQuest 
College 

Learners in the 
construction 
industry, and 
trainers. 

Needs 
Assessment, 
Training, 
Marketing and 
Promotion: 4 
different projects 

January 2000 
to November 
2001 

Communications, 
Energy and 
Paperworkers Union 
of Canada 
Phase II  

Project completed. Communications, 
Energy and 
Paperworkers 
Union 

Union members Needs 
Assessment, 
Training, and 
Promotion 

February 
2001 to 
January 2003 

Demonstrating 
Innovative 
Approaches to ES 
Services for the 
Agri-Food Industry 

Companies that use ES training are experiencing 
increased competitiveness. 
More support and attention should be given to 
ES by public and private sectors in order to 
increase competitiveness. 
Tri-partite steering committee formed with 
representatives from labour, business and 
education. 

Alberta 
Workforce ES 
Steering 
Committee, 
NorQuest 
College, and 
Bow Valley 
College  

Employees, 
employers and 
potential 
employees of 
the food 
processing 
industry. 

Profiles, Needs 
Assessment, and 
Research 

March 2001 
to March 
2002 

 

     138
 



 
taking the next steps together:  Final Report and Resource Guide 

 
W  W  

 

 

 
ES Needs 
Assessment of the 
Trucking Industry 

Final report not completed yet. Canadian 
Trucking Human 
Resource 
Council 

Labour-
management 
partners, 
employees of 
the trucking 
industry, 
potential non-
traditional 
workers 

Needs 
Assessment, 
Research, and 
Promotion 

September 
2001 to May 
2002 

ES Portfolio 
Developer 

Promotion needs to be continued.  Learners in 
adult basic 
education 
literacy classes  

ES self-
assessment tool  

Ongoing 

Essential Workplace 
Skills: Solutions for 
the Small Workplace 

N/A  Saskatchewan
Labour Force 
Development 
Board 

Employees of 
small 
businesses in 
Saskatchewan 

Research and 
Training. 

February 
2001 to July 
2001 

Evaluation of ES 
Profiles in a Variety 
of Applications 

ES should continue to be utilised through 
AWAL, curriculum and the tools that have been 
developed. 

Simcoe Muskoka 
Catholic District 
School Board 

K-12 teachers 
and students 

Research and 
Promotion of ES 
Profiles 

May 2000 to 
June 2001 

Expanding on ES 
Learning Tools for 
Fish Harvesters 

N/A Canadian
Council of 
Professional Fish 
Harvesters 

 Fish harvesters 
in Scotia-Fundy 
Region, Quebec 
and Acadian 
Peninsula. 

Needs 
Assessment, 
Training, and 
Network Building 

December 
2001 to 
December 
2002 
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Labour 
Communications 
Project Phase III 

A need to raise awareness within Manitoba 
unions and labour bodies about basic skills 
provided support to ongoing programs. 

Manitoba Labour 
Education Center 
supported by 
Manitoba 
Federation of 
Labour 

Manitoba 
Federation of 
Labour 
Members 

Awareness, 
Curriculum 
development 

September 
1999 to April 
2000 

Learning @ Work 
Phase III  

Locally driven community capacity building 
Resource materials that include lessons 
learned for practitioner training 

 

Saskatchewan 
Labour Force 
Development 
Board 

Saskatchewan 
Labour Force 

Awareness, 
Research, Events 
facilitation, and 
Professional 
Development 

June 2001 to 
June 2002 

Writing, An 
Essential Skill at 
Work 

Project not completed yet SkillPlan, HRP Educators and 
Trainers 

Publish a 
reference guide 
for trainers 
regarding writing 
skills at work 

Ongoing 

Workplace 
Numeracy 
Workbook 

Having real world examples makes it easier for 
instructor and learner  

SkillPlan  Educators and
trainers 

 Provide educators, 
trainers with 
learning 
workplace 
numeracy 
materials.  

Ongoing 

Workplace 
Education Project, 
Peterborough 
Ontario. 

Time is required to build credibility 
There is a need for funding free of barriers 
which can be offered to employers. 

Workplace 
Education 
Project is a 
consortium 

Employees and 
Employers of 
the 
Manufacturing 
sector 

Needs Assessment June 1993 to 
March 1994 
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United Food and 
Commercial 
Workers National 
Training Program 

Forming joint steering committees between 
union and employer aid in the creation of a 
workplace training program. 

United Food and 
Commercial 
Workers 
National 
Training 
Program 

Unionized 
businesses and 
union members. 

Service Provider 
in training 
program 
development for 
unions. 

Ongoing 

TOWES Research 
and Promotion 

More Promotion is needed! HRP 
Bow Valley 
College 
HRDC 

Employers  Create awareness 
of TOWES 

Ongoing 

TOWES Measure-
Up 

N/A HRP Adults and K-
12 Students SkillPlan 

Bow Valley 
College 
HRDC 

Development of a 
Self-Assessment 
Tool 

Ongoing 

TOWES   N/A Keyano College Individuals, 
employers, 
unions, 
educators, 
training 
providers and 
policy makers 
to assess 
literacy skills in 
Canadian 
workplaces 

SkillPlan 

 

Skills Assessment Ongoing 
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Syncrude Adaptation to specific business is costly and 

time-consuming, therefore sectoral adaptation 
should be looked at 
 

Syncrude  
Keyano College 

Individuals who 
need a refresher 
course in 
literacy and/or 
numeracy. 

ERIC and WIN 
workplace 
problems 

Ongoing 

Supporting 
Instructional 
Excellence 

Ongoing   Nova Scotia
Partners for 
Workplace 
Education 

 Instructors Network building
and promotion 

 January 
2002, to 
December 
2002 

SkillPlan Should be transferred to other industries SkillPlan Unionized 
construction 
workers, 
industry 
leaders, post-
secondary 
institutions,  
trade instructors 

Service Provider 
in Needs 
Assessment, Skill 
Upgrading, R&D, 
Advocacy 

Ongoing 

Saskatchewan 
Labour Force 
Development Board 

Awareness building is very important SLFDB Business, 
employees, 
labour, 
marginalized 
workers 

Service Provider Ongoing 
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