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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Established in 2000, the Canadian Apprenticeship
Forum – Forum canadien sur l’apprentissage
(CAF-FCA) is a not-for-profit organization that
promotes and supports the apprenticeship training
and education systems in Canada.1 Its mission
is to:
Y Influence pan-Canadian apprenticeship
strategies through research, discussion
and collaboration; and,
Y Promote apprenticeship as an effective
model for training and education,
contributing to the development of
a skilled, high quality, productive,
inclusive and mobile labour force.

WHAT ARE ESSENTIAL SKILLS?
In the early 1990s, Human Resources and Social
Development Canada (HRSDC) (formerly known
as Human Resources and Skills Development
Canada) launched a national research project
to identify and measure the level of complexity
of a set of non-technical skills that were present
in all jobs. The result of this work was the
documentation of nine Essential Skills:
1. Reading text
2. Writing
3. Continuous learning
4. Document use
5. Oral communications

In 2004, the CAF-FCA commissioned the report
Accessing and Completing Apprenticeship Training in
Canada: Perception of Barriers (“Barriers Report”).
It examined some of the perceived barriers that
apprentices may face when accessing and completing apprenticeship training in Canada. The
report identified nine categories of barriers for
apprentices and discussed some of the challenges
involved in moving forward.
One barrier identified in the report is a lack
of basic and ‘Essential Skills’. Apprenticeship
stakeholders interviewed agreed that young
people may lack one or more of nine Essential
Skills such as mathematics and reading. As a
result, these apprentice candidates may be
lacking some basic skill levels prior to entering
an apprenticeship program.

7. Numeracy
8. Working with others
9. Computer use
HRSDC defines Essential Skills as the “…fundamental skills that make it possible to learn all
others. They are enabling skills that help people
participate fully in the workplace and in the
community”.2 Although some stakeholders
interpret the definition of ‘Essential Skills’ in a
broader context than the one used by HRSDC,
for the purposes of this research project the
CAF-FCA has adopted HRSDC’s definition of
Essential Skills. Building upon this earlier work
and recognizing the need to ensure Canadians
have the right skills for the changing demands
of work and life, HRSDC launched the Essential
Skills and Workplace Literacy Initiative in April 2003.
Its overall goal is to enhance the skill levels of
Canadians who are entering or are already in
the workforce by increasing awareness and
understanding of Essential Skills, supporting the
development of tools and applications, building
on existing research, and working with other
federal government programs.3

1

About Us. Retrieved from http://www.caf-fca.org/english/about.asp.

2

Essential Skills. Retrieved from http://www.hrsdc.gc.ca/en/hip/hrp/essential_skills/essential_skills_index.shtml.

3

Ibid.
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As a continuation of its work, the CAF-FCA
commissioned an Essential Skills Project to collect
additional information necessary to understand
the degree and extent to which Essential Skills
act as barriers to, or predictors of, success or
failure in the context of apprenticeship.

6. Thinking skills
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A LACK OF ESSENTIAL SKILLS
HAS A NEGATIVE IMPACT ON
THE APPRENTICESHIP COMMUNITY
While some members of the apprenticeship
and skilled trades community readily embrace
Essential Skills as key predictors of success or
failure in the trades, others remain unaware of
their existence and importance. They often ask
the following questions:
• What are ‘Essential Skills’?
• How are they being applied in the apprenticeship community?
• Why are they an important predictor of success
or failure in apprenticeship? and
• How does a lack of Essential Skills negatively
affect all apprenticeship/skilled trades stakeholders?

The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training

Some people view a lack of Essential Skills as an
individual problem – usually the problem of the
apprentice or journeyperson. A lack of Essential
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Skills in apprentices and journeypersons
negatively impacts everyone from potential
apprentices, apprentices, journeypersons,
employers, labour groups, public and private
training institutions, to government stakeholders,
and ultimately society at large. If an apprentice or
journeyperson is unable to successfully complete
training, obtain certification, or perform effectively
on the job, the negative impact could have a
domino effect on all apprenticeship stakeholders:
• Apprentice candidates who have difficulty
entering into the system or obtaining certification may decide to abandon the skilled trades
altogether and consider another career option.
This may negatively impact some trades,
regions of the country, groups, or industries.
Provincial/territorial governments, employers,
labour groups, and society in general could
potentially lose the investment made in
those apprentices;

THE CONSEQUENCES OF A LACK OF ESSENTIAL SKILLS FOR APPRENTICES
AND JOURNEYPERSONS
In 2000, the province of Nova Scotia found that a high number of apprentices and trades qualifiers
(25 to 50%) were repeating technical training because they were having difficulty adequately responding
to exam questions. In addition, the province found that journeypersons were having difficulty passing
the Red Seal Interprovincial exam because they needed to brush up on some of their Essential Skills,
such as foundation math skills. To address this the province developed several courses including:
Y An Essential Skills Math Refresher course, and
Y An Essential Skills Document Use Refresher course.
Although not formally evaluated, it is reported that 90% of the apprentices who participated in the
Document Use Refresher course pilot passed their exams. Similarly, mature journeypersons who have
taken the training have also benefited from the Refreshers and have upgraded their skills so they are
better able to perform on the job.

• Employers may have increased difficulty finding and retaining skilled workers. This may
impact their bottom line in several ways and
could result in increased wage costs that are out
of line with normal market drivers, increased
potential of ‘poaching’ from other employers,
or an inability to bid on and successfully obtain
desirable work contracts or maintain work load.
Ultimately, these results may lead to a lower
margin of profit – the lifeblood of any business;
• Apprenticeship stakeholders could find
themselves in the unenviable position of trying
to solve a human resource puzzle with the need
to develop ad-hoc regional human resource
strategies to recruit and retain much-needed
workers back into the trades. In essence,
Canadian jurisdictions may have to actively
compete with their neighbours and others
for a limited pool of skilled workers.

Specifically, the study objectives were to:
1. Determine the degree and extent to which
Essential Skills are presently considered
a barrier to accessing and completing
apprenticeship programs;
2. Identify the initiatives currently underway,
whether or not these initiatives are specific
to particular regions, trades or segments
of the population, and the processes
employed to determine the depth and
breadth of the Essential Skills lacking;
3. Determine if there is a baseline level of
Essential Skills required for an entry level
apprentice and if there are recommended
strategies for assessing these; and,
4. Identify among apprenticeship stakeholders awareness of Essential Skills issues and
current initiatives which support Essential
Skills and apprenticeship training.
A project Steering Committee with representation
from business, labour, education, the Canadian
Council of Directors of Apprenticeship (CCDA),
the Interprovincial Alliance of Board Chairs (IPA),
equity groups, and Human Resources and Social
Development Canada (HRSDC) was put
in place to guide the work of this study.

OBJECTIVES OF THE CAF-FCA STUDY

APPROACH

In 2005, as a result of the findings of the CAF-FCA
Accessing and Completing Apprenticeship Training in
Canada: Perception of Barriers (“Barriers Report”) and
capitalizing on the work completed by the federal
government in the area of Essential Skills, the
CAF-FCA launched the present study on Essential
Skills and apprenticeship. The focus of the study
was to develop a clearer understanding of the role of
Essential Skills as an enabler to apprenticeship completion, and demonstrate, through the examination
of key initiatives, the manner in which Essential
Skills benefit the apprenticeship community
as a whole.

A combination of primary and secondary research
tools was employed to address the four research
objectives of this study (see Objectives above). An
environmental scan of initiatives across Canada
that were active within the previous three years and
included an apprenticeship component and an
Essential Skills component was first completed.
Through this process it identified a list of 47 eligible initiatives (see Summary of 47 Essential Skills
and Apprenticeship Initiatives Across Canada in the
appendices). Using selection criteria developed by
the Steering Committee, seven of these initiatives
were selected as in-depth case studies.
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Collectively, all stakeholders of the apprenticeship
and skilled trades community have a vested interest
in ensuring that apprentice candidates possess the
basic and essential skills necessary to successfully
complete apprenticeship training and certification;
journeypersons carry out their work tasks
and duties; and both contribute to a skilled,
productive workforce.
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Case studies were not selected on the basis of
geography alone (one per province/territory),
rather the Steering Committee selected case
studies based on a number of criteria such as:
• Represent most of the country’s regions;
• Involve Red Seal Trades (national in scope)
and offer a model which could be replicated
in other parts of the country;
• Cover many industry sectors in Canada; and
• Include initiatives that target groups who will
constitute an increasing proportion of the future
workforce, and often face multiple barriers to
accessing and completing apprenticeship training (Aboriginal people and visible minorities,
for example).
The lead organizations for these case studies
were varied and included:
Y Sector specific organizations such as:
• SkillPlan in British Columbia;

The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training

• Commission de la Construction du
Quebec (CCQ) in Quebec; and,
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• The Canadian Automotive Repair
and Service (CARS) Council at a
national level.
Y Provincial/territorial government-led
initiatives:
• Manitoba; and
• Nova Scotia.
Y An educational institution, Keyano
College in Alberta.
Y A First Nations Community in Manitoba,
the Opaskwayak Cree Nation (OCN).

Research Limitations
In the process used to identify case studies,
an environmental scan was conducted which
revealed 47 potential initiatives that linked
Essential Skills and apprenticeship. The majority
of the 47 initiatives were from Ontario or
Alberta. A few were from British Columbia
and the territories.
Of the 47 initiatives which met the project criteria,
few were company-driven projects which focused
solely on apprentices. In fact, the majority of the
47 initiatives were government-driven.
While the project identified 4 key objectives
at the outset, some challenges arose that limited
the ability to draw conclusions linked to the
4 key objectives. This limitation was predominantly a result of the processes used by the case
study organizations. Conclusions relative to some
objectives were difficult to make because the case
study organizations were not in an evaluation
phase of the initiative.
The following table provides a summary
description of the seven selected case
study initiatives.

Table 1: Summary Description of Seven Selected Case Study Initiatives
Lead/Driving
Organization

Geographic
Coverage

Summary
Description

Nova Scotia
Apprenticeship
Essential Skills
Strategy

Nova Scotia Department
of Education,
Apprenticeship
Training and Skill
Development

Nova Scotia

Nova Scotia conducts informal interviews and trades-specific
Essential Skills activities to assess candidates’ Essential Skills
levels and to develop individual learning plans. A variety of
delivery options are provided to the apprentice to enhance
the acquisition of their Essential Skills.

Essential Skills
Initiative –
Commission de
la construction
du Québec

Commission de la
Construction du Quebec
(CCQ), Quebec Ministry
of Education

Quebec

The CCQ integrated Essential Skills training into the technical
training component of the apprenticeship program for all
26 construction trades in Quebec.

CARS Essential
Skills Project

Canadian Automotive
Repair and Service (CARS)
Council

National

CARS Essential Skills project aims to increase foundational
skill levels in motive repair and service workplaces in Canada.
The work is divided into three phases:
1. The development of Essential Skills profiles;
2. The assessment of journeypersons current level of Essential
Skills; and
3. The comparison of the Essential Skills levels required to
complete training with the Essential Skills levels required
to perform industry jobs.

Government
of Manitoba –
Essential Skills
Strategy

Apprenticeship
Branch Government
of Manitoba

Manitoba

Through its Essential Skills Strategy, Manitoba:
1. Developed Essential Skills assessment tools and processes
and began integrating them into existing apprenticeship
training processes;
2. Developed curriculum models and sample materials;
3. Established partnerships for the delivery of trades-related
Essential Skills and English as an Additional Language (EAL)
upgrading; and
4. Modified its internal branch procedures and policies related
to intake assessment and data storage.

OCN Building
Construction
Essential Skills
Upgrading
Project

Opaskwayak Cree
Nation (OCN)

Manitoba

The OCN developed and piloted an 18-week Essential Skills
Upgrading Project for apprentices who are preparing for level 1
carpenter technical training. This program was part of a larger
initiative and included work experience and life skills training.

Keyano College
Essential
Skills Programs

Keyano College/
Syncrude Canada

Alberta

Keyano College collaborated with Syncrude Canada Ltd. to
develop a reading/writing and a mathematics course for
Syncrude employees. Keyano College has since adapted these
courses and delivers the programs to other public and private
sector organizations.

SkillPlan BC

Construction Industry
Skills Improvement
Council (SkillPlan)

BC and
the Yukon

SkillPlan offers tools and services which are designed to
improve the Essential Skills of apprentices and journeypersons
working in the unionized construction industry in BC and the
Yukon Territory.

Source: CAF-FCA Essential Skills project. (2006).
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Program/
Initiative Name

5

As part of the methodology, in-person and telephone interviews were conducted on the seven
selected case studies with the lead contact person,
senior managers, participants, and partners and
funders of the programs. Results of the case
studies and the environmental scan culminated
in a final report.

HIGHLIGHTS – KEY FINDINGS:
Y Research completed for this project
suggests increased completions in apprenticeship training are tied to an Essential
Skills strategy. The studies demonstrated
greater success in apprenticeship training:
the acquisition of Essential Skills can
facilitate success in apprenticeship training,
success in ongoing career development,
and workplace success. The seven case
studies discussed in the report illustrate
this in a variety of ways.

The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training

Y Common Catalysts for the Development
of an Essential Skills Initiative linked to
apprenticeship are:

6

• Workplace Safety Changes
• Workplace Policy Changes
• Workplace Technological advances
• Legislative/regulatory changes
• Socio-economic issues
• Inability to pass certification or
level exams
Y Common set of Essential Skills linked
to apprenticeship were identified:
• Reading Text,
• Numeracy, and

Y It appears that most initiatives underway
are linked to trades in construction or are
linked to the Aboriginal Community.

FINDINGS IN DETAIL
The following section outlines how case study
findings are linked to the key objectives of the
research. In order to facilitate the reader’s understanding, a specific example has been selected at
random from the seven completed case studies. In
some instances, the examples are few – in other
instances more are cited.
Study Objective 1: Determine the degree
and extent to which Essential Skills are
presently considered a barrier to accessing and
completing apprenticeship training programs
In the CAF-FCA’s Barriers Report, employers
in virtually every industry sector, labour
representatives, and Aboriginal spokespersons
expressed concerns about the inadequate levels
of apprentices’ Essential Skills. Often, the catalyst
for these concerns were a result of changes in the
workplace – linked to technological advancements,
regulatory change, or safety concerns. These same
stakeholders noted that the low levels of apprentices’ educational attainment and basic skills are
significant barriers to accessing and completing
apprenticeship.4 Given that many trades require
that potential apprentices and journeypersons
possess ever-increasing levels of skills and knowledge, a lack of Essential Skills creates challenges
for industry. These findings were corroborated by
the 47 Essential Skills and apprenticeship initiatives across Canada and by the in-depth analysis
of seven case studies included in the appendices.

• Document Use

4

Canadian Apprenticeship Forum – Forum canadien sur l’apprentissage. (2004). Accessing and Completing Apprenticeship Training in Canada Perception
of Barriers, A Consultation Report. Ottawa, Author. p. 42.

The initiatives themselves were not designed to
collect significant sampling of quantitative data in
order to measure the “degree” to which a lack of
Essential Skills in apprentice candidates may be a
barrier to accessing and completing apprenticeship
training. However, qualitative information
retrieved from the case study interviews identified
that a need to assist candidates in acquiring or
refreshing their Essential Skills was the primary
catalyst for the development and implementation
of the initiatives. Stakeholders are gradually recognizing that apprenticeship candidates who lack
Essential Skills have a tendency to fail their exams
or abandon apprenticeship programs altogether.
In the long run, an investment in Essential Skills
initiatives and/or programs may represent a cost
savings for stakeholders.
Study Objective 2a: Identify the initiatives
currently underway, and the processes employed
to determine the depth and breadth of the
Essential Skills lacking
The case studies analyzed for the purposes of this
project varied in scope and purpose. The list of
47 initiatives that were identified as part of this
work are listed in the appendices; seven of which
are featured in the context of case studies within
this report to demonstrate the depth and breadth
of the various initiatives underway.
Study Objective 2b: Identify whether or not
these initiatives are specific to particular
regions, trades or segments of the population
Predominant sector

Predominant segment of the population
Although most initiatives did not intentionally
seek to focus on equity-seeking groups, many
of the 47 initiatives identified focused on
Aboriginal people.
Predominant access point
A significant proportion of Essential Skills activity
appears to be within pre-apprenticeship or career
preparation programs. While the overall goal of
these programs is to ensure that potential candidates possess the necessary Essential Skills to
complete an apprenticeship program, six of the
seven initiatives profiled provided programs and
services to apprentice candidates who were either
preparing to begin an apprenticeship program or
already enrolled in an apprenticeship program.
Study Objective 3: Determine if there is a
baseline level of Essential Skills required for
an entry level apprentice and if there are
recommended strategies for assessing these
The Essential Skills that are key to success in
apprenticeship vary depending on the initiative’s
scope and target audiences. However, based on the
parameters of the research work completed for this
project, four Essential Skills were commonly
identified throughout the list of 47 Essential
Skills/apprenticeship initiatives and also within
the seven case studies examined. These are:
• Reading Text,
• Numeracy,
• Document Use, and
• Writing skills.
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The construction sector is strongly represented
among the 47 Essential Skills and apprenticeship
initiatives identified across Canada in the appendices of the final report. This is to be expected,
given the number of trades the sector employs.
Thirty-two of the 47 initiatives were Red Seal
trades-specific, with most of these initiatives

focusing on carpentry/building/construction trades
such as the electrician and plumber trades. In
general, organizations involved in the development
of an Essential Skills and apprenticeship initiative
determined which trade(s) would be targeted.
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Two of the case study organizations integrate
other necessary skills into their Essential Skills
training. For example, the CCQ identifies
an additional three skills as part of the nine
Essential Skills listed by HRSDC: planning,
analysis and problem-solving, and client
relations. The OCN integrates thinking skills,
continuous learning and working with others
as part of the overall Essential Skills training.

ASSESSMENT

The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training

The research work completed for the project
did not identify recommended strategies to assess
the Essential Skills required for an entry level
apprentice. However, three of the case studies
conducted included some type of process to assess
a candidate’s Essential Skills. The assessment
process included the use of a suite of assessment
tools, an assessment learning plan, and assessment
tools and upgrading programs. Regardless of the
manner in which it is implemented, it is clear
that assessment activities play a critical role.

8

Examples from the case studies on how assessment
strategies can be used are listed below and are
detailed in depth in the case studies themselves.
The Manitoba Essential Skills Strategy employs
a Branch-developed assessment package that
consists of:
Y An information page about the Essential
Skills needed for a given trade;
Y A self-assessment checklist that allows
an individual to compare their levels of
Essential Skills with the levels required
for a trade; and,
Y A set of trades-specific exercises through
which an individual can determine whether
they actually possess the levels of Essential
Skills they believe they possess.

An Assessment Administrator conducts an assessment either one-on-one or with small groups
of candidates. Upon completion of this first step,
a Referral Counselor scores the results and, based
on the self-assessment and exercises completed,
recommends the type of upgrading required and
learning options available.
The assessment learning plan development
in the Nova Scotia Essential Skills Strategy is an
individualized and trade-specific process completed
upon registration for the apprenticeship program.
Using a guide developed for the assessment and
other tools as required, Skill Development
Coordinators and/or Apprenticeship Training
Officers assess candidates and focus on identifying
the candidate’s strengths.
Candidates are asked about their learning and
educational experiences, work, home, and union
life during an informal interview or consultation.
Documents pertaining to the candidate’s work are
shown to the candidate and questions are informally asked about these documents. This allows
the assessor to determine the Essential Skills’
levels of the candidate. Results of the assessment
are used to create the candidate’s learning plan.
Differing from the Manitoba and Nova Scotia
strategies, the CARS case study describes an
assessment tool that enables CARS to compare
and identify the Essential Skills requirements
described in the occupational profiles with the
actual Essential Skills’ levels of workers. The tool
consists of a series of 20 multiple choice questions
covering five levels of complexity for each of the
Essential Skills assessed. The questions refer to
scenarios, documents such as receipts and forms,
and copies of workplace materials and are based
on situations and activities that workers likely
encounter during the work day.

Both the OCN and CCQ case studies also employ
assessments to determine the type of Essential
Skills training required. The OCN Essential Skills
Upgrading Program begins with an assessment of
the trainees’ academic level, aptitude, and life
skills. In the CCQ’s Essential Skills Initiative,
apprentice candidates are not always assessed for
Essential Skills when they enroll in apprenticeship
technical training. In some cases, candidates may
already be well into technical training when
Essential Skills training is also offered.
Study Objective 4: Identify, among apprenticeship stakeholders, awareness of Essential Skills
issues and current initiatives which support
Essential Skills and apprenticeship training
Although a wide range of stakeholders are leading
Essential Skills initiatives, the majority of the
47 initiatives listed in the final report are being
led by provincial/territorial governments.
Manitoba, Nova Scotia and Prince Edward Island
were identified as the provincial/territorial governments most active in leading Essential Skills and
apprenticeship initiatives. Both Nova Scotia and
Prince Edward Island currently have five initiatives
underway, while Manitoba has one large initiative
consisting of a variety of projects and activities.

In addition to the key objectives listed, a series
of success factors were identified for effective
Essential Skills/apprenticeship initiatives:

FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO EFFECTIVE
AND SUCCESSFUL INITIATIVES
In all seven initiatives examined, some type of
partnership was formed among the initiative
founders, who often contributed different or
complementary resources to an initiative. The
success of these partnerships led to the successful
delivery of the Essential Skills initiatives.
The assessment process employed by some case
study organizations directly contributed to the
success of the Essential Skills initiative. An initial
assessment of a candidate’s strengths – rather than
their weaknesses – raised the candidate’s confidence level, encouraged them to participate in the
necessary Essential Skills training, and motivated
them to complete their apprenticeship program.
Another requisite for success cited by all case study
organizations is the ability to offer trades-specific
or customized programs and courses. Apprentice
candidates relate best to Essential Skills training
if the curriculum and material used pertains
to the trade they want to learn, or the trade in
which they already work. Linked to this factor
is the need for flexible programs, and a traineecentered curriculum.
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Existing Essential Skills and apprenticeship
initiatives have helped to raise awareness and
understanding of Essential Skills issues.
This is a result of the direct promotion and
communication efforts of some of the case study
organizations and partnering stakeholders such as
governments, unions, employers, educators, and
others. Through a joint effort to meet immediate
needs and demands, stakeholders have increased
awareness of Essential Skills issues and their
importance to the apprenticeship community.

Information and data collected by case study
organizations provide them with feedback
that they can use to improve their initiatives.
For CARS, the results of an assessment of the
Essential Skills complexity levels in seven occupations provided the Council with trend and data
information. For Manitoba, work related to the
Essential Skills strategy provided the organization
with the opportunity to analyze and improve
some of its apprenticeship intake processes.
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This study also indicates that the success of the
case study initiatives can depend upon the level
of expertise of the staff recruited to develop and
implement the programs and/or projects at various
stages. Stakeholders and partners need to engage
staff with expertise in Essential Skills and/or
apprenticeship training. This was (and continues
to be) identified as a major resource need for
the viability of the initiative. Recruiting quality
instructors is a key factor in the successful
delivery and uptake of the programs.

The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training

The success of any Essential Skills initiative
also depends upon apprentice candidates’
motivation and commitment to engage in
training. Their buy-in is critical. Apprentice
candidates are motivated by occupation-specific
training that is delivered by quality instructors.
These factors tend to promote Essential Skills
training among learners.
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When an Essential Skills initiative is successfully
implemented, members of local communities
and partnering organizations also benefit by
developing local Essential Skills expertise,
resources, and the capacity to teach others
about new methods of curriculum development
and program delivery. The Manitoba and Nova
Scotia experiences illustrate this.
Nova Scotia and Manitoba have found that the
practice of working with the learner to refine
the training program results in a higher level
of commitment from the learner to complete
Essential Skills training. As a result, the learner’s
self-esteem and confidence levels remain intact
or are elevated. The learner may feel less intimidated by the process when a more informal
approach to assessment and training development
is emphasized.

CHALLENGES
While there a number of Essential Skills initiatives
active, and despite efforts to raise awareness, there
is still a lack of awareness and understanding of
Essential Skills issues. Moreover, the important
need to upgrade the skills of apprentice and journeyperson candidates was cited as a key challenge
by most case study participants. Raising awareness
about Essential Skills is also an issue within the
educational community, and among employees
and apprentices themselves. Often learners may
feel uncomfortable acknowledging that they
have problems with their reading skills; they
more readily admit to having problems with
their math skills. This exacerbates the challenges
within the context of continuous learning.
Linked to this issue is the continuous challenge of
commitment to training. When learners do not
understand the benefits of training and continuous
learning they lack the motivation to commit to
Essential Skills training, especially when apprentice
and journeyperson candidates are in need of it.
Unfortunately, those who resist the training often
need it the most.
While there have been strides made, there remains
a lack of trades-specific documents and materials
to incorporate into Essential Skills programs, and
course curriculum is another challenge identified
by participants of this study. While a fair amount
of trades math resources are available, ‘Reading
Text’ and ‘Document Use’ materials are lacking.
The burden of producing the necessary materials
often falls upon instructors, with some assistance
from the provincial/territorial government. This
may be complicated by an instructor’s lack of
familiarity with the trades and/or his or her lack
of trades-specific experience.

Ensuring appropriate funding of programs and
projects is another issue identified by a number
of the case study organizations. Linked to this is
the need to find ways to make Essential Skills
programs and services sustainable in the long
run. This is the biggest challenge facing the
CCQ who needs to update the technical trades
and Essential Skills training courses so that
the curriculum remains current. This is labourintensive and costly.
Recruitment and retention of human resources
continues to be a challenge for most of the case
study organizations. Locating the “right” educator
to deliver Essential Skills training is seldom easy.
Essential Skills workplace educators require a
unique set of skills and the flexibility to adapt
or improvise the curriculum.

CONCLUSION
Research completed for this project suggests that
there is a strong connection between an Essential
Skills strategy and greater success in apprenticeship
training: the acquisition of Essential Skills can
facilitate success in apprenticeship training, success
in ongoing career development, and workplace
success. The seven case studies discussed in the
report illustrate this in a variety of ways. They
provide evidence that:
• Apprentices and potential apprentices who
complete Essential Skills training have a higher
tendency to complete apprenticeship training;

• Employers who provide Essential Skills or
Essential Skills-based training to their employees
see employee confidence increased, fewer safety
concerns, and a more productive workplace;

• Governments who integrate Essential Skills
training into its intake processes note that
“…apprentices experience less frustration as they
move through training to full employability” –
perhaps making a link to greater success in
apprenticeship overall;
• Community groups who provide their members
with Essential Skills training say their members
tend to be better prepared for and have a higher
tendency to complete apprenticeship training;
• Trades-related industry sectors who identify the
foundation Essential Skills necessary to succeed
in the sector note that Essential Skills training
can help bridge the gap between the skill levels
required to complete industry training with
the skill levels required to perform industry
jobs; and
• Public or private training institutions who
develop Essential Skills-related products or
training programs note that these products or
services can be adapted to suit the needs of
many of its clients (apprentices, journeypersons,
employers, labour groups, and governments).
More and more stakeholders are collaborating
with one another and integrating Essential Skills
training into apprenticeship training. Ideally,
apprentices would complete Essential Skills
training before they begin technical training.
Realistically though, it is recognized that Essential
Skills training is integrated into any phase of an
apprenticeship program. Stakeholders play an
important role by disseminating information
about Essential Skills and partnering with other
stakeholders on Essential skills-related projects
and programs.

Canadian Apprenticeship Forum

• Journeypersons who complete Essential Skills
training have a higher tendency to pass trades
qualifier exams;

• Governments who integrate Essential Skills
training into technical trades training anecdotally noted increased completion rates for
apprentice and journeyperson candidates in
comparison with previous years; as well as
improved communication between the government department, its clients, and the industry;
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The CAF-FCA is uniquely positioned. It is the
only pan-Canadian organization that provides
a forum where apprenticeship stakeholders
can collectively identify and work on current
challenges and opportunities through research,
discussion, and collaboration. The following
recommendations can provide further support
for the CAF-FCA’s continued involvement in
this area.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training

The present report provides evidence that Essential
Skills training benefits apprentices, employers,
labour groups, and other stakeholders. Initiatives
documented provide useful examples of programs
and strategies currently underway in Canada and
highlight key factors for the successful development and implementation of Essential Skills
initiatives, as well as some of the challenges.
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One common and critical challenge for initiatives
continues to be the lack of awareness and understanding of Essential Skills among various
stakeholders, including apprentices themselves.
CAF-FCA and others can play an important
role in addressing the main challenge of raising
awareness and understanding of Essential Skills
issues, as well as developing a host of tools and
processes to ensure the smooth implementation
of Essential Skills and apprenticeship initiatives.
Although much work is being undertaken
in the area of Essential Skills, at a minimum
apprenticeship stakeholders may wish to
consider the following recommendations:

Recommendation 1: Ensure there is a mechanism
which quantifies the link between Essential
Skills and apprenticeship initiatives and increased
apprenticeship completions
A number of organizations involved in Essential
Skills and apprenticeship initiatives lack evaluation
tools. Since many of the initiatives have been
implemented within the last few years, these
organizations have not had the opportunity to
develop the tools necessary to assess the degree to
which success is linked to increased completions.
To remedy this, a comprehensive set of evaluation
criteria and tools could be developed to ensure that
the value of Essential Skills and apprenticeship initiatives are accurately assessed. Stakeholders must
be in a position to demonstrate and quantify this.
Additional quantitative research and data is
required in this area.
Recommendation 2: Create a reference of assessment
tools which evaluate apprentice candidates’ attitudes,
aptitudes, and general suitability for specific trades
Stakeholders require systematic assessment tools
to evaluate apprentice candidates’ attitudes,
aptitudes, and general suitability for a specific
trade. Although resources do exist, a comprehensive catalogue of these resources would assist
stakeholders in identifying the most suitable
tools to use for specific trades and sectors. This
would help to ensure successful recruitment
into the sector and maximize investment in
apprentice candidates.

Recommendation 3: Ensure the level of Essential
Skills required during training matches the level
of Essential Skills required on the job

Recommendation 5: Create opportunities to
partner with stakeholders to raise awareness
about Essential Skills.

Essential Skills work conducted by the CARS
Council and highlighted in their case study identifies that there may be a discrepancy between the
level of Essential Skills required during training
and the level of Essential Skills required on the job.
To adequately prepare apprentices for success on
the job stakeholders in all industry sectors would
fare well to ensure that apprentices receive a level
of Essential Skills training that matches the level
of skills that will be required of them on the job.

Creating opportunities to partner with stakeholders
and sectors across Canada to raise awareness about
Essential Skills will benefit the Canadian apprenticeship community overall. Partnerships with
organizations that have a focus on Essential Skills
and apprenticeship can provide opportunities for:

Recommendation 4: Examine ways to ensure
apprentices and potential apprentices acquire the
appropriate Essential Skills for their chosen trade
Findings for this project suggest that there is
a common set of Essential Skills liked to apprenticeship (Reading Text, Numeracy, and Document
Use). However, it is not known whether these
three Essential Skills are universal for all apprentices across all industry sectors, or whether
apprentices in different sectors require a different
set of Essential Skills. It would be interesting to
further examine these findings.

• Other equity-seeking groups and audiences
to benefit from Essential Skills and
apprenticeship training; and
• Additional stakeholders to share and continue
the work of increasing awareness and understanding of Essential Skills issues and how
they can enhance apprenticeship training.
Recommendation 6: Disseminate information about
Essential Skills to raise awareness among stakeholders.
Stakeholders can raise awareness about Essential
Skills by disseminating information to stakeholders. Incorporating the results of one Essential Skills
project into another illustrates how information
from one project can be used to enhance and
build upon the research work of another project.
Newsletters and brochures can also be used to
communicate the need for Essential Skills training.

– BC Workplace Educator

Canadian Apprenticeship Forum

“What the apprenticeship community can learn from our experience is that support for individuals
is important, positive and necessary. There’s a huge population of apprentices out there and people
have a need to be successful. As they proceed in their careers, these apprentices will become the
supervisors, lead hands, company owners, and trades instructors of tomorrow. If we can make
people come out of trades programs feeling positive about learning, that’s incredible.”
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1.0 INTRODUCTION
CAF-FCA BACKGROUND

ESSENTIAL SKILLS CONTEXT

Established in 2000, the Canadian Apprenticeship
Forum – Forum canadien sur l’apprentissage
(CAF-FCA) is a not-for-profit organization that
promotes and supports the apprenticeship training
and education systems in Canada.5 CAF-FCA is a
driving force for healthy, vibrant and progressive
apprenticeship systems, on a pan-Canadian level.
Its mission is to:

In the early 1990s, Human Resources and Social
Development Canada (HRSDC) (formerly known
as Human Resources and Skills Development
Canada) launched a national research project
to identify and measure the level of complexity
of a set of non-technical skills that were present
in all jobs. The result of this work was the documentation of nine Essential Skills:

Y Influence pan-Canadian apprenticeship
strategies through research, discussion,
and collaboration; and,
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Y Promote apprenticeship as an effective
model for training and education,
contributing to the development of
a skilled, high quality, productive,
inclusive and mobile labour force.
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The CAF-FCA’s composition is unique because it
includes multi-stakeholders from the apprenticeship community across Canada. The CAF-FCA
Board of Directors is composed of representatives
from business, labour, education, the Canadian
Council of Directors of Apprenticeship (CCDA),
the Interprovincial Alliance of Apprenticeship
Board Chairs (IPA), persons with disabilities,
women, visible minorities, Aboriginal persons,
and Human Resources and Social Development
Canada (HRSDC).
The CAF-FCA serves as a forum which allows
the various stakeholders to openly and fully
discuss and explore issues and challenges facing
the apprenticeship community; it also serves as
a vehicle for the apprenticeship community to
work together on issues of common concern.

Y Reading text
Y Writing
Y Continuous learning
Y Document use
Y Oral communications
Y Thinking skills
Y Numeracy
Y Working with others
Y Computer use
HRSDC defines Essential Skills as the “…fundamental skills that make it possible to learn all
others. They are enabling skills that help people
participate fully in the workplace and in the
community”.6 Although some stakeholders interpret the definition of ‘Essential Skills’ in a broader
context than the one used by HRSDC, for the
purposes of this research project the CAF-FCA
has adopted HRSDC’s definition of Essential
Skills. Through extensive research that included
over 4,000 interviews with workers across Canada,
HRSDC observed and assessed how these skills are
used in the workplace. This information resulted
in the development of 200 occupational profiles
that describe the use of Essential Skills in different

5

About Us. Retrieved from http://www.caf-fca.org/english/about.asp.

6

Essential Skills. Retrieved from http://www.hrsdc.gc.ca/en/hip/hrp/essential_skills/essential_skills_index.shtml.

occupations. Workplace materials were compiled
to illustrate how skills such as Reading Text,
Document Use, and Writing skills are actually
used in Canadian workplaces.

PROJECT CONTEXT
In 2004, the CAF-FCA commissioned Accessing
and Completing Apprenticeship Training in Canada:
Perception of Barriers (Barriers Report). It examined
some of the perceived barriers that apprentices may
face when accessing and completing apprenticeship
training in Canada and discusses some of the challenges involved in moving forward. The Barriers
report identified nine generic barriers, Essential
Skills being one of the nine.7 The report concluded
that young people lack adequate Essential Skills
(including mathematics and reading skills). As a
result, apprentice candidates may lack basic skill
levels prior to entering an apprenticeship program.
Apprentice candidates were also found to lack
self-esteem, confidence and the network of contacts
required to approach employers. The report also
found that employers lacked systematic assessment
tools to evaluate apprentice candidates’ attitudes,
aptitudes, and general suitability for a specific trade.
In 2005, as a result of the findings of the Barriers
report and capitalizing on the work completed
by the federal government in the area of Essential
Skills, the CAF-FCA commissioned the Essential

A project Steering Committee was established
to guide and oversee this project. The present
report is the culmination of the project research
work. It reflects the results of a comprehensive
environmental scan of 47 current Essential Skills
and apprenticeship initiatives across Canada and
an in-depth review and analysis of seven of the
initiatives. It discusses the approach and methodology employed, key findings, factors which
contribute to successful and effective initiatives,
and some of the challenges faced by the seven
case study organizations, and provides an overall
conclusion and recommendations.
The CAF-FCA hopes that the results of this study
will enable the apprenticeship community to plan,
implement, and participate in future Essential
Skills and apprenticeship activities.

Canadian Apprenticeship Forum – Forum canadien sur l’apprentissage. (2004). Accessing and Completing Apprenticeship Training in Canada Perception
of Barriers, A Consultation Report. Ottawa, Author. p. 2.

Canadian Apprenticeship Forum
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Skills Project in an effort to understand the degree
and extent to which Essential Skills may act as
barriers to or predictors of success or failure in
the context of apprenticeship. The purpose of the
project was to develop a clearer understanding of
the role of Essential Skills as an enabler to apprenticeship completion, and to demonstrate, through
the examination of key initiatives, the manner in
which Essential Skills benefit the apprenticeship
community as a whole.
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2.0 APPROACH AND METHODOLOGY
A combination of primary and secondary research
tools were employed to address the following
four research questions:
1. What is the degree and extent to which
Essential Skills are considered a barrier to
accessing and completing apprenticeship
training programs at present?
2. What initiatives are currently underway and
what process did the activity include to determine the depth and breadth of the Essential
Skills lacking? Are these initiatives specific to
particular regions, trades or segments of the
population?

The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training

3. Is there a list of Essential Skills that may be
key to successes in apprenticeship training?
Specifically is there a baseline level of Essential
Skills that are key to apprenticeship and are
there recommended strategies for assessment?
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4. Is there an understanding amongst apprenticeship stakeholders regarding Essential Skills?
What is the awareness level? If the stakeholders
are aware, what then are the practices if any?
How do the stakeholders create momentum
for the activity and what are some of the
benefits occurring as a result of the initiatives
underway? Is there a willingness to implement
practices where appropriate?
During the fall of 2005 an environmental scan was
first completed and was essential in identifying the
programs and initiatives related to apprenticeship
that included an Essential Skills component.
Using criteria developed by a project Steering
Committee, seven initiatives were selected to be
further reviewed as case studies. Results of the case
studies and the environmental scan culminated
into the present final report.

2.1 ENVIRONMENTAL SCAN –
METHODOLOGY
Using a report completed by the Canadian
Labour and Business Centre as a starting point,
the CAF-FCA first completed an environmental
scan which identified current Essential Skills
initiatives in the apprenticeship community,
and each project’s objectives/benefits.
The Committee developed a list of criteria
that would be used to identify potential
Essential Skills and apprenticeship initiatives.
The project team determined that the case
studies for consideration should:
• Include of areas of the country;
• Have taken place within the last
three years;
• Focus primarily on Red Seal trades as a first
line of scrutiny, but may also include other
successful activities outside of a Red Seal trade;
• Cover a wide range of participants including
apprentices, instructors, employers, unions,
and governments;
• Cover a range of essential skills barriers,
i.e. literacy, numeracy, data search, etc.;
• Have champion connections within the
CAF-FCA networks, including the Board
of Directors, business, labour, CCDA,
IPA Board Chairs, and governments;
• Represent a variety of sectors i.e., service,
industrial, construction etc;
• Provide sufficient detail from which solid
conclusions can be drawn;
• Relate to apprenticeship; and
• Focus on apprenticeship and Essential Skills.

Secondary research sources were accessed to
augment the initial contact list. This included a
comprehensive literature review of the following
publications:
• The Canadian Labour and Business Centre
report Essential Skills in apprenticeship and
skilled trades: an environmental scan (2004);
• Conference Board of Canada case studies in
employability skills and workplace literacy,
available from their public e-library;
• Conference proceedings and articles;
• ABC Literacy Foundation’s yearly magazine
Canadian CEO (2003, 2004); and
• Abstracts from HRSDC of all projects
related to trades and apprenticeship (dates
not provided) which they have funded.
In total, over 180 people in every province and
territory involved in Essential Skills and/or
apprenticeship were contacted either by e-mail,
telephone, or in-person. As a result, 47 Essential
Skills initiatives that included representation
from businesses, unions, sector councils, community colleges, private consultants, provincial
governments, immigrant groups, and non-profit
organizations were identified. Only two of
the 47 initiatives were national in scope. The
remaining initiatives constituted 29 provinciallyfocused and 16 regionally-focused initiatives.

• Represent most of the country’s regions;

• Include initiatives that represent a range
of stakeholders who are leading/driving
the initiative;
• Cover many industry sectors in Canada; and
• Include initiatives that target groups who
will constitute an increasing proportion of
the future workforce, and often face multiple
barriers to accessing and completing apprenticeship training (Aboriginal people and visible
minorities, for example).
In addition, other practical criteria were
considered. These include: the applicability of
an initiative to many trades; the availability
of information; the existence of documented
evaluation plans and/or methods; and a
willingness on the part of initiative stakeholders
to participate in the project.

2.2 CASE STUDIES – METHODOLOGY
The seven in-depth case studies represent
provinces/territories from across Canada: British
Columbia, Alberta, Quebec, Nova Scotia, and
two in Manitoba. A case study at the national
level rounded out the group of seven. Table 1
summarizes the lead/driving organization,
geographic coverage and the description of
each case study. A complete report of each case
study including contact information for the
Lead contact is contained in Appendices B, C,
D, E, F , G, and H.

Canadian Apprenticeship Forum

From the list of 47 potential initiatives, the
following criteria were used to select seven case
studies for further examination (criteria in order
of importance). Case studies were not selected
on the basis of geography alone (one per
province/territory), rather the project team
decided that the in-depth case studies should:

• Involve Red Seal Trades (national in scope)
and offer a model which could be replicated
in other parts of the country;
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Table 1: Summary Description of Seven Selected Case Study Initiatives
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Program/
Initiative Name

Lead/Driving
Organization

Geographic
Coverage

Summary
Description

Nova Scotia
Apprenticeship
Essential Skills
Strategy

Nova Scotia Department
of Education,
Apprenticeship
Training and Skill
Development

Nova Scotia

Nova Scotia conducts informal interviews and trades-specific
Essential Skills activities to assess candidates’ Essential Skills
levels and to develop individual learning plans. A variety of
delivery options are provided to the apprentice to enhance
the acquisition of their Essential Skills.

Essential Skills
Initiative –
Commission de
la construction
du Québec

Commission de la
Construction du Quebec
(CCQ), Quebec Ministry
of Education

Quebec

The CCQ integrated Essential Skills training into the technical
training component of the apprenticeship program for all
26 construction trades in Quebec.

CARS Essential
Skills Project

Canadian Automotive
Repair and Service (CARS)
Council

National

CARS Essential Skills project aims to increase foundational skill
levels in motive repair and service workplaces in Canada. The
work is divided into three phases:
1. The development of Essential Skills profiles;
2. The assessment of journeypersons current level of Essential
Skills; and
3. The comparison of the Essential Skills levels required to
complete training with the Essential Skills levels required
to perform industry jobs.

Government
of Manitoba –
Essential Skills
Strategy

Apprenticeship
Branch Government
of Manitoba

Manitoba

Through its Essential Skills Strategy, Manitoba:
1. Developed Essential Skills assessment tools and processes
and began integrating them into existing apprenticeship
training processes;
2. Developed curriculum models and sample materials;
3. Established partnerships for the delivery of trades-related
Essential Skills and English as an Additional Language (EAL)
upgrading; and
4. Modified its internal branch procedures and policies related
to intake assessment and data storage.

OCN Building
Construction
Essential Skills
Upgrading
Project

Opaskwayak Cree
Nation (OCN)

Manitoba

The OCN developed and piloted an 18-week Essential Skills
Upgrading Project for apprentices who are preparing for level 1
carpenter technical training. This program was part of a larger
initiative and included work experience and life skills training.

Keyano College
Essential
Skills Programs

Keyano College/
Syncrude Canada

Alberta

Keyano College collaborated with Syncrude Canada Ltd. to
develop a reading/writing and a mathematics course for
Syncrude employees. Keyano College has since adapted these
courses and delivers the programs to other public and private
sector organizations.

SkillPlan BC

Construction Industry
Skills Improvement
Council (SkillPlan)

BC and
the Yukon

SkillPlan offers tools and services which are designed to
improve the Essential Skills of apprentices and journeypersons
working in the unionized construction industry in BC and the
Yukon Territory.

Source: CAF-FCA Essential Skills project. (2006).

As illustrated in Table 1:

Research Limitations

• The Nova Scotia and Manitoba case studies
represent system and provincial-wide initiatives;

A limited number of initiatives that were identified
by the project team actually met the overall criteria
of the project. Only two initiatives were national
in scope, while a majority of the 47 potential
case studies was from Ontario or Alberta. Few
initiatives from British Columbia and the
territories were identified. Of the 47 initiatives
which met the project criteria, a handful was
company-driven projects which focused solely
on apprentices. The majority of the case studies
were government-driven; most of the others were
union or education-driven.

• Four case studies target specific industries:
SkillPlan, OCN and CCQ target the
construction sector; CARS targets the
automotive repair and service sector;
• The CARS case study pertains to a National
Essential Skills project for the automotive
repair and service sector;
• The OCN case study targets a First Nations
community; and
• The Keyano case study represents a
program-specific case.
Data and information for the case studies were
primarily collected through research interviews.
This was considered the most appropriate
method to use to collect the information sought.
Interviews were conducted with the lead or
key contact of the initiative, senior managers,
participants of programs and/or courses, and
partners and funders such as delivery partners
and funding agencies.

While the project identified four key objectives at
the outset, some challenges arose that limited the
ability to draw conclusions linked to the four key
objectives. This limitation was predominantly
a result of the processes used by the case study
organizations. Conclusions relative to some
objectives were difficult to make because the case
study organizations were not in an evaluation
phase of the initiative.

Reports and data were also collected from the
lead contact and participants, and were analyzed
and incorporated into each in-depth case study.
Several organizations’ Web sites were also reviewed
to provide further background information about
the organization and/or the Essential Skills initiative. Once drafted, the case studies were reviewed
and approved by the lead contact of each initiative.
Canadian Apprenticeship Forum
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3.0 SUMMARY OF FINDINGS
THE FOLLOWING SECTIONS outline how case
study findings are linked to the key objectives of
the research. Where possible, parallels are drawn
between the seven completed case studies and the
project objectives. In some instances, the examples
are few – in other instances more are cited.

The findings discussed in this section of the report
align with the project’s four key research questions:
1. Determine the degree and extent to which
Essential Skills are presently considered
a barrier to accessing and completing
apprenticeship programs;
2. a) Identify the initiatives currently underway,
and the processes employed to determine
the depth and breadth of the Essential
Skills lacking;

The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training

b) Identify whether or not these initiatives
are specific to particular regions, trades
or segments of the population;
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3. Determine if there is a baseline level of
Essential Skills required for an entry level
apprentice and if there are recommended
strategies for assessing these; and
4. Identify among apprenticeship stakeholders
awareness of Essential Skills issues and current
initiatives which support Essential Skills and
apprenticeship training.

3.1 DETERMINE THE DEGREE AND EXTENT
TO WHICH ESSENTIAL SKILLS ARE
PRESENTLY CONSIDERED A BARRIER
TO ACCESSING AND COMPLETING
APPRENTICESHIP PROGRAMS
Employers virtually in every sector, labour representatives and Aboriginal spokespersons expressed
concerns about the inadequacy of the workforce’s
Essential Skills. These same stakeholders noted
that the low levels of apprentices’ educational
8

attainment and basic skills are significant barriers
to accessing and completing apprenticeship.8
Given that many trades require that apprentice and
journeyperson candidates possess ever-increasing
skills and knowledge, a lack of Essential Skills
creates challenges for industry.
A survey of 47 Essential Skills and apprenticeship
initiatives initially selected by the project team,
and by in-depth analysis of seven case studies
suggests that these assumptions are true. The
objectives of most of the 47 initiatives were to
ensure that apprentices acquire the necessary
Essential Skills to successfully complete their
apprenticeship training. Eighteen of the 47 initiatives focus on “pre-apprenticeship” training; that
is, they enable individuals to acquire a level of
Essential Skills which would permit them to
qualify for apprenticeship positions. In four cases,
Essential Skills training was part of “upgrading”
efforts because new equipment and processes
demanded that apprentices possess the ability
to read manuals or operate computer controls.
No quantitative data was collected to measure
the “degree” to which a lack of Essential Skills in
apprentice candidates may be a barrier to accessing
and completing apprenticeship training. However,
qualitative information retrieved from the case
studies identified that a need to assist candidates
in acquiring or refreshing their Essential Skills
as a result of a technological change, workplace
change and/or an inability to complete aspects
of his or her apprenticeship, were primary catalysts
for the development and implementation of
the initiatives. In some cases, the fact that an
increased number of apprentices were repeating
examinations prompted stakeholders to examine
and address a fundamental issue. More stakeholders
are recognizing that apprentices who lack Essential
Skills have a tendency to fail exams, repeat
training, or abandon apprenticeship programs

Canadian Apprenticeship Forum – Forum canadien sur l’apprentissage. (2004). Accessing and Completing Apprenticeship Training in Canada Perception
of Barriers, A Consultation Report. Ottawa, Author. p. 42.

altogether. For these and a number of other
reasons, Essential Skills initiatives are being
established and implemented across the country
for various skilled trades and sectors.
Sensing that Essential Skills were important to
maintain a supply of certified trades workers, the
creation of the British Columbia Construction
Industry Skills Improvement Council, known
as SkillPlan, was the construction industry’s
response to an evolving workplace that required
greater reading, writing, math, problem-solving,
and oral communication skills of its workforce.
Created in 1991, SkillPlan’s mission is to “develop
strategies to help improve the Essential Skills of
tradespeople working in the unionized construction industry in British Columbia and the Yukon
Territory”.9
Prior to 1998, although apprentices’ and journeypersons’ lack of basic skills was an issue, there
was no Essential Skills training undertaken for the
construction sector in Quebec.10 After completing
a comprehensive analysis of the construction
workforce’s acquisition of Essential Skills, the
CCQ commenced the development of Essential
Skills training that was necessary for each trade.
In 1998, working on the premise of continuous
learning, the CCQ integrated Essential Skills training into the overall technical training component
of the apprenticeship program.

In the case of Keyano College, the development
of Essential Skills programs was a direct response
to a business need. In 1987, as one of the world’s
largest producer of crude oil from oil sands
and an employer of 5,000 people, Syncrude
Canada Ltd. identified the need for a workplace
reading program for its employees. While testing
a group of employees for leadership abilities,
the organization realized that it needed its
training to focus on the Reading and Document
Use Essential Skills. Given that the company
employs state-of-the-art technology and therefore requires a highly-skilled workforce that
is capable of lifelong learning, it is critical that
Syncrude workers are able to read and comprehend
documents. Hence, Syncrude turned to Keyano
College to assist them in addressing this challenge.
In the case of the Opaskwayak Cree Nation
(OCN) – Essential Skills Upgrading Project11, the
Aboriginal population’s lack of Essential Skills was
identified as a major reason why there were few
Aboriginal apprentices. This finding is consistent
with those of the CAF-FCA’s Perceptions and
Barriers Report which cites a relatively low level
of education and academic preparation as one of
the barriers which hinder Aboriginal people from
accessing and completing apprenticeship.12 Many
Aboriginal students have not completed requisite

9

Case Study: SkillPlan – Essential Skills Project.

10

Case Study: Essential Skills Initiative – Commission de la construction du Québec.

11

Referred to as the OCN Case Study.

12

Canadian Apprenticeship Forum – Forum canadien sur l’apprentissage. (2004). Accessing and Completing Apprenticeship Training in Canada Perception
of Barriers, A Consultation Report. Ottawa, Author. p. 43.
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As a result of a comprehensive human resource
research study, the CARS Council concluded
that a significant looming skills shortage, low
retention rates of employees already in the
industry, increasing technological sophistication
of motor vehicles, and changes in environmental legislation are increasing the need and

demand for training in the sector. The organization recognized that if training were to be effective
and successful, employees would need to be
equipped with the Essential Skills required to
understand, assimilate, and apply the training
that they receive. Therefore, in 2004, CARS
launched an Essential Skills project which led to
the development of a national strategy for Essential
Skills development in the industry.
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math, science and technology, and English
courses. The lack of sufficient official language
skills in English or French presents challenges
for Aboriginal students to enroll in and pass
apprenticeship certification exams.
Recognizing its community’s skills development
needs and the fact that external training
providers were not flexible enough with their
programs to address the specific needs of
Aboriginal trainees, the OCN worked with the
Manitoba Apprenticeship Branch and Employment
and Training Services to incorporate an Essential
Skills Upgrading program into the OCN’s Building
Construction Apprenticeship program.
3.2a Identify the initiatives currently underway
and the processes employed to determine
the depth and breadth of the Essential
Skills lacking

The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training

This subsection of the report describes the type
of initiative studied, the processes employed to
determine the Essential Skills lacking, the Essential
Skills targeted, and the resources required.
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Description of Case Study Initiatives
The SkillPlan, CCQ, and CARS initiatives all
provide services and/or tools to a specific industry
sector; in the case of the first two, the construction
sector, and in the latter case, the automotive repair
and service sector. SkillPlan provides services
that include assistance to training institutions and
individuals and the production of publications.
As described in the appended case study, SkillPlan
works with a network of training plan administrators and instructors to support apprentices in
fulfilling their Essential Skills upgrading needs.
The workplace educator works with trades instructors and also offers group tutoring sessions after
class. He or she will assist individual students,
organize study groups and workshops, and help
with classroom delivery when requested. In the
early stages of development, SkillPlan’s educators

focused on Reading, Document Use, Numeracy
and Writing. These Essential Skills were identified
in a needs assessment study which was designed
to guide the development of SkillPlan’s services.
Apprentices are encouraged to take the initiative
to access SkillPlan’s tutoring services on their own
because the program is funded primarily through a
collective bargaining agreement. Depending on the
workplace educator’s availability, tutoring sessions
can be held at any time of the day or evening,
and in a location that suits tutor and apprentice.
SkillPlan also develops short courses that can be
routinely delivered while apprentices pass through
each level of technical training. These courses
cover a wide range of topics, including study
skills, test-taking, and coaching.
From the beginning, SkillPlan workplace educators
developed trades-specific worksheets and handouts
to assist in tutoring apprentices. Whilst it worked
more closely with institutions and industry on
various projects, SkillPlan began to produce
low-cost publications that met specific industry
needs. For example, in 1994-95, it developed the
Apprenticeship Handbook (later renamed Tools for
the Trade: A Guide to Success in Apprenticeship).
Today, SkillPlan offers a series of resources for
the trades. These publications enable apprentices
to prepare for technical training by working on
essential Numeracy and science skills, using trades
applications and illustrated explanations which
mirror on-the-job-tasks. For example, a worksheet
teaches apprentices how to convert fractions to
decimals so that they can use a calculator, and
then shows them how to convert back to imperial
measurements so that they can use an imperial
measuring tape. The Tools for the Trade Guide has
been SkillPlan’s most popular publication.
Faced with growing pressure pertaining to the
accessibility and regulation of the construction
sector, a lack of qualified apprentices, and a lack
of training which satisfactorily meets the needs of

employers, in 1987 the Government of Quebec
formed the Commission de la construction du
Québec (CCQ). Prior to the creation of the CCQ,
no single organization composed of representatives
from employers and unions in the construction
industry existed in Quebec.13 Employer and union
representatives as well as members appointed
by the government sit on the CCQ’s Board of
Directors. Contributions from the total payroll
of workers and employers in the construction
industry provide the CCQ with funding.14
The initial mandate of the CCQ was to ensure a
trained and qualified workforce in the construction sector. This mandate was expanded so that
today the CCQ is responsible for implementing
the Act respecting labour relations, vocational training and manpower management in the construction
industry (Bill R-20) which provides the legal
framework for the construction industry.15 As
a result of the new and expanded mandate, the
Comité sur la formation professionnelle dans
l’industrie de la construction was formed. The
Comité consists exclusively of employer associations and union groups in the construction sector
and is responsible for advising the CCQ on all
issues pertaining to ensuring a competent and
abundant workforce in the construction sector.16
Working on the premise of continuous learning,
Essential Skills training was integrated into the
overall technical training component of the
apprenticeship program in 1998.

Differing from the SkillPlan and CCQ’s initiatives,
the CARS initiative showcases a project that led
to the development of a national Essential Skills
Strategy for the automotive repair and service
sector. Three key deliverables resulted from
the project: occupational profiles, an Essential
Skills Assessment Tool, and a comparison of the
Essential Skills levels required for select automotive
repair and service occupations with the Essential
Skills required to successfully complete automotive
service and repair training.
Using a standardized methodology and measurement scale, seven occupational profiles were
developed. They described the Essential Skills
required of each occupation. The extent to which
each of the nine Essential Skills is required in
each occupation is described in terms of a five
point complexity level, with level one complexity
being the lowest (basic tasks) and five the highest
(advanced tasks). Identifying the Essential Skills
profiles of the seven key occupations was necessary
to establish a baseline against which the Essential
Skills levels of workers in those occupations could
be measured and compared.
The next step in the process was to develop and
implement an assessment tool that measured the
level of Essential Skills of workers in the seven
industry occupations. This tool enabled CARS

13

15 ans à vos devoirs, à vos mémoires, CCQ.

14

Ibid.

15

CCQ website. Retrieved from http://www.ccq.org/A_QuiSommesNous.aspx?lang=en&profil=GrandPublic.

16

15 ans à vos devoirs, à vos mémoires, CCQ.
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It is the CCQ’s responsibility to assess applicants
for the apprenticeship program. Candidates are
not always assessed for Essential Skills when they
enroll in apprenticeship technical training. In
some cases, candidates may already be well into
technical training when Essential Skills training
is also offered.

Not all technical training includes Essential Skills
training. Typically, the Comité sur la formation
professionnelle of the CCQ assesses whether
Essential Skills training is required for a specific
trade prior to incorporating Essential Skills into a
technical program. The CCQ and its committee
are responsible for coordinating training which
is typically delivered at 52 local training centres
across Quebec.
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to compare and identify the Essential Skills requirements described in the occupational profiles with
the actual Essential Skills levels of workers. A series
of 20 individual multiple choice questions were
developed for each of the Essential Skills assessed
(in this case, only three of the nine Essential Skills,
therefore a total of 60 questions). The questions
for each Essential Skill covered all five levels of
complexity for that skill. The questions were all
based on situations and activities that workers in
the seven target occupations would likely encounter
during their work day and referred to scenarios,
documents (e.g. receipts, forms etc.), and copies
of other workplace materials needed to answer
the questions. The sixty questions were printed
in numbered booklets that were distributed
to testing centers across the country.
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The final deliverable from the CARS project was a
comparison of the Essential Skills levels required to
successfully complete training in automotive repair
and service courses with the Essential Skills levels
needed to perform the occupations to which the
training applied. This comparison served to identify gaps or discrepancies between training and
occupational requirements that could hinder the
development of the workforce.
While the SkillPlan and CARS initiatives provide
services and tools for a specific sector or community, the Nova Scotia and Manitoba government
initiatives launched system-wide Essential Skills
programs which offer services, programs, and
tools to apprentices and individuals working
in the trades across the provinces. The Manitoba
government’s Essential Skills Initiative for
Apprenticeship has produced both tangible and
intangible results. Tangible products include:
awareness-raising tools, trades-specific Essential
Skills assessment packages for selected trades,
trades-related upgrading courses, and training
workshops for instructors and assessors.
Implementation of the strategy has also produced
intangible results such as increased awareness,
networking, and consultations with a variety of

stakeholders across the province. Within the
Aboriginal communities that participated in
projects, intangible results include the development of local Essential Skills expertise and the
capacity to teach others about new methods of
curriculum development and program delivery.
One of the awareness-raising tools being developed
by the Manitoba government is an Essential
Skills Web page to which apprentices and trades
qualifiers can refer. Workshops, presentations
and information sessions to promote and inform
stakeholders about trades-related Essential Skills
are also being held with trades trainers, adult
educators, unions, Adult Learning Centres
(ALCs), Aboriginal communities, college
service providers across Manitoba, and related
government departments.
As part of the assessment process, Manitoba’s
Essential Skills Assessment Package addresses both
awareness-raising and assessment, and consists of:
• An information page about the Essential Skills
needed for a given trade;
• A self-assessment checklist that allows an
individual to compare their levels of Essential
Skills with the levels required for a trade; and
• A set of trades-specific exercises through
which an individual can determine whether
they actually possess the levels of Essential
Skills they believe they possess.
Efforts are currently underway to determine how
Essential Skills assessments can best be integrated
into existing apprenticeship intake processes in the
Apprenticeship Branch. First, Branch staff identifies registered apprentices who would benefit from
an Essential Skills assessment. The assessment,
which can be conducted one-on-one or in small
groups, is then carried out by an Assessment
Administrator, who uses a Branch-developed
assessment package to determine the upgrading
needs of the apprentices.

After the assessment, a Referral Counselor scores
the results and, based on the self-assessment and
exercises completed, provides feedback to the
individual apprentice. As part of the feedback,
the Referral Counselor may recommend upgrading
and outline some options. In most cases, apprentices are responsible for arranging their own
upgrading training. Community-based programs
may opt to use a group feedback approach to
provide upgrading for an entire cohort of apprentices. Support for this type of customized training
varies and depends upon local adult education
resources. In some cases, the Apprenticeship
Branch supports customized training program
if it is part of a Branch pilot test.

Finally, Manitoba’s Trades-Related Essential Skills
Integrated Refresher consists of a concentrated
tutor support program that accompanies and is
integrated into one level of technical training. This
model is often employed when a longer Essential
Skills program cannot take place before technical
training begins. The model incorporates one to
two weeks of an intensive, level-specific Essential
Skills refresher before technical training begins,
and also includes one afternoon (or morning)
per week of Essential Skills tutoring during and
throughout the level(s) of technical training.
Nova Scotia’s Essential Skills strategy is similar
to Manitoba’s strategy in that the Nova Scotia
strategy also involves an assessment process and
delivery of training programs. There are two components to the strategy that address the Reading,
Document Use, Numeracy, Math and Writing
Essential Skills. The first is the assessment learning
plan development, and the second is training
support. The assessment learning plan development
process is individualized and trades-specific. The
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Post assessment, there are a variety of ways that
Essential Skills training can be delivered. To
showcase specific alternatives, the Apprenticeship
Branch has focused on the development of three
delivery models that might be used to address
three common learner groups. The Trades-Related
Essential Skills Upgrading is a higher-level, multitrade, classroom-based upgrading course that
precedes technical training. The upgrading will be
delivered in some of the over 30 Adult Learning
Centres (ALCs) located across Manitoba. These
publicly-funded centres serve as potential partners
in delivering trades-related Essential Skills upgrading to apprentices or trades qualifiers. To explore the
partnership with ALCs, the Apprenticeship Branch
is piloting a newly-created Essential Skills training
course in each of three ALCs starting January 2007.
This course will focus on the upgrading needs
of apprentices in the construction sector, and
will combine Math and Document Use skills
development. If the pilot is successful, additional
sites and courses may be added. To prepare for
the delivery of the pilot, instructors are first
involved in a train-the-trainer and materials
development project.

The Trades-Related Essential Skills Practicum
is a combination of in-class and hands-on trade
exposure that prepares at-risk or lower-level
learners in community-based programs for technical training. To address the needs of learners
who many not adjust well to a classroom-based
delivery format, the Apprenticeship Branch
developed a “practicum” delivery model that
combines classroom time with “time on the tools”.
Regardless of the length of the program (between
six and eighteen weeks), half of each day is spent
on Essential Skills development, while the other
half of the day is spent on building projects of
value to the community. Essential Skills development is linked as closely as possible to hands-on
activities in order to reinforce the relevance of the
learning and provide opportunities for immediate
application of new skills.
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process is completed upon registration and consists
of an informal interview or consultation with the
candidate. Other assessment tools are accessed as
required. The Skill Development Coordinators
and/or Apprenticeship Training Officers (division
field staff ) conduct the assessment with the
candidate using a guide developed to facilitate
this activity. The assessment process is designed
to identify the strengths that a candidate possesses.
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The next step in the assessment process is to
document or assess the candidates’ skills with
respect to Document Use, Reading, Math, and
Writing. The process consists of a consultation
with the candidates at which time they are asked
about their learning and educational experiences,
work, home, and union life. Documents pertaining to the candidate’s work are shown to the
candidate and questions are informally asked
about the documents. This allows the assessor
to determine the Essential Skills levels of
the candidate.

26

Rather than “test” the candidate, a series of
tools are used as part of the discussion. Results
of the assessment are provided immediately to
the candidate, who then works with the Skill
Development Coordinator and/or Training Officer
to create their learning plan. The learning plan is
specific to the learner, clearly identifies achievable
objectives, is logically sequenced, and is relevant
to technical training.
The training support offered consists of four
options or streams to which candidates are referred
once they are assessed for Essential Skills training.
These are:
1. One-on-one tutoring: the division pays for a
tutor who is retained to provide one-on-one
training for the candidate. In some instances,
apprentices are referred to their local learning
community networks. These networks are
funded throughout the province and deliver
literacy programs.

2. Refresher courses:
The division offers two refresher courses to
apprentices while they are working: Math
and Document Use refresher courses. These
courses are delivered by community colleges
which typically offer the program two nights
per week. The division can also provide the
course content to students so they can take
these courses on their own time. This is part
of the division’s continued efforts to develop
tools that can be adapted to suit apprentices’
needs. The courses are free and students are
only required to purchase course materials
and documents.
Math Refresher: Math refresher courses
address the Numeracy Essential Skills for
the trades and are designed to appeal to
a variety of trades. There are nine “stand
alone” math units available to instructors
or tutors. The course content incorporates
trades-relevant math problems and
trades-specific resource texts and tips
for teaching.
Document Use Refresher: This course
was launched in the spring of 2006 and
may be used by a Workplace Educator,
on-site mentor or journeyperson, tutor
or by the apprentice for self-study.
The curriculum/tools help prepare the
apprentice for technical training and
provide better opportunity for success
in their examinations.
3. Workplace education programs: Workplace
education programs incorporate workplace
issues and material into the curriculum.
Workplace education programs are integrated
into technical and interprovincial upgrade
training and are delivered on-site in the
workplace and/or in a union classroom. This
model has been adapted for apprentices and
works well in workplaces that employ a large
group of apprentices.

4. Evaluating Academic Readiness for
Apprenticeship Training (EARAT):
Developed by the Ontario Ministry of
Training, Colleges and Universities, this
model appeals to candidates who have
completed a grade 12 or higher level of
skill. It provides a tool that candidates can
use to assess the skills required to prepare
for technical training. Candidates request
the EARAT from the training officers and
the tool is provided by the division.
The curriculum for any of the four options is typically developed by instructors with support and
assistance from the division and colleges. The division
is currently developing some of the programs. The
division will also work with a group such as a union
or community group, and customize the courses and
program to meet the needs of candidates.

which helps to build greater self-awareness and
builds a foundation of self-confidence that helps
trainees to feel ready to move on to academic
skills upgrading.
In addition to the work experience and life skills
training, the Essential Skills upgrading program
involves 18 weeks of training in the classroom
and hands-on instruction in the woodworking
shop and on community building projects. This
split between theory and hands-on learning was
designed to keep students stimulated and engaged
throughout the 4.5 month training process.

Focusing on the Aboriginal community, the OCN
Essential Skills Upgrading Project was developed
as part of the OCN’s Building Construction
Apprenticeship Program for the Opaskwayak Cree
Nation First Nations community. The program
begins with an assessment of trainees’ academic
level, aptitude, and life skills. From this assessment
a training plan is developed. Trainees spend the
next six and a half months completing work
experience with a qualified carpenter by building
a house in the community. The work experience
exposes trainees to the skills required in the carpenter trade, builds a sense of a team within the
crew, and qualifies participants for Employment
Insurance support through the subsequent stages
of their training. Following the work experience,
trainees enter seven weeks of life skills training

The Keyano College initiative differs from the
other six case studies in that Keyano developed
and implemented programs in response to the
needs of a local business, Syncrude Canada Ltd.
The Effective Reading in Context (ERIC) program
was the first workplace reading program developed
in Canada. It is a unique, customized program
that was initially created for Syncrude and its
employees. The program was piloted over a
6 month period following a comprehensive
research process that included interviews with
Syncrude employees, and a review and analysis of
the documents that employees commonly employ
in their work. In the first year, ERIC was delivered
to “potential team leaders” who, after a two-hour
assessment by a Keyano College instructor, completed the 12 to 28-hour program. The program
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As part of information gathering, the division
developed and maintains the Apprenticeship
Certification Information System. This system
tracks whether or not candidates have had an assessment, the type of Learning Plan developed for
them, and their completion of the Learning Plan.

The development of the Essential Skills upgrading
program served as an opportunity to train adult
educators and trade instructors in the community
in Essential Skills and competency-based, workfocused curriculum development processes.
The resulting curriculum will be piloted in
other northern communities in 2007. Teaching
resources were created by the instructors using
authentic workplace documents. The project also
served as a way of strengthening the partnership
between the community, the Apprenticeship
Branch, and Employment and Training Services.
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was eventually offered to the entire Syncrude
workforce, since it was so well-received in its first
year. Apprentices were also permitted to take the
training, although the program did not specifically
focus on them. The program has since evolved and
the assessment component has been eliminated.
Today, participants register directly with the
College rather than registering for the course
through training representatives.
ERIC has since been renamed Safety and
Workplace Reading program. In response to the
changing needs of the workplace, the program
now has a strong focus on safety and:
• Provides participants with strategies to manage
their training and workplace reading;
• Uses relevant reading materials for maximum
adult learning; and
• Links workplace reading to workplace safety
by identifying common influences.

The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training

The program’s core components include:
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Y Preview (a quick visual survey which
enables a reader to become familiar with
documents before applying additional
reading strategies. It helps clarify
reading purpose);
Y Navigate for Patterns;
Y Skim;
Y Scan (methodical document search
for details, facts, numbers, dates or
lists of data);
Y Map (visual re-organization which
enables the learner to collect, group, and
access data from safety and workplace
documents); and
Y Study to Upgrade.

The creation of the Syncrude Applied Math
(SAM) program (originally named Working in
Numeracy -WIN) followed a similar process to
the one used to develop the ERIC program. An
Advisory Committee of employees and supervisors
was established to provide the company’s workplace math applications and evaluate the proposed
curriculum. The research process also involved
interviewing employees about the math skills they
require for their work, and a review and analysis
of the documents employees commonly employ
in their work. The program was piloted with ten
people over a 40 hour period. Based on the results
of the pilot, the proposed curriculum had to be
revised to include science components.
Today, SAM focuses on providing foundation
skills for business literacy, trades-specific math,
and everyday use. The program offers workplacespecific math applications grouped under the
following themes:
• Numbers and Number Sense covers fractions,
decimals, percentages, ratios rate and proportions. SAM provides the opportunity for
students to review or “re-learn” these concepts
which were sometimes not grasped in earlier
grade levels;
• Measurement and Geometry covers imperial
and metric measurement, conversions
between the two, and geometry. Workplace
examples include:
—
—

—

Metric to imperial conversions;
Division of a pipe into two pieces of
specified length – how much is left over
after the cutting?; and
Length of conduit needed, given angles
of the path it will travel.

• Data: Data Analysis, Statistics and Graphing
covers basic graphing and statistics;

• Algebra: Patterns and Functions covers algebra,
solving equations, transpositions of formulas,
and signed fractions and decimals. Workplace
examples include:
—

—

The Manitoba Essential Skills Strategy employs
a Branch-developed assessment package to determine the upgrading needs of apprentices. This
package consists of:

Reading graphs to assess the number of
barrels of oil produced in a certain year; and

Y An information page about the Essential
Skills needed for a given trade;

Projecting future workforce needs.

Y A self-assessment checklist that allows an
individual to compare their levels of
Essential Skills with the levels required
for a trade; and,

Keyano College integrates the Safety and
Workplace Reading (formerly ERIC) and SAM
into a variety of programs and workplace training
and adapts the length of the programs to the needs
of the participants. The college also integrates
these programs and other Essential Skills training
into several Aboriginal pre-trades and upgrading
programs that include:
• PACE (Preparation for Academic and Career
Upgrading) (Janvier & Conklin Campuses);
• Aboriginal Skills Employment
Partnership(ASEP) PACE and ASEP CCC
(Clearwater Campus);
• Shapotowak (Cree for clearing or opening)
Program (Clearwater Campus) partnered
with 2000 Plus Ltd. and Mikisew Cree
First Nation; and
• Apprenticeship Preparation for Aboriginal
People (APAP) (an Alberta Workplace
Essential Skills (AWES) program in the
development stages).

Processes employed to determine the
Essential Skills lacking
Three of the case studies initiatives conducted
some type of process to assess a candidate’s
Essential Skills.

An Assessment Administrator conducts an assessment either one-on-one or with small groups of
candidates. Once the first step of the process is
completed, a Referral Counselor scores the results
and, based on the self-assessment and exercises
completed, provides feedback to the individual
apprentice. Part of the feedback provided to
candidates includes the type of upgrading
recommended and learning options available.
The assessment learning plan development in the
Nova Scotia Essential Skills Strategy is an individualized and trades-specific process completed
upon registration for the apprenticeship program.
Using a guide developed for the assessment, Skill
Development Coordinators and/or Apprenticeship
Training Officers assess candidates focusing on
identifying the candidate’s strengths. Other
assessment tools are also employed as required.
Candidates are asked about their learning and
educational experiences, work, home and union
life in either an informal interview or consultation.
Documents pertaining to the candidate’s work
are shown to the candidate and questions are
informally asked about these documents. This
allows the assessor to determine the Essential
Skills’ levels of the candidate. Results of the
assessment are used to create the candidate’s
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Generally, elements of the Essential Skills
programs are introduced for one to two hours
per day, over a period of weeks. An Essential
Skills instructor delivers the courses and is available to work with students on an individual basis.

Y A set of trades-specific exercises through
which the individual can determine
whether they actually possess the levels of
Essential Skills they believe they possess.
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learning plan that is specific to the candidate,
clearly identifies achievable objectives, is logically
sequenced, and is relevant to technical training.
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Differing from the Manitoba and Nova Scotia
strategies, CARS developed a tool that can be
used to measure candidates’ or workers’ levels
of Essential Skills. The assessment tool enables
CARS to compare and identify the Essential Skills
requirements described in occupational profiles
with the actual Essential Skills levels of workers.
The tool consists of a series of 20 multiple choice
questions which covering five levels of complexity
for each of the Essential Skills assessed. The questions refer to scenarios, documents such as receipts
and forms, and copies of workplace materials and
are based on situations and activities that workers
were likely to encounter during the work day.
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Both the OCN and CCQ conducted assessments
to determine the type of Essential Skills training
required. In fact, the OCN Essential Skills
Upgrading Program is developed around the
results of an assessment of trainees’ Essential
Skills and personal learning priorities. In the
CCQ’s Essential Skills Initiative, candidates are
not always assessed for Essential Skills when
they enroll in apprenticeship technical training.
In some cases, candidates may already be well
into technical training when Essential Skills
training is also offered.
Resources
The main resources employed in the seven case
studies were human resources, time, and funding.
With the exception of the Keyano Essential Skills
Programs, and in part, SkillPlan, the other five
initiatives reviewed in-depth benefited from some
form of government funding. The CARS Essential
Skills Project received $1 million from the federal
government for the two-year project. This paid for
a full-time project manager, part-time administrative assistant, and Information Technology (IT)

support. The funding also covered project
expenses that included consulting fees,
logistics, and support to develop tools and
communication activities.
Likewise, the OCN initiative received funding in
part from the Manitoba government’s Advanced
Education and Training Branch for the development and delivery of the 18-week Essential
Skills program. Development and delivery of the
program cost $124,000 of which the Manitoba
government funded $51,000. The remaining
funds were provided by OCN Employment
and Training. In addition, the program was
enriched by Reading, Writing, Document
Use and Numeracy content material used
by carpenters in their daily work.
The Manitoba and Keyano case study organizations provided a range of the costs required to
implement a province-wide strategy (in the case
of Manitoba), and to adapt existing programs
(in the case of Keyano). In addition to existing
Manitoba Apprenticeship Branch staff resources,
about $50,000 of project funding has been
allocated per year to pilot projects under the
strategy. Funding is provided by various sources
and pays for the expertise of consultants who are
commissioned to deliver between five to 20 projects each year, depending on the project scope.
Funding is also used to develop curriculum,
resource materials, building materials, and
ensure program delivery.
The cost to adapt the ERIC program developed by
Keyano College in conjunction with Syncrude is
about $25,000. This includes the expense of delivering ten in-class sessions over a three to four-week
period. Each class typically lasts three hours in
length. The SAM program is more costly to adapt
than the ERIC program because of the time
required to create work-specific math problems.

It currently costs the CCQ $24 million annually to
offer technical and Essential Skills apprenticeship
training across the construction sector. This does
not include the salaries or human resources
required to assess apprenticeship applications
and determine the technical and Essential Skills
training required of each trade. The CCQ’s
Comité sur la formation professionnelle consists
of 26 subcommittees representing every trade and
occupation, and nine subcommittees representing
every region in Quebec. In total, there are up
to 400 representatives for all committees. Trades
Committees assess the qualitative aspect of training; regional subcommittees assess the quantitative
aspect for each region, according to need. While
the CCQ assesses applications received for apprenticeship training, the Comité sur la formation
professionnelle coordinates the type of training
required, as well as the integration of Essential
Skills training, at regional and provincial levels.
The CCQ is responsible for the development of
Essential Skills training courses and for ensuring
their integration into the overall technical training
of the apprenticeship program. Staff members
of the CCQ who worked on the development
and integration of Essential Skills training
into the overall technical training possessed a
number of diverse skills: expertise in education,
curriculum development, and knowledge of the
construction trades.

The amount of time dedicated to develop and
implement Essential Skills initiatives or projects
varied across the seven case studies and depended
on the scope of work for each initiative. Nova
Scotia reported that it took two years to pilot its
tools and programs and that it is still pilot testing
some tools. Likewise, an incremental and more
deliberate approach to developing and implementing Essential Skills tools was followed by the
Manitoba government. This has proven to be
beneficial for the strategy, even if during the
early stages of implementation it took more time.
As mentioned earlier, the CARS Essential Skills
Project also took two years to complete. This
included the planning, research, tools development, testing, and communication of the results.
In the case of the CCQ, in 1998, together
with its labour and employer partners and with
the support of the Ministère de l’Éducation,
the CCQ created Essential Skills courses for all
26 construction trades at the same time. That
is, development of the courses for the trades was
not completed in a phased approach. The main
reason for this was the CCQ’s strong opposition
to selecting one trade over another. The project
took about ten years to complete for all 26 trades.
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The financial contribution from the union sector
towards SkillPlan’s structure and activities is a
unique feature that distinguishes it from the
other case studies. As a not-for-profit organization,
SkillPlan is partly funded through a collective
bargaining agreement in which B.C. unions pay
one cent (in some cases, two cents) an hour for
every hour their members work. These funds,
together with additional revenues generated
through a fee-for-service for special projects,
are used to deliver SkillPlan’s services.

All case study organizations required significant
human resources to deliver the initiative. Both
Nova Scotia and Manitoba governments provide
staff to assess potential candidates for Essential
Skills training, although the Manitoba government
also recruits external human resources to provide
this service. In both case study organizations,
additional staff is dedicated to and provides support for the Essential Skills initiative. One unique
aspect of these provincial government initiatives is
the reliance on expertise from the local community
to deliver the programs. Collaboration with local
education, unions, and/or businesses to adapt
and/or deliver Essential Skills training is necessary.
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3.2 b) Identify whether or not these initiatives
are specific to particular regions, trades
or segments of the population
The construction sector is strongly represented
among the 47 environmental scan initiatives.
This is to be expected, given the number of trades
the sector employs. Eighteen of the 47 initiatives
targeted this sector, while three projects focused
on the automotive repair and service industry, and
two focused on the manufacturing and mining
sectors. Health care, manufacturing, and the petroleum industries each accounted for one initiative.
The remaining 19 initiatives did not have a
specific industry focus.

Thirty-two of the 47 initiatives were Red Seal
trades-specific, with most of these initiatives
focusing on the building or construction trades
(carpenters, electricians, and plumbers). Generally
though, the trade targeted by the initiative
depended in part upon the organization(s)
involved. This also was true for the seven
in-depth case studies completed.
The target audience varied for the seven case
studies completed. All focus on the trades, but the
number of trades targeted by the initiative varied
from no specific trade to all trades. Table 2 summarizes the target audience for each case study
initiative and illustrates the diversity of each.

Table 2: Target Audience of Each Case Study
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Target Audience
Audience Type

Trade

NS ES Strategy

All apprentices (currently targeting apprentices
who do not have strong ES)
Aboriginal communities

All trades

CCQ

Quebec construction sector

All 26 construction trades

CARS

Automotive Repair and Service Sector

Sales
Collision/paint
Mechanical installers
Service technicians

MB ES Strategy

All apprenticeship clients

All trades (current emphasis on
construction trades)

OCN

First Nations community

Carpenters

Keyano College

Apprentices
Employees
Aboriginal People

Not specific

SkillPlan

Unionized construction sector mainly
in Lower Mainland, B.C. & the Yukon

Construction trades: boilermakers, bricklayers,
cement masons, insulators, ironworkers, operation engineers, painters/glaziers/drywall tapers,
plumbers, refrigeration workers, sheet metal
workers, floor layers, and carpenters

Source: CAF-FCA Essential Skills Project. (2006).

The most common equity-seeking group
identified by the 47 initiatives and seven case
studies was Aboriginal peoples. Thirteen of
the 47 initiatives focused on Aboriginal peoples,
while only 2 focused on women. Most of the
47 initiatives did not focus on equity-seeking
groups, per se. Reflecting these overall totals,
of all of the equity-seeking groups most of the
seven in-depth case studies initiatives examined
tended to focus Aboriginal peoples.
Based on the findings of the environmental scan
report, a significant proportion of Essential Skills
activity appears to be within pre-apprenticeship
or career preparation programs. While the
overall goal of these programs is to ensure that
apprenticeship candidates possess the Essential
Skills necessary to complete an apprenticeship
program, six of the seven case study initiatives
provided services and programs to apprentice
candidates who were either not yet accepted into
or already enrolled in an apprenticeship program.

3.3 DETERMINE IF THERE IS A BASELINE
LEVEL OF ESSENTIAL SKILLS REQUIRED
FOR AN ENTRY LEVEL APPRENTICE
AND IF THERE ARE RECOMMENDED
STRATEGIES FOR ASSESSING THESE
Four Essential Skills are common to
apprenticeship training

The CARS , SkillPlan, CCQ, and the Government
of Manitoba’s Essential Skills initiatives focused on
all nine Essential Skills, while the other case study

Table 3: List of Essential Skills Covered by
47 Initiatives Listed in Environmental Scan
Individual Essential Skill

Number of Projects

Reading text

33

Numeracy

32

Document use

26

Writing

18

Oral communication

14

Thinking skills

12

Computer use

11

Continuous learning

10

Working with others

10

Source: Environmental Scan Report. (February, 2006).

Reading Text, Numeracy and Document Use are
the three Essential Skills most identified in each
of the 47 initiatives listed in the environmental
scan, including all of the seven in-depth case study
initiatives. Although the CARS project included
all nine Essential Skills, two Essential Skills, Oral
Communication and Document Use, were found
to be prevalent in and common to the occupations
profiled. In some cases, teaching candidates how
to write and pass examinations was considered part
of the Document Use Essential Skills training, as
demonstrated by the Nova Scotia Essential Skills
Initiative. Writing was also a key Essential Skill
targeted by the seven case study organizations.

Canadian Apprenticeship Forum

The case study initiatives examined in this project
vary in scope and purpose. As such, it is sometimes
difficult to compare one initiative to another, since
each initiative was created for a different purpose
and environment. While it is difficult to categorically identify a baseline level of Essential Skills
required for an entry level apprentice certain trends
were noted among the seven case study initiatives.

initiatives targeted two or three of the nine.
Table 3 provides a breakdown of the Essential
Skills covered by all 47 initiatives identified in the
environmental scan. Wherever possible, and within
the parameters of the research work completed
for this project, Reading Text, Numeracy (math
skills), Document Use and Writing skills can be
considered common to apprenticeship training,
since these four Essential Skills were targeted by
the majority of the initiatives.
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Two of the case study initiatives reviewed indepth integrate other necessary skills into their
Essential Skills training. For example, the CCQ
identifies an additional three skills as part of the
nine Essential Skills listed by HRSDC: planning,
analysis and problem-solving, and client relations.
The OCN case study integrates thinking skills,
continuous learning and working with others as
part of the overall Essential Skills training.
The CAF-FCA’s Perceptions and Barriers Report
also identified a lack of certain life and learning
skills as a significant barrier for Aboriginal people.
“Learning to learn” is often perceived to be an
important skill for preparation and entry into
apprenticeships. While some may argue that life
skills training is a more important success factor
in apprenticeship training than Essential Skills
training, both are key to successfully accessing
and completing apprenticeship training.
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Processes used to assess candidates’ Essential Skills
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The research work completed for the project
did not identify recommended strategies to assess
the Essential Skills required for an entry level
apprentice. However, three of the case studies
conducted included some type of process to
assess a candidate’s Essential Skills.
The Manitoba Essential Skills Strategy employs
a Branch-developed assessment package that
consists of:
Y An information page about the Essential
Skills needed for a given trade;
Y A self-assessment checklist that allows
an individual to compare their levels of
Essential Skills with the levels required
for a trade; and,
Y A set of trades-specific exercises through
which an individual can determine
whether they actually possess the levels of
Essential Skills they believe they possess.

An Assessment Administrator conducts an
assessment either one-on-one or with small
groups of candidates. Upon completion of this
first step, a Referral Counselor scores the results
and, based on the self-assessment and exercises
completed, recommends the type of upgrading
required and learning options available.
The assessment learning plan development
in the Nova Scotia Essential Skills Strategy is an
individualized and trade-specific process completed
upon registration for the apprenticeship program.
Using a guide developed for the assessment and
other tools as required, Skill Development
Coordinators and/or Apprenticeship Training
Officers assess candidates and focus on identifying
the candidate’s strengths.
Candidates are asked about their learning and
educational experiences, work, home, and union
life during an informal interview or consultation.
Documents pertaining to the candidate’s work are
shown to the candidate and questions are informally asked about these documents. This allows
the assessor to determine the Essential Skills’ levels
of the candidate. Results of the assessment are
used to create the candidate’s learning plan.
Differing from the Manitoba and Nova Scotia
strategies, the CARS case study describes an
assessment tool that enables CARS to compare
and identify the Essential Skills requirements
described in the occupational profiles with the
actual Essential Skills’ levels of workers. The tool
consists of a series of 20 multiple choice questions
covering five levels of complexity for each of the
Essential Skills assessed. The questions refer to
scenarios, documents such as receipts and forms,
and copies of workplace materials and are based
on situations and activities that workers likely
encounter during the work day.

Both the OCN and CCQ case studies also employ
assessments to determine the type of Essential
Skills training required. The OCN Essential Skills
Upgrading Program begins with an assessment
of the trainees’ academic level, aptitude, and
life skills. In the CCQ’s Essential Skills Initiative,
apprentice candidates are not always assessed for
Essential Skills when they enroll in apprenticeship
technical training. In some cases, candidates may
already be well into technical training when
Essential Skills training is also offered.

Partnerships are common among the initiatives,
although some of the case study organizations
worked primarily alone. Partnerships between
organizations are prevalent where provincial/
territorial governments either provide funding
for the Essential Skills initiative, or develop
programs, provide resources, and work with
private sector companies in conjunction with
educational institutions.

3.4 IDENTIFY, AMONG APPRENTICESHIP
STAKEHOLDERS, AWARENESS OF
ESSENTIAL SKILLS ISSUES AND
CURRENT INITIATIVES WHICH
SUPPORT ESSENTIAL SKILLS
AND APPRENTICESHIP TRAINING
Provincial/territorial governments lead the majority
of Essential Skills initiatives
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A wide range of organizations are leading Essential
Skills initiatives. Eighteen of the 47 environmental
scan initiatives were led by provincial/territorial
governments. Nine of the 47 initiatives were led
by labour and/or joint labour/management and
education organizations, and eight initiatives
were led by private sector companies. Only two
initiatives were spearheaded by Sector Councils,
and one was spearheaded by a community organization. Of all provincial/territorial governments,
Manitoba, Nova Scotia and Prince Edward Island
were identified as most active in leading Essential
Skills in apprenticeship initiatives. Both Nova
Scotia and Prince Edward Island currently have
five initiatives underway, while Manitoba has one
large initiative consisting of a variety of projects
and activities.
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4.0 FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO SUCCESSFUL
AND EFFECTIVE INITIATIVES
IN ADDITION TO THE KEY OBJECTIVES
LISTED, a number of key factors were identified
in the successful and effective development
and implementation of the case study initiatives.
These factors are discussed in the following
subsections.

4.1 FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO
SUCCESSFUL INITIATIVES
Participants interviewed for each case study were
asked to discuss the key factors that led to the
initiative’s success. The frequently-cited success
factors are summarized below. Other factors identified and specific to that case study organization
can be reviewed in the appended case study reports.
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Some type of partnership was evident in all seven
case studies examined; the success of these partnerships led to the success of the initiative. SkillPlan’s
organizational structure is based on a joint labour
and management partnership agreement and was
formed in response to the construction industry’s
need for Essential Skills training.
Similar to SkillPlan, the CCQ is a joint employer –
labour partnership essentially created by the Quebec
government in response to a need.17 The involvement of industry employers and union associations
in the development and integration of Essential
Skills training into apprenticeship technical training
greatly contributed to the success of the initiative.
The collaboration of and partnership with the
Ministère de l’Éducation was another key factor
which contributed to the CCQ’s success. This
partnership continues to provide them with the
support they need to maintain the programs.
Finally, the expertise and knowledge of the CCQ

team that worked on the development and
integration of Essential Skills training into
technical training was instrumental to the
success of the initiative.
The CARS Council initiative also involves an
employer – employee partnership. Partnering
with the federal government, the CARS Council
was able to undertake and complete a two-year
research project to prepare skills profiles for
seven key occupations; develop an Essential Skills
assessment tool and process; identify and measure
Essential Skills levels in seven key occupations;
and compare the Essential Skills levels inherent in
existing industry curricula/training materials with
the occupational Essential Skills requirements. The
results of the research project launched a national
strategy for Essential Skills development in the
automotive repair and service industry.
The Keyano case study exemplifies a successful
partnership between industry and educators.
As a result of the successful collaboration between
Keyano College and Syncrude Canada Ltd., two
programs were created and have since been successfully adapted for other organizations with similar
Essential Skills needs. The strong commitment
and support of senior leaders in Syncrude were
key to the success of the partnership between
Keyano College and Syncrude. “Essential Skills
training ensures that Syncrude employees have
the skills and confidence required for today’s
workplace to prepare them to meet the challenges
of the future”.18 Support from senior leaders is
essential to the successful implementation of
these programs in the workplace setting.
Syncrude Canada not only addressed (and continues to address) its needs, it also indirectly assisted
other organizations. The success of the partnership
between Syncrude Canada and Keyano College has

17

History of the CCQ. Retrieved from http://www.ccq.org/A_QuiSommesNous/A4_Historique.aspx?lang=en&profil=GrandPublic.

18

Interview from Case Study: Keyano College – Essential Skills Programs. (2006). p. 7.

also resulted in the creation of enhanced programs
(such as incorporating a safety focus into the ERIC
program). The changing needs of one business
environment can be tailored to suit the needs of
other organizations.
The partnership between the Manitoba government and the OCN illustrates the success of the
Manitoba government efforts to address Essential
Skills needs in the province in innovative ways,
and the OCN’s success in providing their trainees
with a solid base upon which they can become
self-sufficient and productive.
Capacity-Building is a win-win solution for
all stakeholders involved

Nova Scotia also relies on resources from within
the community to assist in delivering its programs
and processes. By adapting existing programs,
stakeholders such as community groups, unions,
employers, and government develop better working relations. Collaboration between stakeholders
is critical to the successfully implementation
of Essential Skills training programs. Involving
stakeholders and collaborating with them during
the development of a program ensures that all
partners are aware of and accept the resources
required to support and advance the program.
This was evident in the partnerships forged
between the Nova Scotia government and the
International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers
(IBEW) Local 625, and other trade unions such
as the Iron Workers and Paint Decorators, who
assisted the government by pilot testing the
Essential Skills training courses. In return, the
unions were able to address the Essential Skills
needs of some of their members.
An assessment process is vital to creating successful
learning plans for the learner
An assessment process employed by some of the
case study organizations is another factor which
contributes to the success of an Essential Skills
initiative. When an initial assessment of a candidate’s strengths and weaknesses is conducted
and then used to create a customized learning
plan the candidate is able to obtain the necessary
Essential Skills training and successfully complete
their apprenticeship training. Three case study
organizations discussed the assessment process
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The Manitoba – OCN partnership demonstrates
that through an Essential Skills initiative local
communities can develop Essential Skills
expertise and the capacity to teach others about
new methods of curriculum development and
program delivery. This was cited in the Manitoba
case study as a factor for success. Building upon
existing resources, programs or partnerships
is one of the main thrusts of the Manitoba
Apprenticeship Branch’s Essential Skills Strategy.
As a result, projects undertaken as part of the
strategy attempt to build capacity both within
the Branch and within external stakeholders.
Manitoba’s Essential Skills strategy can be
described as a system of interdependent activities
and processes, rather than a series of projects
and activities. In areas of scant human and/or
educational resources (in northern Manitoba,
for example), a considerable amount of Essential
Skills and trades-related upgrading training
must be done. Thus, the development of local
capacity to address Essential Skills issues is the
key to sustainability.

For the OCN, the only way to deliver a highly
flexible, trainee-centered apprenticeship program
was to take control of the process and develop its
own system. Local people who were familiar with
the community and committed to the program
were trained to deliver the program.
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and tools developed for their specific initiative.
The Nova Scotia initiative employs an informal
process to assess potential candidates for Essential
Skills training, although other assessment tools
are accessed as required. A Skill Development
Coordinator and/or Apprenticeship Training Officer
focus on identifying each candidate’s strengths.
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Manitoba’s Apprenticeship Branch is currently
exploring how best to integrate Essential Skills
assessments into existing apprenticeship intake
processes. This also affects application forms,
administrative procedures and data storage.
The assessment itself is conducted through a
series of steps. An assessment package is given
to and discussed with the candidate, who learns
more about Essential Skills from an information
page contained in the package. Candidates then
compare their levels of Essential Skills with
the levels required for a specific trade by using a
self-assessment checklist included in the package,
and complete a set of trades-specific exercises
to determine whether they possess the Essential
Skills required. Based on the results of the selfassessment and exercises completed, a Referral
Counselor then determines the candidate’s
upgrading needs.
Both the Nova Scotia and Manitoba case studies
illustrate that the human contact between an
assessor and a candidate, as well as the assessor’s
interest in the candidate are key factors which
help to successfully create training plans for the
candidate. By focusing on the candidate’s strengths
and not weaknesses, the candidate’s confidence
in their ability to complete apprenticeship training
is raised.

The CARS Council has also developed an
assessment tool that is different from the tools
developed by Nova Scotia and Manitoba. The
CARS Essential Skills Assessment Tool consists of a
scale which identifies five levels of complexity and
serves to compare the Essential Skills requirements
identified in occupational profiles with the actual
Essential Skills levels of workers. This tool enabled
the CARS Council to identify the gaps in and
potential barriers to training initiatives in the occupations profiled, and led to recommended actions.
Trades-specific and customized programs and
courses are essential for successful initiatives
Offering trades-specific and customized
programs and courses was cited by all case
study organizations as another requisite for
success. To be relevant to a learner, curriculum
needs to be customized to a specific trade. The
main reason for Keyano College programs’
successful uptake with Syncrude and other
subsequent industry partners is the fact that
program materials are relevant to the workforce.
Apprentices can better relate to Essential Skills
training if the curriculum and material pertain
to the trade they know and in which they work.
A flexible trainee-centered approach leads to
people feeling positive about learning
Linked to the previous factor is the need for a
flexible, trainee-centered approach to delivering
the training.

In the OCN example, training is designed to suit
the needs of the trainees, be flexible, and can be
adjusted as the training is delivered. The Essential
Skills training program has been successfully
accepted and implemented in the community
because of this approach. Similarly, both the
ERIC and SAM programs developed by Keyano
College responded to trainee needs and continue
to be adapted to suit the needs of each new
industry partner.
The assessment processes employed in the
Manitoba and Nova Scotia Essential Skills
strategies also support a trainee-centered
approach to training. Indeed, once an assessment
is completed, learning or training plans are
tailored to suit the needs of the candidate.
An incremental approach to implementing an
Essential Skills strategy is a key success factor
In both the Nova Scotia and Manitoba provincewide Essential Skills strategies, a gradual and
incremental approach to developing and implementing the strategy and its programs has been
necessary to ensure the successful implementation
of the strategies. In the case of Manitoba, a grass
roots approach and allowing for adequate time to
develop and implement the Essential Skills strategy
have enabled the Apprenticeship Branch to build
upon early successes. This, in turn, has assisted in
the development of tools which can be customized
to suit other needs.

The success of every case study initiative also
depended upon the human resources recruited
to develop and implement the programs and/or
projects at various stages. The need for expertise
and staff was and continues to be a major resource
need for the viability of the initiative. For example,
recruiting good instructors is a key factor in the
successful delivery and adoption of the programs.
Good instructors contribute to the success of any
overall training program.
Willingness to participate in training is essential
Any Essential Skills initiative will succeed if the
apprentice candidates or trainees are willing to
participate in training. Their buy-in is critical.
When candidates do not grasp how Essential
Skills training applies to them, instructors (and the
program) may encounter many challenges or may
not be successful. Apprentices are motivated by
occupation-specific training that is delivered by
quality instructors. These factors tend to promote
Essential Skills training among candidates.

4.2 FACTORS CONTRIBUTING TO
EFFECTIVE INITIATIVES
Part of the benefits identified and discussed in
each case study explore the way in which the
case study organizations have increased awareness
about Essential Skills and created momentum for
Essential Skills-related activities. The effectiveness
of the initiatives was not assessed, since most of
the case study organizations had not yet begun
formal evaluations of the initiatives.
Communication efforts have helped raise
the level of awareness and understanding
The initiatives underway have helped to raise
public awareness and understanding of
Essential Skills, even though raising the public’s
level of awareness and understanding even higher
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In retrospect, a phased approach to the development and integration of Essential Skills training
would have been more manageable for the CCQ.
Tailoring Essential Skills training and integrating
it into the technical training component of
each construction trade at the same time was
an ambitious task from the start.

Human resources support the successful development
and implementation of the initiatives
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continues to pose a challenge for Essential
Skills stakeholders. Initial public awareness and
understanding of Essential Skills was a result of
stakeholders’ direct promotion and communication
efforts, such as those cited in the Nova Scotia and
Manitoba government’s Essential Skills strategies.
Increased awareness is also a result of the partnerships that have been created between different
stakeholders such as government, union, employers,
and educators.
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Manitoba government’s grass roots approach
and adequate allocation of time to build the tools
and processes necessary in the Essential Skills
strategy resulted in a number of successes that the
Apprenticeship Branch has been able to showcase
in its communication and promotion material
about Essential Skills. This has helped to raise the
awareness of Essential Skills among stakeholders.
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Essential Skills stakeholders can assist in building
awareness and understanding of Essential Skills
issues by documenting previous successes and
communicating them to the public. In the Keyano
case study, demonstrating how Essential Skills link
to the workplace in such areas as workplace safety,
for example, was recommended as one way to
emphasize the importance and significance of
Essential Skills to senior leaders.
Stakeholders benefit from information and data
collected by case study organizations
Another benefit for stakeholders is the information
and data collected by case study organizations.
In the case of the CARS Council the assessment
results of the Essential Skills complexity levels in
seven occupations provided the Council with trends
and data that it can analyze, interpret and apply to
other industry occupations. Similarly, the development of the Essential Skills strategy enabled the
Manitoba Apprenticeship Branch to analyze and
improve its apprenticeship intake processes.

The information and data produced are also
beneficial to stakeholders within and external to
industry sectors. The publications produced by
SkillPlan have benefited organizations outside
the construction sector. Many secondary schools
and colleges from across Canada, for example,
are integrating resources such as Numeracy
Rules, Measurement for the Trades into prescribed
curricula. As a result, educators can teach using
trades-relevant materials so they can realistically
prepare students for a career in the trades.
In the larger context, SkillPlan sees itself as an
ambassador between two communities: the formal
education system and industry. Many institutions
actively seek to meet industry needs, but lack a
clear direction on specific requirements. SkillPlan
supports both communities by enabling industry
to better define its requirements, communicating
effectively to educators, and providing educators
with tangible tools to help them meet industry
training needs.
Capacity building has benefited all stakeholders
The ability of community and stakeholders to
develop local Essential Skills expertise and the
capacity to teach others about new methods of
curriculum development and program delivery
are other success factors. This is the case for both
the Nova Scotia and Manitoba initiatives. The
Nova Scotia Apprenticeship Training and Skill
Development Branch has been able to reach out
and support the training needs in Aboriginal communities and African Nova Scotian communities
as a result of working with local available experts
and resources. This outreach has benefited the
communities and has enabled the Branch to
deliver the necessary training.
The process of developing and delivering an
Essential Skills program using local people has
been beneficial to the OCN community. As a
result of the initiative, OCN trainees develop

construction skills, and OCN staff develops
the ability to instruct other trainees who
may participate in future programs.
Similarly, the Apprenticeship Branch of the
Manitoba government has benefited from
the partnerships forged with adult education
providers. This has enabled adult education
providers to gradually address trades-related
Essential Skills training needs. It has also multiplied the available curricula for trades-related
Essential Skills upgrade training.
Apprentices’ self-esteem and confidence levels
have been positively affected
The assessment tools employed by both Nova
Scotia and Manitoba have positively affected
apprentices’ or learners’ self-esteem and
confidence levels. When stakeholders emphasize
a more informal approach to assessing a learner’s
existing levels of Essential Skills, the learner feels
less intimidated by the process. In turn, stakeholders who include the learner in the development
of a learning or training program find that the
learner is more motivated to “buy into” and
complete the training.

Testimonials cited in the various appended case
studies illustrate the benefits of each initiative
from the learner’s perspective. The educators
employed by SkillPlan maintain that helping
a person master Essential Skills increases selfconfidence.20 Apprentices believe that they can
learn, that they are good learners, and that they
can continue to learn in their work and personal
lives. The ultimate benefit of this for apprenticeship stakeholders is a reduction in the number of
times that an apprentice fails examinations or
repeats apprenticeship training. Given that this
was not measured in any of the seven case studies
this finding is based on anecdotal evidence.
From the perspective of an educational stakeholder, Keyano College benefited from its
partnership with a business organization. The
ERIC and SAM programs are now adapted
and offered to a number of other businesses.
Anecdotal evidence suggests that employee
confidence has increased, there are fewer safety
concerns, and the workforce is more productive
as a result of the programs’ success.
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Case Study: SkillPlan – Essential Skills Project. (2006).
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5.0 CHALLENGES
THE CHALLENGES ENCOUNTERED by case study
organizations during the development and implementation of the initiatives, as well as some of
the planned and actual solutions to the challenges
are identified in this section of the report. While
some of the challenges identified are specific to
a particular case study organization, a number
of issues were common across most of the seven
initiatives reviewed. These include: a lack of public
awareness and understanding of Essential Skills,
the capacity within communities to support an
initiative, human resources, and a lack of resources
for curriculum development.

5.1 CHALLENGES COMMON AMONG
THE CASE STUDY INITIATIVES
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A lack of public awareness and understanding
of Essential Skills

42

A lack of public awareness and understanding
of Essential Skills and the need to conduct
training continues to be a challenge for different
stakeholders. SkillPlan faced this issue in its early
years when it had to raise industry awareness and,
more fundamentally, arrive at a common understanding of the term “literacy”. Industry lacked
the understanding that while few apprentices
demonstrated difficulties in reading, the main
problems related to their ability to find and use
information and comprehend trade documents in
context. Some managers felt that the instruction
of Essential Skills was the responsibility of the
school system, and were therefore reluctant to get
involved in upgrade training initiatives, especially
since the workforce in the construction sector was
so mobile. Today, these challenges are still present
for SkillPlan. Many still view Essential Skills and
literacy as the same issue. Some organizations that
used to equate an apprentice’s number of years in
school with increased potential for success on the

job have since changed their philosophy and selection requirements. Although many apprentices have
a Grade 12 education, many still require assistance
to master Essential Skills as they apply to the trades.
Similarly, the CARS Council continues to face
this challenge among industry stakeholders.
During one phase of the CARS Essential Skills
project when CARS attempted to recruit participants for an assessment activity, stakeholders’ lack
of understanding of Essential Skills issues and their
potential impact on current and future industry
performance created problems. Skepticism among
industry stakeholders still exists as many ask:
“What does this mean to me?” The CARS Council
faces the continual challenge of finding ways
to communicate to the industry about Essential
Skills and their relevance. Recognizing this need,
the CARS Council has included communications
activities in the national Essential Skills strategy
for the automotive repair and service sector. Based
on the findings and recommendations from the
phase I project, CARS Council has recently begun
phase II of the Essential Skills project to promote
the findings of its research to key stakeholders,
develop additional occupational Essential Skills
profiles, and develop assessment tools for Essential
Skills that are hard to measure using a paper
and pencil format (e.g. communication skills).
Nova Scotia identifies the challenge of raising
awareness and educating members of the skilled
trades community (businesses, educational communities, and employees) about the importance
of Essential Skills. Awareness of this issue has
improved among employers, but employers’
acceptance of their role in supporting Essential
Skills training is another challenge. Awareness
and acceptance of Essential Skills differs among
employers of small, medium, and large businesses.
Employers of smaller and medium-sized businesses
are less aware and accepting of their role in

supporting Essential Skills training than employers
in larger sized businesses. One reason for this
may be the lack of financial, human, or material
resources characteristic of small- and mediumsized businesses.
Another challenge relates to the need to get
information about Essential Skills training
to non-organized groups such as small and
medium-sized employers and Internationally
Trained Workers. This is also linked to the
issue of educating these groups about the
support available for Essential Skills training.
Raising awareness about Essential Skills is also
an issue within the educational community. In
the case of SkillPlan, some instructors in public
and private training institutions had concerns
about working with SkillPlan; some interpreted
SkillPlan’s presence in the classroom as an
unspoken criticism of their teaching capabilities.
One way to address this challenge is to inform
educators that Essential Skills training is about
teaching skills and not about content, and that
there are different methods of delivering training
of equal value. Nova Scotia recognizes this need
and wherever possible, staff gives presentations
to stakeholders (including other government
departments) in an effort to communicate and
educate about Essential Skills.
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Ibid.
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Interview from Case Study: Skill Plan – Essential Skills Project (2006).

Apprentices in the SkillPlan case study were also
often reluctant to admit that they had difficulties
with their reading and math skills. In response,
SkillPlan had to “find a way to be useful”22 to the
industry. It drew heavily upon the research that
the federal government carried out in developing
the Essential Skills framework. Using the research
findings, staff could link worker competency in
Essential Skills to on-the-job success. As employers
understood the need for these skills on the job,
they became more willing to support Essential
Skills training. SkillPlan also worked “one-by-one”
with the trades. Meeting the specific needs of one
trade, for example, the development of a study
skills workshop for elevator operators, led other
trades to contact SkillPlan for similar assistance.
SkillPlan’s workplace educators established relationships with individual instructors at public and
private training institutions and proved the value
of their teaching strategies and assistance. Satisfied
with the tutoring they received, apprentices would
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Finally, raising awareness among employees and
apprentices about Essential Skills is challenging,
particularly among mature or experienced employees who do not readily see the value in Essential
Skills. Nova Scotia finds this to be the case with
some apprentices of today’s generation who do not
see how Essential Skills applies to the particular
trade in which they are employed. “We’re trades
people…we’re told what to do”21 is a perception
held by those employees and apprentices who are
reluctant to take Essential Skills training.

Keyano College often has to overcome participant
resistance in acknowledging that they require
Essential Skills training. Some participants feel
uncomfortable acknowledging that they have
problems with their reading skills and will more
readily admit to problems with math. In 2000,
this was the main reason for the low enrollment
in the ERIC and SAM programs. The ERIC
and SAM programs were initially advertised as
“Adhoc Adult Literacy” programming rather than
“Essential Skills”. Keyano College discovered
that people did not want to be associated with
a literacy program because it implied that they
may be illiterate. As a result, the College changed
its advertising. To address the overall issue of
resistance, Keyano College ensures that the
instructor presents material in a non-threatening
way to help enhance participant confidence and
overcome their reading or math fears.
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refer other apprentices to the program. Slowly and
largely by word of mouth, SkillPlan became known
in the region’s construction industry and elsewhere.
There is a need to commit to training
Part of this issue is the continuous challenge of
commitment to training. When, apprentice
candidates and journeypersons do not understanding the benefits of training and continuous learning,
they lack the motivation to take training. This
makes the recruitment of students a huge challenge,
particularly the more mature students/workers.
Offering free training and linking the training
directly to a job has helped somewhat to overcome
this barrier.

The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training

Apprentice candidates’ overall attitude toward
upgrade training and readiness for technical training in the trades was a challenge that Manitoba
encountered. Candidates who did not have a desire
to learn or improve themselves were difficult to
successfully recruit. Generally, there is not a strong
culture of classroom training among the trades,
and those who self-identify their learning needs
are sometimes stigmatized.
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Sustainable funding for programs is necessary
Ensuring appropriate funding of programs
and projects is another challenge identified
by a number of the case study organizations.
Manitoba is facing this issue. It has made a
significant investment in the overall strategy,
but future funding and support must be assured
so that Essential Skills activities can expand
and multiply. Manitoba’s next step is to move
successfully-piloted Essential Skills services
into existing adult education infrastructure,
and create linkages between the Branch and
those service providers. Additional funding
and support will be required to make programs
and services sustainable in the long run.

The continued success of the SkillPlan programs
also depend upon continued funding. This is an
issue for the organization because the amount of
funds it receives from the unions under a collective
bargaining agreement depends upon the number
of hours its members work. SkillPlan expanded
its revenue-generating capabilities in an effort to
offset potential shortfalls. It collects fees to develop
specific projects, and applies for government funding for projects that “contribute to its objectives”.
The biggest challenge currently facing the CCQ
is the need to update their technical and Essential
Skills training courses so that the curriculum
remains current. This is labour-intensive and
costly. Nevertheless, the CCQ and its partners
are currently considering this course of action.
Recruitment and retention of appropriate
human resources is a challenge
For most of the case study organizations,
recruiting and retaining competent and
experienced instructors and staff continues to
be a challenge. Recruiting workplace educators
can be problematic for SkillPlan because they
compete against the job security of a public school
system where teaching and tutoring positions can
be more lucrative. Locating the “right” educator
to deliver Essential Skills training is seldom easy
for SkillPlan because they require workplace
educators who can be flexibile and possess a
unique set of skills.
As part of its future direction, SkillPlan has
identified the need to offer specialized professional
development courses to trainers, K-12 educators,
workplace educators, and adult learning specialists.
The idea is to bring together apprentices with
“on-the-ground’ educators who deliver upgrade
training. In this way, these groups can share
experiences and discuss the best ways to help
apprentices to meet their goals. SkillPlan is
currently undertaking a similar project with the
tourism industry and has had positive results.

The OCN was faced with a challenge to deliver
training when they encountered a lack of experienced instructors who were both familiar with
carpentry skills and Essential Skills. The OCN
overcame this problem by using a team-teaching
approach, by providing ample materials development time, by including local instructors in the
creation of curriculum, and by consulting with a
retired college instructor who served as a mentor
during the development of the course content.
Similarly for Keyano College, finding instructors
for the ERIC program has always been a challenge.
The course material is complex and the instructor
must to know and be prepared to manage a wide
variety of workplace-related documents. With
SAM, finding instructors is easier, though the
instructor must be highly skilled at solving
workplace-related math problems.
Despite the Nova Scotia’s attempts to employ local
trainers, locating trainers in rural areas continues
to be a challenge. It is much more cost-effective to
provide training to a group of students than it is
to provide training to an individual. Sometimes
though, it is not possible to organize group training
in some of the rural areas where there are low
numbers of students.

The Manitoba Apprenticeship Branch is also
faced with the challenge of finding the necessary
resources (staff and time) to forge partnerships

There is a lack of key materials for
curriculum integration
Finding trades-specific documents and materials
to incorporate into the program and course curricula is also a challenge. Finding good documents
and examples from the workplace to incorporate
into the various course curricula was an issue for
the Nova Scotia, Manitoba, and OCN case study
organizations. As identified in the Manitoba case
study, there is a shortage of teaching materials to
which instructors can refer. Whereas a fair amount
of trade math resources are available, Reading
and Document Use materials are not. The burden
of producing the necessary materials falls upon
instructors. This can be complicated by an instructor’s lack of trades-specific experience and a lack
of experience in turning authentic workplace
documents into teaching resources.
The OCN program faced a lack of trades-specific
course material, particularly for non-math areas
such as Writing, Reading, and Document Use.
The instructors developed their own course
materials by drawing upon past experience and
by assembling carpentry-related materials such
as code books, blueprints, material catalogues,
memos, and purchase orders. These materials
were then used to develop exercises of increasing
complexity that formed the basis of training.
The CARS Council also encountered challenges
in obtaining a broad sample of training curricula
and materials from education/training organizations
when they attempted to conduct a comparison
of Essential Skills requirements for training with
occupational requirements. A lack of understanding
of Essential Skills issues among some education/
training organizations may explain why CARS
had difficulty in obtaining the necessary material
and information.
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Finding and retaining good consultants (especially
curriculum developers) when they are high in
demand across the province is an issue the
Manitoba Apprenticeship Branch continues to
face. Similarly, locating and training innovative
instructors to teach and develop materials for
trades-related Essential Skills upgrade training was
a challenge Manitoba encountered during the
strategy’s implementation. Exposing more Essential
Skills instructors or adult educators to the trades
will ensure that a greater number of instructors
are available to deliver Essential Skills training.

with businesses and unions. This may become
a stronger priority in the future if additional
resources are available.
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5.2 CHALLENGES SPECIFIC TO INITIATIVES

The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training

This subsection briefly summarizes some of the
issues specific to an Essential Skills initiative. From
2000-2003, Keyano College could not keep up
with the demand for on-site workshops at Syncrude.
However, in 2005 demand started to slow and
the College did not deliver a single workshop to
Syncrude employees because the company needed
to keep workers on the job during a period of major
expansion. This trend is expected to change between
2006 and 2010, since Syncrude anticipates that
approximately 40% of its workforce will retire.
New employees will be recruited and Essential
Skills training will once again be in demand.
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Within the Manitoba Apprenticeship Branch
managing the many interdependencies of all
projects and obtaining sufficient time, staffing,
and resources for change management continues
to be challenging and time-consuming. This
will become more complex as the diversity of
apprentice candidates and their needs grow.
Related to this challenge is the issue of containing
the “scope” of the strategy. That is, as the strategy
evolves there is a concern that future demands
will push beyond the system’s ability to respond.
Managing long-term expectations and needs
will be necessary to avoid this.
The OCN’s Essential Skills Program had to cover
a broad and varied range of content because
of the low and varied education levels among
trainees, which was due, in part, to a lasting
effect of the residential school system. This challenge was addressed in a number of ways. First,
the Manitoba Apprenticeship Branch had a carpentry-specific Essential Skills assessment tool that
helped to identify the gaps in relevant Essential
Skills. At the beginning of the Essential Skills
program trainees were also asked to identify the
five areas of the training program that caused

them the most concern. This helped the instructors to adapt the course curriculum to the needs
of the trainees. This sensitivity to the learning
needs of the trainees was carried throughout
the program.
Another key challenge for the OCN Essential
Skills program was the lack of work experience
opportunities available within the community at
large, that is, on and off reserve. OCN addressed
this problem by tying the program work experience for the carpenter trainees to infrastructure
projects on the reserve, such as Band housing
and renovations to the youth centre.
For the CCQ the uniqueness of the Aboriginal
peoples’ culture and customs creates challenges
for the integration of these workers and students
into the overall construction sector workforce in
Quebec. Adapting the training somewhat for
Aboriginal students will address this barrier.
CARS Council faced a number of methodological
challenges in its project. They needed to recruit
participants from all areas of the country, for
seven occupations, and for a range of candidates
(students, apprentices, and journeypersons). It
took considerable time and effort to obtain a
representative sample of participants because
CARS had to use a variety of methods to generate
interest among the target participants. The timing
of some of the project activities challenged the
methodology and approach of the project. Out of
necessity, the Assessment Tool had to be developed
before (rather than after) the occupational profiles
were completed. As a result, decisions regarding
which Essential Skills would be assessed were
made before the completed occupational profiles
could identify the Essential Skills required of
each occupation.

6.0 CONCLUSION
Research completed for this project suggests that
there is a strong connection between an Essential
Skills strategy and greater success in apprenticeship
training: the acquisition of Essential Skills can
facilitate success in apprenticeship training, success
in ongoing career development, and workplace
success. The seven case studies discussed in the
report illustrate this in a variety of ways. They
provide evidence that:
Y Apprentices and potential apprentices
who complete Essential Skills training
have a higher tendency to complete
apprenticeship training;
Y Journeypersons who complete Essential
Skills training have a higher tendency
to pass trades qualifier exams;
Y Employers who provide Essential Skills
or Essential Skills-based training to
their employees see employee confidence
increased, fewer safety concerns, and a
more productive workplace;
Y Governments who integrate Essential
Skills training into technical trades training
anecdotally noted increased completion
rates for apprentice and journeyperson
candidates in comparison with previous
years; as well as improved communication
between the government department, its
clients, and the industry;

Y Trades-related industry sectors who identify
the foundation Essential Skills necessary
to succeed in the sector note that Essential
Skills training can help bridge the gap
between the skill levels required to complete industry training with the skill levels
required to perform industry jobs; and
Y Public or private training institutions who
develop Essential Skills-related products or
training programs note that these products
or services can be adapted to suit the
needs of many of its clients (apprentices,
journeypersons, employers, labour groups,
and governments).
More and more stakeholders are collaborating with
one another and integrating Essential Skills training
into apprenticeship training. Ideally, apprentices
would complete Essential Skills training before
they begin technical training. Realistically though,
it is recognized that Essential Skills training is
integrated into any phase of an apprenticeship
program. Stakeholders play an important role by
disseminating information about Essential Skills
and partnering with other stakeholders on Essential
skills-related projects and programs.
The CAF-FCA is uniquely positioned. It is the
only pan-Canadian organization that provides
a forum where apprenticeship stakeholders
can collectively identify and work on current
challenges and opportunities through research,
discussion, and collaboration. The following
recommendations can provide further support
for the CAF-FCA’s continued involvement
in this area.
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Y Governments who integrate Essential
Skills training into its intake processes
note that “…apprentices experience
less frustration as they move through
training to full employability” – perhaps
making a link to greater success in
apprenticeship overall;

Y Community groups who provide their
members with Essential Skills training say
their members tend to be better prepared
for and have a higher tendency to complete
apprenticeship training;
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7.0 RECOMMENDATIONS
THE PRESENT REPORT PROVIDES evidence
that Essential Skills training benefits apprentices,
employers, labour groups, and other stakeholders.
Initiatives documented provide useful examples
of programs and strategies currently underway in
Canada and highlight key factors for the successful
development and implementation of Essential
Skills initiatives, as well as some of the challenges.

One common and critical challenge for initiatives
continues to be the lack of awareness and understanding of Essential Skills among various
stakeholders, including apprentices themselves.
CAF-FCA and others can play an important
role in addressing the main challenge of raising
awareness and understanding of Essential Skills
issues, as well as developing a host of tools and
processes to ensure the smooth implementation
of Essential Skills and apprenticeship initiatives.

The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training

Although much work is being undertaken
in the area of Essential Skills, at a minimum
apprenticeship stakeholders may wish to
consider the following recommendations:

48

Recommendation 1: Ensure there is a mechanism
which quantifies the link between Essential Skills
and apprenticeship initiatives and increased
apprenticeship completions
A number of organizations involved in Essential
Skills and apprenticeship initiatives lack evaluation
tools. Since many of the initiatives have been
implemented within the last few years, these
organizations have not had the opportunity to
develop the tools necessary to assess the degree to
which success is linked to increased completions.
To remedy this, a comprehensive set of evaluation
criteria and tools could be developed to ensure
that the value of Essential Skills and apprenticeship
initiatives are accurately assessed. Stakeholders
must be in a position to demonstrate and quantify
this. Additional quantitative research and data is
required in this area.

Recommendation 2: Create a reference of assessment
tools which evaluate apprentice candidates’ attitudes,
aptitudes, and general suitability for specific trades
Stakeholders require systematic assessment
tools to evaluate apprentice candidates’ attitudes,
aptitudes, and general suitability for a specific
trade. Although resources do exist, a comprehensive catalogue of these resources would assist
stakeholders in identifying the most suitable
tools to use for specific trades and sectors. This
would help to ensure successful recruitment
nto the sector and maximize investment in
apprentice candidates.
Recommendation 3: Ensure the level of Essential
Skills required during training matches the level
of Essential Skills required on the job
Essential Skills work conducted by the CARS
Council and highlighted in their case study
identifies that there may be a discrepancy between
the level of Essential Skills required during training
and the level of Essential Skills required on the job.
To adequately prepare apprentices for success on the
job stakeholders in all industry sectors would fare
well to ensure that apprentices receive a level of
Essential Skills training that matches the level of
skills that will be required of them on the job.
Recommendation 4: Examine ways to ensure
apprentices and potential apprentices acquire the
appropriate Essential Skills for their chosen trade
Findings for this project suggest that there
is a common set of Essential Skills liked to
apprenticeship (Reading Text, Numeracy, and
Document Use). However, it is not known
whether these three Essential Skills are universal
for all apprentices across all industry sectors, or
whether apprentices in different sectors require
a different set of Essential Skills. It would be
interesting to further examine these findings.

Recommendation 5: Create opportunities to
partner with stakeholders to raise awareness
about Essential Skills.
Creating opportunities to partner with stakeholders
and sectors across Canada to raise awareness about
Essential Skills will benefit the Canadian apprenticeship community overall. Partnerships with
organizations that have a focus on Essential Skills
and apprenticeship can provide opportunities for:
Y Other equity-seeking groups and audiences
to benefit from Essential Skills and apprenticeship training; and

Recommendation 6: Disseminate information about
Essential Skills to raise awareness among stakeholders.
Stakeholders can raise awareness about Essential
Skills by disseminating information to stakeholders. Incorporating the results of one Essential Skills
project into another illustrates how information
from one project can be used to enhance and
build upon the research work of another project.
Newsletters and brochures can also be used to
communicate the need for Essential Skills training.

Y Additional stakeholders to share and
continue the work of increasing awareness
and understanding of Essential Skills
issues and how they can enhance
apprenticeship training.

“What the apprenticeship community can learn from our experience is that support for individuals
is important, positive and necessary. There’s a huge population of apprentices out there and people
have a need to be successful. As they proceed in their careers, these apprentices will become the
supervisors, lead hands, company owners, and trades instructors of tomorrow. If we can make
people come out of trades programs feeling positive about learning, that’s incredible.”
– BC Workplace Educator

Canadian Apprenticeship Forum
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Operating
Engineers
- Local 904

Unknown Ongoing

Essential
Skills
Program

Canadian
Automotive
Repair and
Service

Ongoing

2004

CARS
Essential
Skills Project

Lead/Driving
Organization
(s)

IBEW

Year
Finish

2003

2002

Year
Start

Essential
Skills Needs
Assessment
of IBEW
Members
in Canada

Program/
Initiative
Name

Labour

Business
Education

Labour Education
Business

Predominant
Stakeholder
Participation
Industry
Sector

Trade
Names

Automotive
mechanical
installers
and
servicers,
service
technicians,
paint
technicians,
auto body
and
collision
damage
repair
technicians

Construction Heavy
Equipment
Operators,
Crane
Operators

Reading text, Automotive
document
repair
use, numeracy

Not specific – Construction Electricians
reading,
document
use, numeracy

Essential
Skills
Focus

Newfoundland Reading text,
document
use, numeracy, oral
communication, problem
solving

National

7 provinces
(NB, NS, QC,
ON, MB, BC,
AB) consulted
151 Industry
stakeholders

Geo
Coverage
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yes

All

Unknown

N/A

N/A

Not specific

Not specific

None

Skills upgrading.

Increase foundational skills in
motive repair and
service workplaces
in Canada.

Study/
Research with
Recommendations.

Number of
Equity
Predominant
Red participants/
Group
Project
Seal
intake
Involvement Objectives

Provision of
math upgrading
skills package
to apprentices
having problems.
Can be used as
self-study tool or
in conjunction
with a tutor.

Recognizing the
key importance
of Essential Skills
in the workplace,
CARS Essential
Skills project
aims to increase
foundational skill
levels in motive
repair and service
workplaces in
Canada. The
work is divided
into three phases;
developing
Essential Skills
profiles, assessing
the current level
of Essential Skills
in the industry
and assessing
the curriculum
for relevancy in
the context of
Essential Skills.

Report and
recommendations
for ES skills
development in
Electrical trade
(Construction
and Utility)

Summary
Description

APPENDIX A
SUMMARY OF 47 ESSENTIAL SKILLS AND APPRENTICESHIP INITIATIVES
IDENTIFIED ACROSS CANADA

Ongoing

Ongoing

2002

2004

2004

2002

Workplace
Education
for Cooks –
“The Baker’s
Dozen”

Plumbers
Red Seal
Preparation
Program

Red Seal
Preparation
for
Electricians

Workplace
Learning

Apprenticeship 2003Essential
04
Skills Program

2004

2004

2003

Ongoing

200203

Workplace
Literacy
Program

Year
Finish

2006

Year
Start

Literacy and 2002
Prior Learning
Assessment:
Strengthening
the
Foundation of
Apprenticeship
on PEI

Program/
Initiative
Name

Nova Scotia
Department
of Education,
Apprenticeship
Training
and Skill
Development

Cavendish Farms

PEI Provincial
Apprenticeship
Board

PEI Provincial
Apprenticeship
Board

PEI Provincial
Apprenticeship
Board

Workplace
Education PEI

PEI
Apprenticeship
Board;
Workplace
Education PEI

Lead/Driving
Organization
(s)
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Business
Government

Business
Government

Government
Sector Council
Employer
Unions

Government
Sector Council
Employer
Unions

Government
Sector Council
Employer

Government

Government

Predominant
Stakeholder
Participation

Nova Scotia

Not specific

Industry
Sector

Construction

Not specific

Electricians

Plumbers

Cooking

Plumbers,
Cooks
(also
administrative staff)

Not specific

Trade
Names

Not specific

10 trades
covered

Manufacturing Industrial
Mechanics,
Electricians,
Instrument
Tech,
Stationary
Eng.

Construction
All except
computer use
and continuous learning

All

All except
Health Care
computer use
and continuous learning

Reading test, All sectors
document
use,
numeracy

Not specific

Essential
Skills
Focus

Prince Edward Not specific
Island and
other company
locations

Prince Edward
Island

Prince Edward
Island

Prince Edward
Island

Prince Edward
Island

Prince Edward
Island

Geo
Coverage

yes

yes

yes

yes

yes

Essential Skills
upgrading.

Essential Skills
upgrading.

Not specific

Not specific

Not specific

Not specific

Not specific

30 (three
sessions held)

45 (three
sessions held)

180+

25 – 30

25 (two
sessions held)

Assessment and
remedial action
for apprentices
with Essential
Skills problems.

Maintain competitiveness in the
market through
well-trained and
skilled work force.

Essential Skills
upgrading.

Acquisition and
application of
new literacy skills.

Not specific

Unknown

Increase the
success rate of
people writing
Red Seal Exams.

Not specific

n/a

Number of
Equity
Predominant
Red participants/
Group
Project
Seal
intake
Involvement Objectives

Early identification
of Essential Skills
issues and provision of remedial
help to maximize
potential for
success in
apprenticeship.

Workplace literacy
program, with
delivery tailored
to individual
learning styles.

Essential Skills
upgrading in
preparation for
examinations.

Essential Skills
upgrading in
preparation for
examinations.

Essential Skills
upgrading in
preparation for
examinations.

Establishment of
program framework under which
specific intiatives
were undertaken.

Development and
implementation of
an overall apprenticeship and
Essential Skills
strategy for PEI.

Summary
Description

2006+

2006

2004

Ongoing

Ongoing

Ongoing

2005

Youth
2004
Apprenticeship
– Automotive
Repair

2004?

2005?

200304

Document
Use Pilot
Project

One Journey
Work and
Learn

Math
Refresher
Course

Math
Skills for
Carpenters

Year
Finish

Document
2005
Use Refresher
Course

Year
Start

Nova Scotia
Government
NSCC

NS Government
NSCC

Nova Scotia
Government
and Atlantic
Floor Covering
Installers

Automotive HR
Sector Council
of Nova Scotia

IBEW Local 625

Nova Scotia
Department of
Education

Lead/Driving
Organization
(s)

Government
Education
Community

Government
Education

Government
Business

Business
Government

Labour
Government
Business

Government
Labour

Predominant
Stakeholder
Participation

Nova Scotia

Nova Scotia

Nova Scotia

Nova Scotia

Nova Scotia

Nova Scotia,
but will roll
out nationally

Geo
Coverage

Numeracy

Numeracy

Unknown

Reading,
writing,
document
use, math

Document
use

Document
use

Essential
Skills
Focus
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Program/
Initiative
Name

54
10 trades
covered

Trade
Names

Construction

All sectors

Construction

Automotive
repair

Carpenters

Many

Floor
Covering
Installers

Automotive
service

Construction Electricians
and Industrial

All sectors

Industry
Sector

yes

yes

No

yes

yes

10 x 3 years

2 pilot classes
run, with
another 2
planned for
Jan 06. Not
sure on
numbers

19

11

15 to 20

Unknown

Aboriginal
Peoples

Not specific

Not specific

Not specific

Not specific

Not specific

Math skills
upgrading for
aboriginal
carpenter
apprentices.

General upgrade
course for
math skills.

Provide ES
upgrading so
could be
employed.

Preparation of
youth at risk for
apprenticeship in
automotive repair
sector.

Upgrade skills for
workers seeking
IP certification.

Upgrading of document-use skills.

Number of
Equity
Predominant
Red participants/
Group
Project
Seal
intake
Involvement Objectives

Upgrade carpenter
apprentices in
aboriginal community to prepare
them for a major
housing construction project.

Development of an
instructional tool
that can be used
by apprenticeship
trainers to assist
learners with math
skills upgrading
using trade-related
materials.

Joint program
involving Dept of
Education, Dept of
Community
Services and
employers to
address a specific
labour market
need through
focused training
in the floor
covering trade.

Identification and
preparation of
potential automotive trade workers,
including the
upgrading of
Essential Skills in
preparation for
apprenticeship.

Pilot testing the
Document Use
Refresher
curriculum tools.

Development of
document use curriculum tool for
10 major trades.

Summary
Description

Ontario
Industrial &
Finishing skills
Centre

Ontario
Industrial &
Finishing skills
Centre

ES Training
in Core
Programs

PreApprentice 2006
ship Program
for Glazier
Metal
Mechanic

Carpenters
District Council
Ontario

Operating
Engineers
Training Institute
of Ontario

Commission de
la Construction
du Quebec,
Quebec Ministry
of Education

Lead/Driving
Organization
(s)

Construction
Math for
Carpenters

Ongoing

2005

2004

Diagnostic
Tool for
Essential
Skills

Year
Finish

Ongoing

Year
Start

Literacy Skills 2005
for First
Nations

Program/
Initiative
Name
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Labour
Business
Government

Labour
Business
Government

Labour

Labour

Governments

Predominant
Stakeholder
Participation

Ottawa

Ontario

Ontario

Ontario

Quebec

Geo
Coverage

Industry
Sector

Trade
Names

All basic
skills to get
Grade 12

Numeracy,
literacy

Numeracy

Not specific

Carpenter

Construction Glazier
Metal
Mechanics

Construction Painter
Decorators,
Glazier
Metal
Mechanics

Not specific

Construction Heavy
Equipment
Operators,
Crane
Operators

Reading text, Construction Construction
writing
trades

Essential
Skills
Focus

yes

Not started
yet

Unknown

50-100 per year

not implemented yet

Unknown

Not specific

Not specific

Not specific

Aboriginal
Peoples

Workforce
development.

Math skills
upgrading for
immigrants

Math skills
upgrading.

Tool to identify ES
problems/issues.

To upgrade the literacy skills of First
Nations participants so that they
can enter the construction industry.

Number of
Equity
Predominant
Red participants/
Group
Project
Seal
intake
Involvement Objectives

Academic upgrading using trade
related materials
that will provide
participants with
credits toward Gr.
12 completion and
will prepare them
for work in
the trade.

ES training is built
into core programs
(about 140 or
720 hours is
devoted to drawings/calculations).

Ensure workers
have math skills
that they do not
seem to be getting
from education
system. Includes
apprentices, but
not specific focus.

Development of
assessment tool
for Essential Skills.

Aboriginal peoples
often cannot work
in the construction
industry in Quebec
because they
frequently have
literacy skills at
the primary level
and haven’t
reached literacy
skills required. The
initiative targets
three First Nations,
offering reading
and writing
courses as pretrades upgrading.

Summary
Description

Ongoing

Essential
Skills
Resource
Centres

200304

Annual

Pre2004?
Apprenticeship
Training

Ongoing

200304

Tools for
Overcoming
ES Problems

2005

Ongoing

2002

Preparation
for Access to
Trades and
Technology

Ongoing

Year
Finish

Literacy
Assessment in
Apprenticeship
Selection

2004

Occupational
Terminology
Workshops

Year
Start

Fanshawe
College

Fanshawe
College

Fanshawe
College

Ontario Masonry
Training Centre

London Urban
Services
Organization
(LUSO)
Fanshawe
College

Windsor Essex
County YMCA

Lead/Driving
Organization
(s)

Education
Government

Education
Government

Education
Government

Business

Community
Education

Not for Profit
Provincial
Government

Predominant
Stakeholder
Participation

Ontario

Ontario

Ontario

Ontario

London ON
area

Windsor ON

Geo
Coverage

All

All

Reading
document
use

Literacy,
numeracy

Not specifically related
to Essential
Skills

Not specific

Essential
Skills
Focus
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Program/
Initiative
Name

56
Mechanical
trades

Not specific

Trade
Names

Not specific

Not specific

Not specific

Not specific

Not specific

Not specific

Construction Masonry

Not specific

Not specific

Industry
Sector

yes

yes

yes

yes

Unknown

Unknown

4589 contact
hours

20-25 per mth

3 sessions with
20 participants
each

70

Not specific

Not specific

Not specific

Not specific

Not specfic

Not specific

Provision of
Essential Skills
resources.

Essential Skills
assessments
and upgrading.

Provide
technology-based
tools to help
apprentices with
problems.

Early identification
and remediation
of Essential Skills
problems.

Assistant to
immigrants with
trades skillls

Preparation of
immigrants
for Canadian
certifications

Number of
Equity
Predominant
Red participants/
Group
Project
Seal
intake
Involvement Objectives

Establishment of
physical resource
centre locations
where users can
learn more about
Essential Skills,
obtain assessments, career
information and
resources for
upgrading.

Pre-apprenticeship
evaluation of
Essential Skills
levels using
TOWES, and provision of upgrading.

Application of
technology tools
developed for other
users to assist
apprentices
overcome barriers
caused by Essential
Skills deficits.

Utilize an
assessment tool
to screen for
literacy, numeracy
problems, then
direct those
with problems
to remedial help.

Assist new
Canadians who
had training and
certification in
their home countries to prepare for
work in Canada.

Familiarization
with English
terminology in
trades to prepare
for certification,
apprenticeship, etc.

Summary
Description

Centre for
Aboriginal
Human
Resource
Development
(MB)

2006

Dofasco Inc.

Lead/Driving
Organization
(s)

CAHRD Wood 2003
Links Program

Ongoing

Year
Finish

Northern
College

1997

Year
Start

Essential
Skills/PreApprenticeship
Programs
In:- Native
Residential
Construction
WorkerWomen
in the trades:
Construction
WorkerConstruction
and
Maintenance
ElectricianHeavy Duty
Equipment
Technician

Workplace
Essential
Skills

Program/
Initiative
Name
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Government
Education
Labour
Business

Education
First Nation
Communities
Employers

Business

Predominant
Stakeholder
Participation

Manitoba

Northern
Ontario

Ontario

Geo
Coverage

Industry
Sector

Trade
Names

Not specific – Construction Carpenter
reading,
document
use,
numeracy

Reading,
Manufacturing Not specific
writing, math,
computer use

Essential
Skills
Focus
yes

Unknown

Unknown

Hundreds

Aboriginal
Peoples

Aboriginal
Peoples

Not specific

To prepare and
upgrade trainees
for the carpenter
or cabinet making
apprenticeship
program.

Upgrading
employee skills
for competitive
advantage.

Number of
Equity
Predominant
Red participants/
Group
Project
Seal
intake
Involvement Objectives

Addresses fact
that many women
are single mothers; provides
ES-focused programs to assist
and motivate as
they work toward
apprenticeship
certification.

Information
passed to the
consultants from
CAF-FCA. No
response to
inquiries

Provide employees
with the Essential
Skills needed to
excel in their jobs
and create competitive advantage
for Dofasco.

Summary
Description

Manitoba
Government
(Apprenticeship
Branch)

2004?

Ongoing

Assiniboine
Adult
Collegiate

Opaskwayak
Cree Nation

2006

OCN Building 2005
Construction
Essential
Skills
Upgrading
Project

Government
of Manitoba,
Apprenticeship
Branch

Lead/Driving
Organization
(s)

Ongoing

Year
Finish

Government 2005
of Manitoba-Essential
Skills
Upgrading

Year
Start

Government
Education
Labour

Government
Education
Labour
Business

Government
Education
Labour
Business

Predominant
Stakeholder
Participation

Manitoba

Manitoba

Manitoba

Geo
Coverage

Numeracy

Reading
text, writing,
numeracy,
oral communication,

All

Essential
Skills
Focus
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Program/
Initiative
Name
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Not specific

Trade
Names

Not specific

Not specific

Construction/ Carpenter
Building
Trades

Not specific

Industry
Sector

yes

yes

yes

Unknown

18

Unknown

Aboriginal
Peoples

Aboriginal
Peoples

Aboriginal
Peoples

Pilot project
focusing on the
second model
(of 3) of the
Government of
Manitoba’s initiative (1/2 day
classroom, 1/2 day
practicum) for
community-based
apprentices who
need general
upgrading before
starting technical
training.

Encompasses
four key areas:
awareness-raising,
development
of assessment
products and
services, expansion
of upgrading
opportunities, and
development of
best practices and
policies around
trades-related ES.

Summary
Description

Focus is on carUpgrading for
pre-apprenticeship pentry trades, and
math/numeracy
programs.
skills in particular.
Assists adults who
have graduated
from High School
but do not have
the numeracy skills
to be successful in
Level 1 Carpenter
program. Had
worked with
Employment
Training Services in
The Pas (OCN) to
develop curriculum
for ES upgrading
and assessment.

Focuses on ES to
improve chance
of completing
Level 1 of
Apprenticeship
program.

To help apprentices and trades
qualifies find
ways to improve
their ES.

Number of
Equity
Predominant
Red participants/
Group
Project
Seal
intake
Involvement Objectives

Ongoing

2007

Saskatchewan 2003
Construction
Careers
Project

Alberta
2001
Aboriginal
Apprenticeship
Project
(AAAP)

Year
Finish

Ongoing

Year
Start

Saskatchewan 2004
Institute of
Applied
Science and
Technology

Program/
Initiative
Name

Government
of Alberta

Saskatchewan
Indian Institute
of Technology

SIAST,
Government
of SK
(Apprenticeship
Branch)

Lead/Driving
Organization
(s)
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Government
Education
Labour
Business

Education
Government
Industry

Government
Education
Labour
Business

Predominant
Stakeholder
Participation

Alberta:
* Calgary
* Edmonton
* Fort
McMurray
* High Level
* Lethbridge

Saskatchewan

Saskatchewan

Geo
Coverage

Industry
Sector

Not
specificreading,
document
use,
numeracy

All

Not specific

Trade
Names

All

Not specific

Construction Carpenter/
Building
trades

All/Numeracy Not specific

Essential
Skills
Focus

yes

yes

yes

Unknown

Unknown

Unknown

Aboriginal
Peoples

Aboriginal
Peoples

Women,
Aboriginal
Peoples

To promote
apprenticeship
and industry training to Aboriginal
people, communities, and
organizations in
Alberta.

To provide links to
employment and
access to training
and trade certification for First
Nations/
Aboriginals in
Saskatchewan;
provide access
to training and
development; provide counseling
for program
completion.

To provide course
materials at
a distance.

Number of
Equity
Predominant
Red participants/
Group
Project
Seal
intake
Involvement Objectives

The project is
designed to help
Aboriginal people
enter and complete
apprenticeship
programs. Its goal
was to register
a minimum of
255 Aboriginal
apprentices by
2006-07; that goal
has already been
surpassed.

SIIT worked with
the Saskatchewan
Apprenticeship
and Trade
Certification
Commission to
establish the SIIT
Joint Training
Committee (JTC)
in 1999. The JTC is
used to indenture
First Nation/
Aboriginal people
in the construction
trades in
Saskatchewan
and assists the
apprentices to
achieve full journeyperson status
in their trade.

Aim was to extend
program reach to
increase number
of students able to
complete the technical training for
apprenticeship
programs. (Noted
an increase in the
number of women
successfully completing this part
of the program.)

Summary
Description

Effective
Reading in
Context
(ERIC)

Year
Finish

Unknown Ongoing

Year
Start

Keyano College,
NAIT, Suncor,
Syncrude

Lead/Driving
Organization
(s)
Education
Business

Predominant
Stakeholder
Participation
Alberta

Geo
Coverage

Industry
Sector

Reading,
All
document use

Essential
Skills
Focus
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Program/
Initiative
Name

60
Not specific

Trade
Names
Most courses =
20-25 per
intake (2 or 3
intakes/year)
Not specific
To improve reading and literacy.

Number of
Equity
Predominant
Red participants/
Group
Project
Seal
intake
Involvement Objectives
Keyano College
and NAIT assist
in developing
programs to
target training for
various apprentice
groups. A preapprenticeship
program is aimed
at Aboriginal
students, while
“English for skilled
workers” (not
apprenticeshipspecific) aims to
help immigrants
seeking employment in the
oilsands industry or
to seek additional
training at Keyano.

Summary
Description

Year
Start

MotiveAction 1985

Program/
Initiative
Name

Ongoing

Year
Finish

MotiveAction
Training
Foundation;
ASHRE, HRSDC

Lead/Driving
Organization
(s)
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Government
Business

Predominant
Stakeholder
Participation
Alberta

Geo
Coverage

Industry
Sector

Basic literacy Automotive
(TBD)
Repair

Essential
Skills
Focus
Automotive
trades

Trade
Names
yes

100 per year

Not specific
Prepare youth
facing barriers
for work and
apprenticeship in
automotive sector.

Number of
Equity
Predominant
Red participants/
Group
Project
Seal
intake
Involvement Objectives
MotiveAction is
a not for profit
organization
funded by the
Province of Alberta
to do ‘integrated
training’ for
disadvantaged
youth seeking
employment in the
automotive sector.
Typically, they see
youth with a wide
range of barriers,
including gender,
unemployment,
immigrant/racial
minority status. The
integrated training
program includes
three components –
life skills, upgrading
academic skills and
basic trade-related
training. TOWES is
used on intake
to assess new
entrants and while
everyone gets the
basic skills training,
individuals with
particular problems
are dealt with
one on one. The
program is six
months long, and
generally about
45% of participants go on to
apprenticeship in
the trade, while
others remain as
basic workers.

Summary
Description

NAIT in
Motion

2004

Year
Start

Ongoing

Year
Finish

NAIT /ASHRE

Lead/Driving
Organization
(s)
Government
Education
Business
Communities

Predominant
Stakeholder
Participation
Alberta

Geo
Coverage
Upgrading
to prepare
for apprenticeship

Essential
Skills
Focus
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Program/
Initiative
Name

62
Petroleum
Industry

Industry
Sector
Welding,
Electrical,
Pipe Trades,
Millwrights,
Plumbing,
Machinists

Trade
Names
yes

96 since startup

Aboriginal
Peoples
Prepare aboriginal
participants for
apprenticeship
level jobs in the
oil industry.

Number of
Equity
Predominant
Red participants/
Group
Project
Seal
intake
Involvement Objectives
NAIT works with
industry to identify
specific trades/
skills and workforce
needs in a designated area, then
develops programs
that meet those
needs. NAIT
then works with
aboriginal communities in the areas
of interest to
identify potential
participants in the
training program.
Through initial
assessments using
TABE (Test of Adult
Basic Education),
instructors get
an idea of what
grade levels their
students will have.
Participants are
then provided
with both personal
development
skills and academic
upgrading to
prepare them
to challenge
the Alberta
Apprenticeship
Entrance Exam
(anyone without
Grade 12 must
pass this before
being accepted into
apprenticeship).
Participants must
pass this in order
to continue. Once
these preliminary
tests have been
completed and
passed, the NAIT
in Motion mobile
shop arrives to
deliver technical
training in the
trade(s) designated.

Summary
Description

Unknown Ongoing
PreApprenticeshi
p Essential
Skills
Assessment

Kwantlen
College

Bow Valley
College

Ongoing

1998
Test of
Workplace
Essential
Skills (TOWES)

Education

Education
Industry

Education
Business

Community
Futures, Taber
and District
Community
Adult Learning,
Lethbridge
Community
College

Ongoing

Next Step
Community
Training and
Development

2004

Government
Education
Industry

Women Building
Futures

Journeywoman Unknown Ongoing
Start Program

Predominant
Stakeholder
Participation

Lead/Driving
Organization
(s)

Year
Start

Year
Finish

Program/
Initiative
Name
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British
Columbia

Alberta;
National

Southwestern
Alberta

Alberta

Geo
Coverage

Literacy,
numeracy

Reading
text,
document
use,
numeracy,

All

All

Essential
Skills
Focus
Residential,
commercial
and
industrial
construction

Trade
Names

Not specific

All

Not specific

All

Construction Building
trades

Building
Trades

Industry
Sector

yes

yes

yes

yes

Unknown

6,000-8,000
tests graded
each year

13

>200 to date

Not specific

Not specific

Not specfic

Women

Early identification
and remediation
of Essential
Skills problems.

To develop a
test of workplace
Essential Skills
similar to the
International Adult
Literacy Study.

To help apprentices prepare for
apprenticeship
exam.

To prepare women
for entry-level
apprenticeship
positions in
Alberta’s
construction
and mechanical
trades.

Number of
Equity
Predominant
Red participants/
Group
Project
Seal
intake
Involvement Objectives

Prepare apprenticeship students
for success in
technical training
by addressing
Essential Skills
problems as early
as possible.

A test that allows
workers’ skills to
be assessed in
such a way that
the results can be
compared to the
requirements
of the job as
described in the
HRSDC Essential
Skills Profile.

Program developed to help
people in this
community who
had trade skill,
but were lacking
literacy and
numeracy skills.

To introduce
women to the
trades, and to provide support and
upgrading to help
them be successful
as they go through
the Apprenticeship
programs.

Summary
Description

Ongoing

Ongoing

2000

2002

Transferable
Trades Skills
Profile

Diavik
Diamond
Mines

BHP Billiton
2001
Mines – Ekati
Workplace
Learning
Program

Ongoing

Ongoing

1991

SkillPlan BC

Year
Finish

Year
Start

Billiton Mines,
NAIT, Keyano
College

Diavik Diamond
Mines, NAIT

UFCW Local 427

Construction
Industry Skills
Improvement
Council

Lead/Driving
Organization
(s)

Business
Labour
Education

Business
Labour
Education

Labour
Industry
Government

Labour
Business

Predominant
Stakeholder
Participation

NWT

NWT

British
Columbia

Initially BC
and the
Yukon

Geo
Coverage

Not specificreading,
document
use,
numeracy

Trade
Names

All

Mining

Heavy Duty
Mechanics,
Millwrights,
Welders,
Electricians

Heavy Duty
Mechanics,
Millwrights,
Welders,
Electricians

All

Construction All building
trades

Industry
Sector

Not specific- Mining
reading,
document
use, numeracy

All

Numeracy,
reading,
writing

Essential
Skills
Focus
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Program/
Initiative
Name

64
yes

yes

yes

Unknown

Unknown

<500

Unknown

Aboriginal
Peoples

Aboriginal
Peoples

All

None

To train an
Aboriginal and
Northern
Workforce.

To increase
success in
Apprenticeship
programs.

Web-based tool
that profiles the
current skills of a
tradesperson and
matches them up
with the skills in
another trade.

To support
apprentices in
their Essential
Skills upgrading.

Number of
Equity
Predominant
Red participants/
Group
Project
Seal
intake
Involvement Objectives

Workplace
Learning Program;
focuses on pretrades subjects to
decrease the number of apprentices
who are “at risk”.

To help increase
completion rates
for Aboriginal
peoples; to give
apprentices a
chance to give
input into policy
decisions; to
increase number
of journeymen
and entice them
to stay in NWT.

Client database
links to job
descriptions, skills
profiles and formal
standards required
for other trades or
jobs that are in
demand. The
database reveals
gaps between
the client’s existing skills and
employer’s needs.

Partners with
a network of
administrators
and instructors to
develop strategies
to improve the
Essential Skills of
people working in
the unionized construction industry.
Develops resources
to assist workers
in training.

Summary
Description

APPENDIX B
CASE STUDY: NOVA SCOTIA
APPRENTICESHIP TRAINING
AND SKILL DEVELOPMENT –
ESSENTIAL SKILLS STRATEGY
1.0 INTRODUCTION
Launched in 2000, the Apprenticeship Essential
Skills Initiative is a co-operative approach responding to existing and emerging labour market needs.1
The Initiative enables apprentices to access Essential
Skills programs through workplace and apprenticeship training to help them improve their Essential
Math and Communication Skills and Science
skills. The strategy was developed in response
to a comprehensive research study of the apprenticeship system in Nova Scotia completed by the
Apprenticeship Training and Skill Development
division. It concluded that a high number of
apprentices were repeating technical training.
The initial idea was to build and adapt the
Nova Scotia Workplace Essential Skills program
for apprenticeship training.

1

Y Coordinate a learning plan development
process for clients that provides effective
supports to apprentices and tradespeople;
Y Provide an Essential Skills program
for apprentices with options that are
individualized and relevant;
Y Articulate Apprenticeship Training with
the Nova Scotia High School Diploma
for Adults; and
Y Increase success in the Apprenticeship
Training Program.3
The division has essentially followed four strategic
directions in developing and implementing the
Essential Skills Strategy. These are:
1. Improve information about tradesrelated Essential Skills to apprentices,
trade qualifiers, industry and
trainers/instructors.
2. Develop diagnostic, trades-related
Essential Skills assessment processes
and tools that support and inform
the development of an individual
learning plan.

Apprenticeship Essential Skills Initiative, document obtained from the Apprenticeship Training and Skill Development, Nova Scotia Department
of Education, 2006.

2

Apprenticeship Essential Skills Initiative Nova Scotia, (2005). Document obtained from the Apprenticeship Training and Skill Development,
Nova Scotia Department of Education.

3

Presentation given at the Atlantic Workplace Education Conference – St. John’s, [date unknown].
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The Apprenticeship Training and Skill Development
division of Nova Scotia’s Department of Education
partnered with Nova Scotia Community College,
Human Resources and Social Development Canada
(HRSDC), and Nova Scotia Partners for Workplace
Education to initiate an Essential Skills Strategy.
Initial funding in the range of $100,000 was provided by HRSDC, while Nova Scotia Community
College provided the use of its Learning Manager
Platform and staff expertise as its in-kind contribution to the strategy. Members of an advisory group,
the Nova Scotia Partners for Workplace Education,
also provided in-kind contribution in the form of
their time and input throughout the initiative.

The goals of the strategy are to enable apprentices
and trade qualifiers to reach their full potential
by identifying and providing support for Essential
Skills enhancements; reduce the number of times
apprentices repeat training courses; integrate
trade-related Essential Skills content into existing
processes and systems; and improve overall
capacity of the partners to address anticipated
shortages of skilled labour through enhanced lifelong learning.2 These goals are met by achieving
the following objectives:
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3. Offer a range of trades-related upgrading
opportunities and support services
for apprentices and trade qualifiers.
4. Build capacity to respond to tradesrelated Essential Skills needs.4
Trade specific assessment tools have been developed
in 10 trade areas: Building Trades, Cooking Trades,
Electrical Trades, Heating/Cooling Trades, Heavy
Equipment Mechanical Trades, Mechanical Trades,
Metal Fabrication Trades, Motor Vehicle Trades,
Painter/Decorator Trades, and Pipe Trades. The
tools have been piloted and are now being delivered
as part of the informal assessment process.
Staff involved with the implementation of
the strategy has also participated in a series
of professional development sessions, including
train-the-trainer workshops, assessment coaching,
and apprenticeship Essential Skills to enable their
use of the tools.

The assessment process is designed to identify
the strengths that a candidate possesses.
The next step in the assessment process is to
document or assess the candidates’ Essential Skills
with respect to Document Use, Reading, Math,
and Writing. During a consultation, candidates
are asked about their learning and educational
experiences, work, home and union life. Documents
pertaining to the candidate’s work are shown to the
candidate and questions are informally asked about
the documents. This allows the assessor to determine the Essential Skills levels of the candidate.
A series of tools are used as part of the discussion
rather than to “test” the candidate. Results of
the assessment are provided immediately to
the candidate who then works with the Skill
Development Coordinator and/or Training Officer
to create their own learning plan. The learning
plan is specific to the learner, clearly identifies
achievable objectives, is logically sequenced, and
is relevant to technical training.

2.0 DESCRIPTION OF THE STRATEGY
Training Support
The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training

Type
There are two components to the strategy that
address the reading, document use, numeracy,
math and writing Essential Skills. The first is
the assessment learning plan development,
and the second is training support.
The Assessment Learning Plan Development Process
The assessment learning plan development process
is individualized and trade-specific. The process is
initiated upon registration and consists of an informal interview or consultation with the candidate.
Other assessment tools are accessed as required.
The Skill Development Coordinators and/or
Apprenticeship Training Officers (division field
staff ) conduct the assessment with the candidate.
A guide was developed to facilitate this activity.

4
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Once assessed for Essential Skills training candidates are referred to one of four training options
or streams. They are:
1. One-on-one tutoring: the division pays
for a tutor who is retained to provide
one-on-one training for the candidate. In
some instances, apprentices are referred to
their local learning community networks.
These networks are funded throughout
the province and deliver literacy programs.
2. Refresher courses: The division offers
two refresher courses to apprentices while
they are working: Math and Document
Use Refresher courses. These courses are
delivered by community colleges that
typically offer the program two nights
per week. The division can also provide

Apprenticeship Essential Skills Initiative Nova Scotia, (2005). Document obtained from the Apprenticeship Training and Skill Development, Nova Scotia
Department of Education.

the course content to students so they can
take these courses on their own time. This
is part of the division’s continued efforts
to develop tools that can be adapted to
suit the apprentices’ needs. The courses are
free and students are only required to purchase the course materials and documents.
Math Refresher course: Math Refresher
courses address the Numeracy Essential
Skills for the trades and are designed to
appeal to a variety of trades. There are
nine “stand alone” math units available
to instructors or tutors. The course content
incorporates trade-relevant math problems
and trade-specific resource texts and tips
for teaching.
Document Use Refresher: This course was
launched in the spring of 2006. The tool
may be used by a Workplace Educator,
on-site mentor or journeyperson, tutor,
or by the apprentice for self-study.
The curriculum/tools help prepare the
apprentice for their technical training
and provide better opportunity for
success in their examinations.

4. Evaluating Academic Readiness for
Apprenticeship Training (EARAT):
Developed by the Ontario Ministry of
Training, Colleges and Universities, this
model appeals to candidates who have
completed a grade 12 or higher level of

Course curriculum delivered in any of the four
streams is typically developed by instructors with
support and assistance from the division and
colleges. The division is currently developing
some of the programs.
As part of information gathering, the division
developed and maintains an Apprenticeship
Certification Information System. This system
tracks whether or not candidates have had an
Essential Skills assessment, the type of Learning
Plan developed for them, and tracks their completion of the Learning Plan.
Group-specific partnerships
The division will also work with a group such as
a union or community group, and customize the
courses and program to meet the needs of the
candidates. Previous Essential Skills programs have
been delivered in collaboration with union groups
such as the Iron Workers and Painters/Decorators.
More recently, the division collaborated with the
International Brotherhood of Electrical Workers
(IBEW) Local 625 to pilot the Document Use
Refresher course. The IBEW Local 625 is one of
the first unions in Nova Scotia to incorporate
Essential Skills into the Interprovincial Upgrade
course. With funding from the division, the IBEW
625 has incorporated eight of the nine Essential
Skills into customized courses for its members;
the exception being Computer Use.
Instructors for the Document Use Refresher course
were provided by the division, while the union
provided classroom space for the training. Two
instructors taught the course. One instructor taught
the Essential Skills portion while the other instructor taught the Interprovincial (IP) Preparation
portion of the course. The aim was to have both
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3. Workplace education programs:
Workplace education programs incorporate workplace issues and material into
the curriculum. Workplace education
programs are integrated into technical
training and Interprovincial upgrade and
are delivered on-site in the workplace
and/or in a union classroom. This model
has been adapted for apprentices and
works well in workplaces that employ
a large group of apprentices.

skill. It provides a tool that candidates can
use to assess the skills required to prepare
for technical training. Candidates request
the EARAT from the training officers
and the tool is provided by the division.
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instructors in the classroom at the same time to
illustrate how both components of the course are
interlinked. The development of the curriculum
of the IP Preparation portion was funded by the
IBEW 625 and focuses on teaching fundamentals of
the trade, managing stress, and how to write exams.

The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training

The IBEW 625 reviewed the eight module
Document Use Refresher course and selected the
modules most applicable and relevant to their
members. The course was further customized by
instructors who incorporated input received from
an initial focus group session with participants
to identify and understand their strengths and
the skill areas where they required upgrading.
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Another collaborative initiative is the partnership
established between the division and the
Membertou First Nations community in 2002.
A Joint Registration Agreement was created
between the two partners because of the mobility
of trades within the construction sector and
specifically, the carpenter trade. This was the
first time such an agreement was established
between the division and a First Nations
community. Part of the agreement included the
implementation of an Essential Skills initiative
that included assessment and training components.
Two groups of apprentices were identified:
trade qualifiers and apprentices. Essential Skills
training was provided to both groups.
Target Audience
The Nova Scotia Essential Skills strategy is aimed
at supporting 20% of students who enter an
apprenticeship but do not have strong Essential
Skills either because they never completed high
school, or they completed high school years ago
and now require refresher courses. The process,
however, is available to everyone. Recently, the
division has worked with Aboriginal communities
in Nova Scotia to customize the programs for
each community’s needs.

Resources Required:
People
Workplace Education Skill Development
Coordinators and the Apprenticeship Training
Officers are responsible for conducting an
informal assessment process. The assessment
process was a new responsibility added to the
role of the Apprenticeship Training Officers.
Typically, Skills Development Coordinators
and Training Officers have either completed
apprenticeship college and/or university.
Ongoing professional development is provided
to the staff by the division to support them
in this role. The division has not yet encountered
challenges in recruiting Skills Development
Coordinators or Training Officers, because these
employees are already employed with the division.
The various organizations that collaborated
with the division contributed human resources,
expertise, and space for training as part of their
partnership agreement.
Funding/Costs
The costs of the training programs (four streams/
options) are primarily borne by the division. That
is, the provincial government funds the instructor,
curriculum, tools and in some cases, the classroom
space. The candidate is responsible for their own
transportation to and from the course. Employers
may also support the training by providing their
employess with time off to take the training,
paying for the materials necessary for the course,
and/or paying for a space for their employee
to attend the course. To date, funding from
the federal government has amounted to
about $100,000 for each project the division
implemented. Estimated costs to run a Math
or Document Use Refresher course range
up to $5,000.

Unions also provide support by funding the
material/books required, space, and administrative
functions such as contacting candidates about the
courses. This latter activity includes promotional
activities led by unions to raise awareness of the
existence of the courses. For example, the IBEW
Local 625 distributes brochures and pamphlets
to its members about Essential Skills training
provided by the division.
Time
The amount of time required to develop, pilot,
implement, and maintain the Essential Skills
strategy requires a major commitment from all
parties involved. Initially, the federal government
funded a full-time coordinator to assist the
division in the development and implementation
of the strategy. However, funding only lasted for
six months. Since then, individual members of
the division have assumed and shared the responsibilities. Piloting the informal assessment process,
educational tools and programs has taken about
two years.
Time is also required to raise the awareness across
the province about Essential Skills. Currently,
departmental staff involved with the strategy
gives presentations about Essential Skills at various
events across Nova Scotia. Staff also consult and
discuss Essential Skills with employers and unions
in various sectors. Workshops about Essential
Skills, apprenticeship, and the services offered
by the division are provided for stakeholders.
Material/Other Resources

5

Y Math Refresher for Apprentices;
Y Document Use Refresher for Apprentices;
Y Informal Assessment Tool;
Y Learning Plan;
Y Learning Plan Development – Facilitator’s
Guide; and
Y Apprenticeship and Certification
Information System.

3.0 BENEFITS OF ESSENTIAL
SKILLS STRATEGY
The Essential Skills strategy has been beneficial
in raising the awareness of Essential Skills across
Nova Scotia and with stakeholders. This has raised
the profile and importance of Essential Skills and
has also raised awareness that learning is continuous. The latter is a benefit to individuals’ personal
lives and also creates an “open-mindedness” about
the opportunities available.
Although not assessed by the government, it is
assumed that the strategy is helping to improve
the completion rates in apprenticeship. In an
interview with a representative from the IBEW
Local 625, 90% of the candidates who participated
in the pilot Document Use Refresher course
successfully went on to pass their exam. However,
no formal evaluation was completed to conclude
that the high success rate was due to the Essential
Skills course.
By adapting existing programs, a community or
stakeholder group develops expertise in Essential
Skills and the capacity to teach others about new
methods of curriculum development and program
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Generic documents and sample workplace documents were used during curriculum development.
When appropriate, Essential Skills information
has been and will continue to be integrated into
the promotional materials of the Apprenticeship
Training and Skill Development division and its

partners.5 Workshops and presentations have been
given to division staff, partners and appropriate
audiences on the initiative. Some of the documents
available from the division include:

Ibid.
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delivery. This has led to the establishment of
better working relations between unions, government, and industry. As a result of the strategy, the
department has been able to reach out and support
training needs in Aboriginal communities and
African Nova Scotian communities.
The Document Use Refresher course offered as
part of the strategy helps apprentices to learn
how to review and assess documents in different
ways, as well as how to respond to exam questions.
The latter is of a significant benefit because
many apprentices panic during exam time, and
hence repeatedly fail.

The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training

4.0 SUCCESS FACTORS
Human contact between the assessor and the
candidate, as well as the assessor’s interest in the
candidate are identified as key success factors. The
informal assessment process was devised to identify
and work on the learner’s strengths, not weaknesses.
This raises the learner’s confidence level. Involving
a candidate in the assessment process and subsequently in the development of a customized
training/learning plan greatly contributes to the
successful outcome of that candidate’s training.
Buy-in from candidates who take the training is
necessary. When a candidate is reluctant to learn
Essential Skills they often encounter challenges
during the course and may even fail the course or
program. This was an issue the IBEW Local 625
faced at the beginning of the strategy when it
attempted to provide Essential Skills training to
its members. Through continuous communication
about the benefits of Essential Skills, this skepticism is slowly dissipating.
Partnering and collaborating with employers,
unions and educators also contributes to the
successful implementation of the Essential Skills
strategy. Involving stakeholders in the development

6
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of the program ensures that the partners are aware
of and accept what is required, and the support
necessary to advance the program. Indirectly, it
raises the awareness of the importance of Essential
Skills among the business community. A key lesson
learned by the division as it developed the strategy
was the need for an ongoing and flexible initiative
that was responsive to the Essential Skills needs of
the communities.

5.0 CHALLENGES
At the outset of the strategy, one key challenge the
division faced pertained to the assessment process
and how to assess a candidate’s Essential Skills.
The division referred to the Workplace Education
Program for the solution to this question and also
consulted with a number of potential candidates.
After a number of pilots, an informal assessment
process was deemed to be the best approach. As
one member from the division commented, the
consultation allows you to “start from a strength
rather than a deficit”.6
Another key challenge that the division addressed
early in the strategy’s development was how to
report the results of the informal assessment process
back to the candidate. The candidate’s strengths and
the type of support they require is discussed with
the candidate during the informal interview. At this
time, the candidate and the Training Officer or Skill
Development Coordinator determines a training
plan that would best meet the candidate’s needs.
Another challenge in implementing the strategy
involved raising Apprenticeship Training
Officers’ comfort levels with conducting Essential
Skills assessments of candidates. Initially, Skill
Development Coordinators were used to and
comfortable with conducting skills assessments,
whereas Apprenticeship training Officers were not.
The solution to this problem was to pair a Training
Officer with a Skill Development Coordinator;

Interview, Joe Brown, Apprenticeship Training and Skill Development, Nova Scotia Department of Education (August, 2006).

the latter supported and assisted the former in the
assessment process. This arrangement proved to be
quite successful; now there is very little difference
in the comfort levels of Training Officers and Skill
Development Coordinators when conducting
Essential Skills assessments.
Locating trainers in rural areas continues to be a
challenge for the division. It is much more costeffective to provide training to a group of students
than it is to provide training to an individual.
Finding suitable documents and examples of
workplace documents was a challenge in the development of the curriculum for the various courses.
In addition, finding time to update the curriculum
continues to be challenging. Curriculum updates
are typically undertaken every 2 – 3 years.
Providing time for candidates to complete
the courses is an issue given that a number of
candidates work during the day. In some cases,
employers support the training by giving employees time off to attend training. Linked to this issue
is accessibility of courses for candidates located in
non-urban regions of the province. Customizing
courses for a few learners is costly and often the
reason for a lack of course availability in a region.
To address these challenges, the division has
designed the Math and Document Use Refresher
courses to enable candidates to use and complete
them on their own time.

7

Awareness and acceptance of Essential Skills differs
among employers of small- medium- and large
businesses. Employers of small and medium-sized
businesses are less aware and accepting of their role
in supporting Essential Skills than employers of
larger businesses. This may be because of the lack
of financial, material or human resources that is
characteristic of small and medium-sized businesses.
Another challenge relates to the need to get
information about Essential Skills training to
non-organized groups such as small and mediumsized employers and Internationally Trained
Workers. This is also linked to the issue of raising
awareness of Essential Skills among these groups
and educating them about the support available
for Essential Skills training from the division.
Raising awareness about Essential Skills is also
a challenge within the educational community.
“Essential Skills should not stand alone, but rather,
should be incorporated into the early years of the
educational system”7 and also across the entire
educational system. Educators must be informed
that Essential Skills training is about teaching
skills, not content, and that there are different
methods of delivering training of equal value.
Finally, raising awareness among employees and
apprentices is challenging, particularly with mature
or experienced employees who do not immediately
see the value in Essential Skills. This is also the
case with some apprentices of today’s generation
who do not see the applicability of Essential Skills
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An ongoing challenge regarding the business
community is raising awareness and stressing the
importance of Essential Skills. Awareness of this
issue has improved among employers, but there
is still much work to be completed. Employers’
acceptance of their role in supporting their
employees’ acquisition of Essential Skills is
another challenge. An employer’s endorsement of
Essential Skills may assist in changing the attitudes
of employees and apprentices about the need to

acquire Essential Skills as part of their lifelong
development. Many employers will support their
employees in Essential Skills training if that
employee is promising for the organization. In
light of a current limited supply of tradespeople,
employers who recognize the need to retain good
employees may become more open to investing
in Essential Skills training.

Interview with Julie Boland, IBEW Local 625, Joint Apprenticeship & Training Committee, September 8, 2006.

71

in the particular trade in which they are employed.
“We’re tradespeople…we’re told what to do”8
is a perception held by some employees and
apprentices who are reluctant to take Essential
Skills training.

6.0 FUTURE DIRECTIONS
The Nova Scotia Apprenticeship Training and
Skills Development Essential Skills Strategy has
not yet been evaluated. Therefore, into the future
the division plans to work on this evaluation and
the continued updating and improvement of the
informal assessment tools.

The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training

Finally, building awareness about Essential Skills is
an ongoing activity that will contribute to the division’s overall strategy. Part of this activity involves
the need to partner with more small businesses and
educate them about the need for and importance
of Essential Skills.
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7.0 PROGRAM/PROJECT CONTACT
Marjorie Davison, Director
Apprenticeship Training and Skill Development
Nova Scotia Department of Education
P.O Box 578, 2021 Brunswick Street,
Halifax, Nova Scotia B3J 2S9
Tel: 902-424-8903
Email: davisome@gov.ns.ca

APPENDIX C
CASE STUDY: COMMISSION DE
LA CONSTRUCTION DU QUÉBEC –
ESSENTIAL SKILLS INITIATIVE
1.0 INTRODUCTION
It is estimated that Quebec’s construction sector
accounts for 10% of the province’s Gross Domestic
Product (GDP) and provides the economy $26 billion
investment. One out of every 20 jobs is in the
construction sector. Similar to other provinces,
construction in Quebec is characterized mainly
by cyclical and seasonal fluctuations, public sectorinitiated projects, inter-employer mobility, the easy
launching but short life of businesses, the mobility
of production closer to where the product is
used, lack of product homogeneity, many trades,
occupations and employers on a single site, and
very short-lived projects. Labour relations typically
involve multi-employer negotiations, residential,
commercial, institutional, industrial, civil engineering and road system sector negotiations, and union
and employer pluralism.

9
10

“Over the last years, our strength has come from
the agreement between employers and unions on
skill acquisition and maintenance: an agreement
which led to the creation of a unique and concerted model for manpower development.”11
The initial mandate of the CCQ was to ensure a
trained and qualified workforce in the construction
sector. This mandate was expanded so that today
the CCQ is responsible for implementing the Act
respecting labour relations, vocational training, and
manpower management in the construction industry (Bill R-20) which provides the legal framework
for the construction industry.12 Bill R-20 affects
about 20,000 employers and 120,000 employees
in Quebec and covers 120 million work hours.

15 ans à vos devoirs, à vos mémoires, CCQ.
15 ans à vos devoirs, à vos mémoires, CCQ.

11

Interview with André Ménard, CEO, Commission de la construction du Québec (2006).

12

CCQ website. Retrieved from http://www.ccq.org/A_QuiSommesNous.aspx?lang=en&profil=GrandPublic.
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These characteristics present challenges for skills
development, recognition of qualifications, labour
relations management, job security guarantees, and
fringe benefit plans. Faced with growing pressure
pertaining to the accessibility and regulation of the
construction sector, a lack of qualified apprentices,
and a lack of training which satisfactorily meets the
needs of employers, in 1987 the Government of
Quebec formed the Commission de la construction
du Québec (CCQ). Prior to the creation of the
CCQ, no single organization composed of representatives from employers, unions and government in
the construction industry existed in Quebec.9

Employer and union representatives as well as
members appointed by the government sit on
the CCQ’s Board of Directors. It includes five
union associations: Conseil provincial du Québec
des métiers de la construction (International)
(CPQMC), Centrale des syndicats démocratiques
(CSD)- Construction, Confédération des syndicats
nationaux (CSN)-Construction, Fédération
des travailleurs et des travailleuses du Québec
(FTQ)-Construction, le Syndicat québécois de la
construction (SQC), and six employer associations:
L’Association des entrepreneurs en construction du
Québec (AECQ), L’Association de la construction
du Québec (ACQ), l’Association des constructeurs
de routes et grands travaux du Québec (ACRGTQ),
l’Association provinciale des constructeurs d’habitations du Québec (APCHQ), la Corporation des
maîtres électriciens du Québec (CMEQ), and la
Corporation des maîtres mécaniciens en tuyauterie
du Québec (CMMTQ). Contributions from
the total payroll of workers and employers in
the construction industry provide the CCQ
with funding.10
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As part of its responsibilities, the CCQ oversees
the implementation of collective agreements,
ensures that human resources hiring and mobility
standards are met, monitors the competence of
human resources, and implements vocational
training measures and programs. It also manages
supplementary fringe benefit plans.
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As a result of the CCQ’s new and expanded mandate, the Comité sur la formation professionnelle
dans l’industrie de la construction was formed. The
Comité consists exclusively of employer associations
and union groups in the construction sector and
is responsible for advising the CCQ on all issues
which pertain to ensuring a competent and
abundant workforce in the construction sector.13
The CCQ’s training and certification of the
workforce infrastructure consists of 42 people and
37 trade committees made up of employer and
union partners. Some 350 inspectors visit Quebec
construction sites to ensure that the four collective
agreements are implemented. A Consultation
Committee on aboriginal affairs was created
within the CCQ and consists of six Aboriginal
representatives, six representatives from the CCQ,
six employer representatives, and six union representatives. The Committee’s role is to advise the
CCQ’s Board of Directors on Aboriginal affairs.
Working on the premise of continuous learning, in
1988 Essential Skills training was integrated into
the overall technical training of the apprenticeship
program. Although it was recognized that apprentices and journeypersons lacked basic skills, prior
to 1988, there was no Essential Skills training
undertaken. After completing a comprehensive
analysis of the construction workforce’s acquisition
of Essential Skills, the CCQ began to develop the
necessary Essential Skills training for each trade.

13
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15 ans à vos devoirs, à vos mémoires, CCQ.

The CCQ identified 12 Essential Skills, nine
of which included those identified by Human
Resources and Social Development Canada. The
additional three Essential Skills added to the list of
nine are: planning, analysis and problem-solving,
and client relations.
Currently the CCQ is working on offering Essential
Skills training integrated with technical training to
Aboriginal students and workers. The primary focus
of Essential Skills training will be on Reading,
Writing, and Working with Others or Working in
a Team. This latter skill has been identified as an
issue with the Aboriginal population who tend to
prefer working with other Aboriginal employees.
This is not possible on most construction sites. The
same courses developed and used for Essential Skills
training will be offered to Aboriginal students with
slight modifications to the actual training strategy.
Where a class consists of mainly Aboriginal students, Aboriginal instructors will be recruited to
deliver the courses. Most of the courses will be
delivered in local training centres.

2.0 DESCRIPTION OF THE ESSENTIAL
SKILLS INITIATIVE
Type
It is the CCQ’s responsibility to evaluate applications for the apprenticeship program. Candidates
enrolled in apprenticeship technical training are not
always assessed for Essential Skills upon submission
of their application. In some cases, candidates
may already be well into technical training when
Essential Skills training is also offered.
Not all technical training includes Essential Skills.
Typically, the Comité sur la formation professionnelle of the CCQ assesses whether Essential Skills
training is required for a particular trade prior
to incorporating Essential Skills courses into a

technical program. The CCQ and its committee
are responsible for coordinating the training which
is typically delivered at 52 local training centres
across Quebec.
Target Audience
All potential candidates for the apprenticeship
program in 26 construction trades, apprentices
enrolled in current apprenticeship training, and
employees in the workforce who require upgrade
training are eligible for Essential Skills training.
Resources Required
The industry has over $100 million in funds to
support human resources development and retraining in the residential, commercial, institutional,
industrial, civil engineering, and road system
sectors. The CCQ’s Comité sur la formation
professionnelle consists of 26 subcommittees
representing every trade and occupation in the
construction sector, and nine subcommittees
representing every region of Québec. In total, there
are up to 400 representatives for all committees.
The Trades Committees assess the qualitative
aspect of training; the regional subcommittees
assess the quantitative aspect for each region,
according to need.
While the CCQ assesses applications received
for apprenticeship training, the Comité sur la
formation professionnelle coordinates the type
of training required, as well as the integration
of Essential Skills training, at the regional and
provincial levels.

Staff members of the CCQ who worked on
the development and integration of Essential
Skills training into the overall technical training
possessed a number of diverse skills: expertise
in education, curriculum development, and
knowledge of the construction trades.
The current costs to offer apprenticeship technical
and Essential Skills training and retraining in the
construction sector across Quebec is $24 million
annually. This does not include the salaries and
resources required to assess applications and determine the Technical and Essential Skills training
required as part of the overall technical program.

3.0 BENEFITS OF THE INITIATIVE
Although no formal evaluation of the Essential
Skills initiative in Quebec’s construction sector
has ever been completed, the CCQ believes that
the initiative has been very beneficial to the sector
because of improved communication between the
Commission, its clients, and industry. More clients
are communicating with the CCQ via the internet
and by computers; a marked difference in comparison with a few years ago. The lack of funds and
human resources to complete an assessment are a
few reasons for the lack of a formal evaluation.
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The CCQ is responsible for the development of
Essential Skills training courses and for ensuring
their integration into the overall technical training
of the apprenticeship program. In 1988, the CCQ,
together with its labour and employer partners and
with the support of the Ministère de l’Éducation,

embarked upon an ambitious plan. They created
Essential Skills courses for all 26 construction
trades at the same time. That is, the CCQ did not
develop integrated Essential Skills courses for the
trades in a phased approach. The main reason for
this was that the CCQ strongly opposed selecting
one trade over another. The project took about
10 years to complete all 26 trades. Interestingly,
the Essential Skills course development for
the Crane Operator took longer than the other
trades because of the type and complexity of
the equipment used.
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Some of the other benefits noted anecdotally
by the CCQ include an improved quality of
the products or work completed in the sector.
Employees and employers are also more satisfied
with their work and there is better verbal and
written communication within the sector.
Although not formally measured, completion
rates of apprenticeship training have increased
in comparison with previous years. In addition,
the construction sector’s workforce in Quebec is
becoming younger than the manufacturing sector’s
workforce. The latter traditionally had a younger
workforce than the former. This is an indication
that younger people are entering and remaining
in construction.
One area the CCQ would like to research is the
impact of the initiative on workplace safety. There
is a general perception that Technical and Essential
Skills training has an impact on workplace safety.
This however, is based on anecdotal evidence,
since quantitative evidence is not available.

The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training

4.0 SUCCESS FACTORS
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Coordination and the involvement of all industry
employers and union associations in the development and integration of Essential Skills training
into apprenticeship technical training greatly
contributed to the success of the initiative. The
Ministère de l’Éducation’s collaboration and partnership was another key factor which contributed
to the initiative’s success. This partnership continues
to provide the CCQ with the support it needs
to maintain the programs. The expertise and
knowledge of the CCQ team that worked on the
development and integration of Essential Skills
training into technical training was instrumental
in the initiative’s success.

One of the key lessons the CCQ learned in
developing Essential Skills training was to first
spend time ensuring that all stakeholders focused
on and agreed to the same goals, objectives, and
target. Keeping all parties focused and heading
in the same direction was a challenge during the
development of the initiative.
In retrospect, a phased approach to the development and integration of Essential Skills training
would have been more manageable for the CCQ.
Tailoring Essential Skills training to each trade
and integrating this into the technical training of
each construction trade at the same time was an
ambitious task from the start.

5.0 CHALLENGES
The biggest challenge currently facing the CCQ
is the need to update the technical and Essential
Skills training courses so that the curriculum
remains current. This is labour intensive and
costly. This is currently being reviewed and
considered by the CCQ and its partners.
When students, apprentices and journeypersons
do not understand the benefits of training and
continuous learning, they lack the motivation
to take training. This makes the recruitment of
students a huge challenge, particularly the more
mature students/workers. Offering free training
and linking the training directly to a job has
helped somewhat to overcome this barrier.
The uniqueness of the Aboriginal peoples’ culture
and customs creates challenges for the integration
of these workers and students into the overall
construction sector workforce. Adapting the
training somewhat for Aboriginal students will
address this barrier.

6.0 FUTURE DIRECTIONS
“…Everything is in place to ensure a culture of
continuous training”, highlights André Ménard,
CEO of the CCQ, in an interview. Updating the
current Essential Skills and technical training
courses will be one of the major activities
undertaken by the CCQ in the next few years.
Incorporating current curriculum into the courses
is also essential. Continuing to integrate Essential
Skills training into technical training and delivering it to Aboriginal students is another activity
that the CCQ will undertake in the next couple
of years as attempts are made to employ more
Aboriginal workers in the construction trades.
Similarly, the CCQ would like to focus its
efforts over the next few years on the integration
of women and immigrants into the skilled trades.
In the future, they will be one source of potential
workers for the sector.

Continued efforts to reduce the illiteracy rate
among new workers in the construction trades
will be another focus of future work for the CCQ.
In addition, the CCQ plans to provide training to
Aboriginal trainers so that they can train potential
employees within their communities.

7.0 PROGRAM/PROJECT CONTACT
Chantal Dubeau, Directrice
Direction de la formation professionelle
Commission de la construction du Québec
3530 Jean-Talon Ouest
Montréal, Québec H3R 2G3
Tel : (514) 341-7740 poste 6617
Fax : (514) 736-6742
Courriel : chantal.dubeau@ccq.org
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APPENDIX D
CASE STUDY: CANADIAN
AUTOMOTIVE REPAIR AND SERVICE
(CARS) – ESSENTIAL SKILLS PROJECT
1.0 INTRODUCTION
The Canadian Automotive Repair and Service
Council (CARS) is a not-for-profit organization
established “to address the human resource training
and development needs of the Canadian automotive
repair and service industry.”14 The industry employs
about 254,000 individuals in 39,000 business
establishments across Canada.
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Helping to build and support successful businesses
in this vital industry is a key focus for CARS.
More than just a sectoral voice, the Council is a
dynamic network that supports and represents
employers and employees who work in Canadian
automotive repair and service – one of the largest
and most important components of Canada’s
labour market.
CARS provides human-resource and learning
tools that are convenient, accessible, and customdesigned for automotive repair. This ensures that
employers and professionals who work in this
industry can obtain the latest skills and discover
more about the latest technologies and trends.
CARS addresses industry human resource issues
through research, development of upgrade training
opportunities, and promotion/awareness activities.
These activities range from research and reporting
on key human resource challenges facing companies in the sector, to interactive distance learning
(satellite-based) professional development training,
to the development and distribution of career
information for youth in junior and senior
high school.

14
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CARS web site http://www.cars-council.ca/idl.asp

In 2005 CARS published a major report entitled
“The Road Ahead – Human Resource and Training
Challenges in the Motive Power Repair and Service
Sector”. The research conducted was extensive and
identified a number of challenges the industry
faces in skills and training, recruitment and retention, and in remuneration and working conditions.
A number of factors and trends are increasing the
need and demand for Essential Skills training in
the automotive repair sector. These factors include:
• A significant projected shortage of skilled workers in the industry due to demographic changes
as the ‘Baby Boom’ generation moves into
retirement. By the year 2014, the demographic
changes could produce shortages of between
24,860 and 39,880 workers;
• Low retention rates of those already in the
industry – one-third of qualified workers
surveyed in the research indicated that they
plan to leave the industry within 5 years;
• Increasing technological sophistication of
both modern vehicles, and the equipment
and processes that are needed to maintain
and repair these vehicles; and
• Changes in environmental legislation are
increasing the knowledge requirements of
workers in the industry.
These factors are all driving the need for increased
investment in employee training in virtually every
part of the automotive repair and service sector.
CARS recognizes that it is important that workers
who receive training are properly equipped with
the basic, or Essential Skills. They need to be able
to understand, assimilate and apply the training
in order for it to be effective. The Essential Skills
challenge for CARS, and for the automotive repair
and service industry, is to ensure that individuals
at all levels of employment (students, apprentices,

workers/employees) are equipped with the adequate levels of Essential Skills needed to succeed
in the training. Thus, CARS initiated a national
strategy for Essential Skills development in the
industry, and the Essential Skills Project was
launched in 2004. Key outcomes of the project
were to provide quantitative information on the
extent to which each of the Essential Skills were,
or were not, an issue within the automotive repair
and service workforce, and to establish a foundation for the development of a national strategy.

Occupational Profiles

2.0 DESCRIPTION OF PROJECT

• Autobody and Collision Damage Repair
Technician.

Type
The two-year research project was designed
to achieve the following:
• Prepare essential skills profiles for seven key
automotive industry occupations;
• Develop an Essential Skills assessment tool
and process;
• Identify/measure Essential Skills levels in
seven key occupations; and
• Compare the Essential Skills levels inherent
in existing industry curricula/training
materials with the occupational Essential
Skills requirements.

The project consisted of 3 phases. The first pertained to the development of occupational profiles
for seven selected occupations. This was followed
by the development of an Essential Skills assessment tool. The final phase involved a comparison
of the Essential Skills levels required to complete
the training with the Essential Skills levels needed
to perform each of the seven occupations.

• Customer Service Relations Specialist
• Parts Sales Consultant
• Automotive Service Technician
• Automotive Paint Technician
• Service Sales Advisor
• Automotive Mechanical Installer and
Servicer, and

These occupations were selected by CARS and
Human Resource and Social Development Canada
(HRSDC) as appropriate for the development of
Essential Skills profiles. Four of the seven profiles
were prepared by CARS, while the other three
were prepared by HRSDC. Prior to preparing the
occupational profiles, the CARS project manager
participated in the full Essential Skills Profiler
training provided by HRSDC.
The occupational profiles describe Essential Skills
requirements for each occupation based on a
standardized methodology and measurement scale.
The extent to which each of the nine Essential Skills
is required in each occupation is described in terms
of a five point complexity level, with level one
complexity being the lowest (basic tasks) and five
the highest (advanced tasks). Understanding the
Essential Skills profiles of the seven key occupations
was essential in establishing a baseline against
which the Essential Skills levels of workers in those
occupations could be measured and compared.
Development and Administration of the Essential
Skills Assessment Tool
The next step in the process was the development
and implementation of an assessment tool. It
measured the levels of Essential Skills of workers in
the seven industry occupations. This tool enabled
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As these objectives are achieved, CARS will be able
to work with both industry and education partners
to ensure that individuals at all levels of the industry possess the Essential Skills needed to succeed
in training, which is increasingly occupation and
trade-specific.

Occupational profiles were first developed for
seven occupations:
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CARS to compare the Essential Skills requirements
identified in the occupational profiles with the
actual Essential Skills levels of workers. The assessment identified gaps and potential barriers to
the success of future training initiatives in those
occupations, and led to recommended actions
to close the gaps.
While the Assessment Tool was under development, and based on preliminary information from
the occupational profiles, CARS identified the
following seven of nine Essential Skills as being
of greatest relevance to the automotive repair
and service sector:
• Reading Text;
• Numeracy;
• Computer Use;
• Thinking Skills;
• Document Use;
• Oral Communications; and

The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training

• Working with Others.
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CARS contracted with a private sector organization
to develop and administer the Essential Skills
Assessment tool. CARS determined that for practical reasons, the assessment tool would be most
effective if it encompassed only three of the nine
Essential Skills – Reading Text (RT), Document Use
(DU), and Numeracy (N). They selected these target skills for assessment based on their importance
to the industry, and on the ease with which they
could be assessed using a paper-based tool.
A series of 20 multiple choice questions were
developed for each of the three Essential Skills to
be assessed (60 questions in total). The questions
for each Essential Skill covered all four levels of
complexity for that skill. The questions were all
based on situations and activities that workers
in the seven target occupations would likely
encounter during their work day, with each
question referring to scenarios, documents

(e.g. receipts, forms etc.), and copies of other
workplace materials needed to answer the
questions. The sixty questions were printed
in numbered booklets that were distributed
to testing centers across the country.
Six community colleges across Canada agreed to
act as testing centers where volunteer respondents
could complete the assessment tool. Employers
assisted in recruiting employees. Students at seven
selected educational institutions across the country
(colleges and high schools) were also invited to
participate in the assessment. Recruitment was
done primarily by telephone by CARS and by private sector service providers. Employers helped to
recruit workers in the industry. Industry workers
who completed the assessment tended to do
so outside their working hours, while student
volunteers tended to complete the tool during
class time. If volunteer respondents could not
visit a testing administration center they received
a copy of the assessment tool by mail.
Approximately 1,500 copies of the assessment
tool were distributed and data collection activities
took place during the month of February 2005.
582 completed assessments were received.
Essential Skills: Occupational Requirements versus
Training Curricula
Lastly, the CARS Essential Skills research program
compared the Essential Skills levels required to
successfully complete training in automotive repair
and service courses with the Essential Skills levels
needed to perform the jobs for which the training
was developed. This comparison would serve
to highlight any gaps or discrepancies between
training and occupational requirements that
could hinder the development of the workforce.
Target Groups
The assessment tool was designed to measure the
Essential Skills levels of workers in seven automotive occupations. The 582 self-selected respondents

who completed the assessment represented a
number of different demographic target groups
based on employment status, occupation,
geographical location, experience, and size of
organization. The targeted occupations were sales,
collision/paint, mechanical installers, and service
technicians. The proportion of respondents in each
of these groups reflects the national distribution
of workers in these occupational groups, based
on current census data.
In terms of employment status, apprentices
accounted for 18% of respondents, while workers
(both part-time and full-time) accounted for 26%
of respondents, and students (including those
working full and part time in the automotive
repair industry) accounted for the remaining 56%.
Thus, while apprentices were not specifically
targeted for assessment, they formed a significant
group of respondents in the first administration
of the assessment tool.
Resources Required
HRSDC provided $1 million in funding for the
two-year Essential Skills initiative. This covered
wages for three CARS project staff (a full time
Project Manager, part time Administrative
Assistant, and IT Support person) for a period
of two years. In addition, the budget supported
the costs to develop and implement the
Assessment Tool, cover associated expenses,
and communicate the results of the research
program to the CARS community.

15

The quantitative and qualitative information
collected during the project provides information
on each of the seven occupations selected, and
also identifies general labour market trends in
the industry.
Occupational Profiles
Occupational profiles enabled CARS to identify
the Essential Skills and the trends which were
common across the selected occupations.
Document Use and Oral Communication were
identified as the two most common Essential
Skills across the seven occupations. The relative
importance of the other Essential Skills varied,
according to a specific occupation. The development of occupational profiles for the remaining
occupations in the automotive repair and service
sector will serve to validate the findings of this
initial CARS Essential Skills project, and will
also reveal Essential Skills trends and information
relating to other occupations in the sector.
Assessment Tool
Through the use of the five point complexity
level Assessment Tool, CARS was able to measure
the complexity level of each Essential Skill in each
occupation. For example, data revealed that the
majority of industry participants who completed
the assessment possessed Essential Skills at Level 3
for all three skills tested. A comparison of the
Essential Skills levels of the 582 industry respondents and the skills profiles of their occupations
revealed key findings. Based on the results of the
assessment tool:
• 29% did not meet level 3 for Reading Text ;
• 18% did not meet level 3 for Document Use;
and
• 36% did not meet level 3 for Numeracy.15
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An advisory committee composed of members
from the industry, education, and government
was established to provide direction for this
major research undertaking. Educational institutions also supported the initiative by serving
as testing administration centers for the
Assessment Tool, and by serving as contact
points for student respondents.

3.0 BENEFITS OF ESSENTIAL
SKILLS PROJECT

Canadian Automotive Repair and Service Council: Essential Skills Assessment Tool Report. Prepared by Assessment Strategies (May, 2005), p. 20.
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The results of the overall assessment also provided
information and trends relating to the Essential
Skills gap apparent in the sector. That is, when the
data is analyzed by employment status, an even
higher proportion of individuals in the ‘student’
and ‘apprentice’ categories do not meet the
required levels for the three Essential Skills. As
noted by CARS, these findings suggest that the
Essential Skills gap may be acute, and may continue to grow as today’s students and apprentices
move into the industry work force.

The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training

Comparison of the Training vs. Occupational
Essential Skills Requirements
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The ability to conduct a comparison of the
Training versus the Essential Skills requirements in
selected occupations permitted CARS to identify
the gaps that exist between training and job
requirements. CARS concluded that the majority
of training requires an Essential Skills level of 2,
while the industry requires an Essential Skills level
of 3 for most occupations. Thus, current training
and learning materials may not sufficiently prepare
learners for work in the industry. This may explain
why students and apprentices often possess low
Essential Skills levels.

4.0 CHALLENGES
CARS faced a number of challenges during
this project. Some of the challenges relate to the
methodology employed in the recruitment of
participants from all areas of the country, the
selection of seven occupations, and the difficulty
in sampling a target group with a range in
employment status (students, apprentices and
journeypersons). Since a variety of methods were
used to generate interest in the project, it took a
lot of time and effort to obtain a representative
sample of respondents. Timing was also a challenge. By necessity, the development of the
Assessment Tool had to take place before rather

than after the occupational profiling was completed. As a result, CARS had to decide which
Essential Skills would be assessed, without the
benefit of referring to completed Essential Skills
occupational profiles.
In addition to these two methodological challenges,
CARS recognized that among industry stakeholders
there was a general lack of understanding of
Essential Skills issues and their potential impact
on current and future industry performance. The
industry is still skeptical and is asking ‘What does
this mean to me?’ The challenge remains for CARS
and others to find ways to communicate with the
industry about Essential Skills in terms that are
meaningful and relevant. The challenges CARS
faced in recruiting assessment participants may be
a reflection of the current level of industry buy-in
regarding Essential Skills issues.
While conducting the comparison of Essential
Skills requirements for training with occupational
requirements, CARS also encountered challenges
in obtaining a broad sample of training curricula
and materials from educational/training organizations. As mentioned in the preceding paragraph,
a lack of understanding of Essential Skills issues
may be a primary reason why CARS encountered
this difficulty.

5.0 FUTURE DIRECTIONS
In light of the research findings, CARS has
established a national Essential Skills strategy
for the automotive repair and service sector.
The strategy calls for increased awareness of
the Essential Skills issues, problems, and their
consequences at all levels of the industry. It
also calls for educators, trainers, employers,
employees and students to access a range of
sector-specific tools and resources to address
these issues and problems.

The CARS Essential Skills Project Phase II initiative will expand on the Essential Skills research
activities undertaken to date and will include
additional industry occupations and additional
Essential Skills. In addition, this initiative
will look for ways to integrate Essential Skills
training/upgrading with workplace learning.
CARS is taking a leadership position in this area
by reviewing its own training program curricula
and making changes to ensure that the Essential
Skills needed for training are consistent with
those needed by industry occupations.
In the future, CARS may encounter the challenge
of gaining industry recognition of the issues
and problems, and gaining their commitment
to support changes that will benefit the industry.
In a sector comprised of so many small businesses
(39,000 establishments – average size 6 employees), industry sub-sectors, numerous educational
and training institutions and multiple jurisdictions, communications will be an important and
ongoing challenge.

Issues surrounding Essential Skills extend to all
levels of the workforce, including apprentices.
This initiative and future efforts will address
the needs of apprentices as key members of the
automotive repair and service industry workforce.

6.0 PROJECT CONTACT
Ed Nasello, Project Manager, CARS
905-709-0219
9120 Leslie Street, Richmond Hill,
Ontario, Canada L4B 3J9
ednasello@cars-council.com
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APPENDIX E
CASE STUDY: GOVERNMENT OF
MANITOBA APPRENTICESHIP
BRANCH – ESSENTIAL
SKILLS STRATEGY
1.0 INTRODUCTION

The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training

A culture of developing workplace training
initiatives has grown in Manitoba over the last
20 years. An increasing number of different
service providers, including the Government
of Manitoba, have been offering English as an
Additional Language (ESL), literacy, numeracy,
Prior Learning Assessment and Recognition
(PLAR), and workplace education programs to
adults wishing to expand their work-related skills.
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In recent years, the Apprenticeship Branch has
started to adopt research and implement more
of these types of workplace initiatives to address
Essential Skills development for apprentices
and trade qualifiers. Economic forces, such as
the demand for skilled trades people, have been a
key impetus for this change, as there is a need to
move people through the training system and into
the workforce more effectively and efficiently.
Recognizing that success in technical training or in
a trade means an adequate level of both technical
and Essential Skills, and building upon the
work initiated by Human Resources and Skills
Development Canada in 1994, the Apprenticeship
Branch of the Government of Manitoba developed
an Essential Skills Strategy to guide its efforts to
improve the readiness of apprentices and trades
qualifiers for technical training. This strategy fits
into Manitoba’s overall Essential Skills Framework
which aims to create a shared vision for Essential
Skills services with stakeholders both inside and
external to government.

The goal of the Essential Skills Strategy is to help
the Apprenticeship Branch develop models,
prototypes, and partnerships that result in tools,
services and processes necessary to address the
Essential Skills needs of its clients. Through this,
the Apprenticeship Branch aims to:
Y Ensure that apprentices and trades
qualifiers have maximum success through
appropriate Essential Skills benchmarking
and upgrade programs;
Y Improve completion rates and
certification results;
Y Reduce costs associated with repeating
apprenticeship training; and,
Y Integrate trades-related Essential Skills
into existing processes and systems.16
Specifically, there are five strategic directions to
the Branch’s strategy:
Y Improve information about trades-related
Essential Skills to apprentices, trades
qualifiers, trainers and the public;
Y Develop diagnostic, trades-related Essential
Skills assessment processes and tools;
Y Increase trades-related upgrading
opportunities and support services for
apprentices and trades qualifiers;
Y Build capacity to respond to trades-related
Essential Skills needs; and,
Y Document best practices and develop
Branch policies.17
Each of these directions is supported by various
pilot projects and activities (see below).

16

Apprenticeship: A Partnership for Industry Training (April, 2006). Obtained from the Apprenticeship Branch, Manitoba Advanced Education
and Training.

17

Ibid.

The strategy is being implemented in increments
beginning with selected trades and will expand
to other trades once the new processes and tools
are “tried and true”. The main focus has been
on construction trades because of the number of
workers employed in the sector, and also because
of the urgent need for Essential Skills training for
apprentices in these trades. In addition, construction trades are currently in high demand in the
northern communities of Manitoba. Other sectors
will be addressed as resources become available.
It will take several years to fully implement the
strategy, because it is as much about integrating
Essential Skills into the learning culture in the
Branch and in the existing adult learning system, as
it is about creating new products and programs.18
The Apprenticeship Branch is currently into the
second year of the strategy, and – having completed
a number of exploratory pilot projects – is working
on integrating piloted products and processes into
existing infrastructure, and creating sustainable,
trade-related upgrading options.

2.0 DESCRIPTION OF STRATEGY
Type
Over the last two years, the Apprenticeship
Branch has:
Y Developed promotional materials
and information sessions related to
Essential Skills;

18

Y Begun process-mapping and developing
policies and procedures for intake and
assessment training,
Y Develop training workshops and
authorization procedures for Assessment
Administrators and Referral Counselors;
Y Piloted different delivery models for
Essential Skills upgrading;
Y Developed draft curricula;
Y Developed sample teaching materials
to support trades-related Essential
Skills instruction at entry levels in
the carpenter trade;
Y Undertaken the professional
development of adult educators
through peer mentoring; and
Y Researched and developed Prior Learning
Assessment and Recognition (PLAR)
processes related to the Mature Student
Diploma that allow interested trades
professionals to earn high school
credits for Essential Skills upgrading
and technical training.
In addition, some of the less tangible outputs
resulting from the various activities include the
learning and professional development of all
stakeholders, networking and partnership
development with a variety of groups across
the province, and community capacity building.
Raising Awareness
Promotional material currently being developed
will include information on Essential Skills and
will be distributed by the Apprenticeship Branch.
An Essential Skills brochure for apprentices is
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Y Developed and piloted assessment tools
and feedback mechanisms in the following
selected trades: carpenter, electrician,
plumber, motor vehicle mechanic,
cook, mobile crane operator, ironworker,
refrigeration and air conditioning mechanic,
steamfitter/pipefitter, industrial mechanic
(millwright); A more general assessment tool
may be used for smaller construction trades;

Y Developed and delivered a draft training
session for Training of Assessment
Administrators and Referral Counselors;

The Ripple-Effect: The Implementation of Essential Skills and Organizational Change. Presentation by Margerit Roger, (2005).
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being developed and will be available for distribution to apprentices and trades qualifiers. The
Branch Web site also includes information on
Essential Skills. Finally, workshops, presentations
and information sessions are being held with
trades trainers, adult educators, unions, Adult
Learning Centres (ALCs), Aboriginal communities,
and college service providers across Manitoba,
and related government departments.

Community-based programs may opt to use a
group feedback approach to provide upgrade
training for an entire cohort of candidates.
Support for this type of customized training
varies and depends upon local adult education
resources. In some cases, the Apprenticeship
Branch supports a customized training program
if it is part of a Branch pilot test.
Post Assessment – Essential Skills Training Programs

Assessment Process

The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training

Efforts are currently underway to determine how
Essential Skills assessments can best be integrated
into existing apprenticeship intake processes in
the Branch. First, Branch staff identifies registered
apprentices who would benefit from an Essential
Skills assessment. The assessment, which can be
delivered one-on-one or in small groups, is then
carried out by an Assessment Administrator, who
uses a Branch-developed assessment package to
determine the upgrading needs of the apprentices.
This assessment package addresses both awarenessraising and assessment, and consists of:
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• An information page about the Essential Skills
needed for a given trade;
• A self-assessment checklist that allows an
individual to compare their levels of Essential
Skills with the levels required for a trade; and
• A set of trades-specific exercises through which
an individual can determine whether they
actually possess the levels of Essential Skills
they believe they possess.
After the assessment, a Referral Counselor scores
the results and, based on the self-assessment and
exercises completed, provides feedback to the
individual apprentice. As part of the feedback,
the Referral Counselor may recommend upgrade
training and outline some of the candidate’s
options. In most cases, apprentices are responsible
for arranging their own upgrade training.

Post assessment, there are a variety of ways
that Essential Skills training can be delivered.
However, to showcase specific alternatives,
the Apprenticeship Branch has focused on the
development of three delivery models that might
be used to address three common learner groups:
Y Trades-Related Essential Skills Upgrading
(a higher-level, multi-trade, classroombased upgrading course that precedes
technical training);
Y Trades-Related Essential Skills Practicum
(a combination of classroom time and
hands-on trade exposure that prepares
at-risk or lower-level learners in communitybased programs for technical training); and
Y Trades-Related Essential Skills Integrated
Refresher (a concentrated tutor support
program that accompanies and is integrated
into a level of technical training).
Trades-Related Essential Skills Upgrading
Manitoba has over 30 Adult Learning Centres
(ALCs), which are publicly-funded centres for
adults who wish to obtain their high school
diploma. These centres are located across
Manitoba in mainly urban areas and may offer
other adult education programs besides academic
upgrading. As a result, ALCs serve as potential
partners in delivering trades-related Essential
Skills upgrading to apprentices or trades qualifiers.

To explore the partnership with ALCs, the
Apprenticeship Branch is piloting a newly-created
Essential Skills training course in three ALCs
starting January 2007. This course will focus
on the upgrading needs of apprentices in the
construction sector, and will combine Math and
Document Use skills development. If the pilot
is successful, additional sites and courses may be
added. To prepare for the delivery of the pilot,
instructors are first involved in a train-the-trainer
and materials development project.
Trades-Related Essential Skills Practicum
A classroom-based delivery format may not
suit apprentices who demonstrate lower levels
of Essential Skills. To address the needs of this
group of learners, the Apprenticeship Branch
developed a “practicum” delivery model that
combines classroom time with “time on the
tools”. Half of each day is spent doing Essential
Skills development, while the other half of the
day is spent on building projects of value to the
community. Essential Skills development is linked
as closely as possible to the hands-on activities
in order to reinforce the relevance of the learning,
and provide opportunities for immediate application of new skills.

When a longer Essential Skills program cannot
take place before technical training begins, another
option is the “Integrated Refresher” model. This
model incorporates one to two weeks of intensive,
level-specific Essential Skills refresher courses
before technical training begins, and also includes
one afternoon (or morning) per week of Essential
Skills tutoring during and throughout the level(s)
of technical training.
Capacity Building
One of the main aims of the Apprenticeship
Branch’s Essential Skills Strategy is to employ
and build upon existing resources, programs,
or partnerships. As a result, projects undertaken
as part of the strategy attempt to build capacity
both within the Branch and with external
stakeholders. In light of this, the Essential Skills
strategy is a system of interdependent activities
and processes rather than a series of isolated
projects and activities.
Significant work is required to create the necessary
paradigm shift in adult education providers to
include trades-related services and/or address
the specific Essential Skills upgrading needs of
apprentices and trades qualifiers. In areas of scant
human and/or educational resources (in northern
Manitoba for example) a considerable amount
of retraining must be done around Essential
Skills and trades-related upgrading. However,
the development of local capacity to address
Essential Skills issues is the key to sustainability.
Target Group
The Essential Skills Strategy is intended to address
the needs of all apprenticeship clients, although, in
the short-term, apprentices in particular trades are
the main focus. The strategy also has an impact on
the Branch as a whole, and on Essential Skills and
adult education training providers.
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Since there are fewer ALCs in the northern
regions of Manitoba, local capacity must be
developed to deliver this type of practicum
course. Curriculum development, instruction, and materials development are
therefore done as a team. In one case,
the Apprenticeship Branch worked with
community educators to plan and deliver
a customized Essential Skills training program for carpenter apprentices (see case
study on Opaskwayak Cree Nation). Once
it is finalized, other northern communities
will also be able to deliver the curriculum.

Trades-Related Essential Skills Integrated Refresher
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Resources Required
Essential Skills activities in the Apprenticeship
Branch are funded through the Branch, as well
as through special project funding. The Branch
currently employs one full-time staff person
dedicated specifically to the Essential Skills
initiatives. This is complemented with one
part-time student assistant. Various Branch staff
is involved in committee and group work, and
in carrying out assessments.

The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training

In addition to Branch staff resources, around
$50,000 in project funding has been allocated
per year to pilot projects under the strategy.
Between five and 12 consultants are commissioned
to deliver between five and 20 projects each year,
depending on the project scope. The consultants
are typically adult educators with experience in
workplace education, curriculum and/or materials
development, project management, and research. As
the assessment function within the Branch expands,
Assessment Administrators and Referral Counselors
are recruited and hired as part-time consultants.
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Material resources such as textbooks and authentic
documents are purchased as required. In-house
staff work on the layout and design of assessment
tools and materials created for the pilot projects.
Staff from the Finance Department assists with
contracts and budgeting.

3.0 BENEFITS OF ESSENTIAL
SKILLS STRATEGY
The development and implementation of the
Essential Skills Strategy benefits the Apprenticeship
Branch in many ways. Some of these benefits
are immediate and tangible; others are longer
term benefits that arise out of the creation of
more effective processes, or the development of
new partnerships.

Branch staff and adult education providers have
an increased awareness of the Essential Skills
and upgrading needs of apprentices and trades
qualifiers. A growing number of employers,
unions, Aboriginal communities, and special
interest groups are recognizing the significance of
Essential Skills, and the importance of training
to overall employability. This raises the profile of
the trades, and creates a more realistic picture
of the high level of Essential Skills required of a
skilled trades person.
The Branch’s efforts to raise awareness about
Essential Skills have resulted in increased
information reaching apprentices about required
“readiness” for technical training. As more and
more apprentices ensure that they acquire the
necessary Essential Skills, training funds allocated
for apprenticeship technical training will be more
efficiently deployed. A greater number of apprentices are expected to progress through technical
training more quickly and easily. Apprentices
experience less frustration as they move through
training to full employability.
Branch staff concerns about ill-prepared apprentices are validated through Essential Skills. In
addition, staff has assessment tools which help
them to communicate Essential Skills requirements
to apprentices and their employers. Apprentices
and trades qualifiers who are referred to adult
education providers for upgrade training often
adopt a philosophy of “lifelong learning”. In
some cases, this leads them to complete other
forms of accredited training.
Work on Essential Skills has also affected internal
Branch processes and policies. For example, during
the development of an Essential Skills Strategy, the
Branch analyzed some of its apprenticeship intake
and referral processes. As a result, Branch staff
decided to store information about apprenticeship
candidates’ English language and Essential Skills
in the Branch database. This will allow future
research to be conducted into Essential Skillsrelated issues.

Through the Essential Skills Strategy, the Branch
has expanded partnerships with other government
departments, First Nations communities, labour
training groups, literacy programs, and colleges.
By employing what is already available and
customizing resources and programs according
to the needs, the Apprenticeship Branch has
supported the development of Essential Skills
expertise and training skills within communities
and among educators.
Most significantly, the Branch has forged new
partnerships with adult education/upgrading
providers. The connection with the adult upgrading
community has been one of the greatest benefits
of the strategy, because this community plays a
vital role in the sustainability of Essential Skills
training courses and programs across the province.
This connection to adult learning centres has, in
turn, resulted in a gradual increase in the capacity
of adult education providers to address tradesrelated Essential Skills training needs. Over time,
the partnership between the Apprenticeship
Branch and adult education providers will result
in increased curriculum options for trades-related
Essential Skills upgrading.

4.0 SUCCESS FACTORS

A “grass-roots approach” was taken in the development of the Essential Skills Strategy and individual
pilots. As Essential Skills issues emerged in the
day-to-day activities of the Branch, solutions were
discussed and piloted. This required considerable
time, but allowed for gradual growth and learning
for all parties involved. The gradual growth
enabled the Branch to build upon early successes,
and foster and grow networks and connections.
In addition, partnerships forged with related
government Branches and with education
providers – such as colleges and ALCs – have
assisted the Apprenticeship Branch to build upon
what was already available, and thereby capitalize
on the existing partnerships and connections.
Retaining consultants with previous experience
in workplace education also contributed to the
successful implementation of the strategy. These
consultants’ familiarity with workplace education
has helped to improve upon and customize
existing programs for apprenticeship.

5.0 CHALLENGES
There have been and continue to be a number
of challenges in developing and implementing
an Essential Skills Strategy for the Branch. The
Branch has made significant investment in the
overall strategy in order to progress to its current
stage of development. However, as Essential Skills
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The availability of a provincial Essential Skills
Framework and the accompanying government
support provided a larger context for the
Apprenticeship Branch to develop and implement
its own Essential Skills Strategy for Apprenticeship.
The provincial climate of support for Essential
Skills paved the way for interdepartmental and
cross-sectoral activities. In addition, Manitoba’s
tradition of workplace education programming
created opportunities for the Branch to employ
existing programs and tailor them to Essential
Skills needs.

Within the Branch, success factors include the
overall approach to Essential Skills, as well as
the foundation of human and material resources
to get the Essential Skills Strategy started. From
the beginning, Essential Skills were accepted
by Branch management as a critical element
in the success of apprentices and trades qualifiers.
Funding and staff were hence allocated to Essential
Skills. Support from other Branch staff was equally
instrumental in contributing to the successful
development and implementation of the strategy.
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activities expand and multiply, future funding and
support must be ensured. The next step is to move
successfully-piloted Essential Skills services into
the existing adult education infrastructure and
create pathways from the Branch to those services.
This will also require funding and support. Linked
to this is the need to find ways to make the programs and services sustainable in the long run.

While the Branch provides some of the curriculum
documents necessary for the training, it is up
to instructors to customize the curriculum for a
particular trade or apprentice group. This can be
difficult for the instructor if he/she has very little
exposure to and familiarity with the skilled trades.
Before they are able to deliver a program they
may require professional development.

Managing the many interdependencies of all
projects continues to be a challenge. These
interdependencies will become more complex as
the diversity of apprentices and their needs grow,
and as the referral points for apprentices and trades
qualifiers increases. Related to this challenge is
the issue of containing the “scope” of the strategy.
That is, as the strategy evolves there is a concern
that future demands will push beyond the system’s
ability to respond. Managing long-term expectations and needs will be necessary to avoid this.

The shortage of trades-related Essential Skills
teaching resources also affects instructors. While
a fair amount of trade math resources is available,
Reading and Document Use materials are often
lacking. Although the burden of producing the
necessary materials falls upon instructors, they may
obtain some assistance from the Branch. This lack
of teaching resources is complicated by the lack
of trade-specific experience of some instructors.
In northern Manitoba, this shortage of materials
and experience is magnified.

At the same time, it is a challenge to implement
the strategy when stakeholders lack awareness and
understanding of Essential Skills issues. Essential
Skills staff at the Branch is focused on piloting
existing products and partnerships, and cannot
concurrently develop new ones. For example, the
Branch would experience a challenge to find the
staff and time necessary to forge more comprehensive partnerships with businesses and unions.

The Apprenticeship Branch also faces the challenge
of integrating new processes into existing systems.
A number of Branch processes are being affected
by changes in the Essential Skills area; process and
policy decisions need to be made about the degree
to which Essential Skills are implemented and
the pace at which this happens. For example,
assessment decisions put pressure on policy
development. The Branch database will need
to be revised to capture an apprenticeship candidate’s Essential Skills assessment information
and upgrading progress. Clerical staff must work
with information in new ways. The Branch must
ensure that its current system can expand to
support these new processes.

Finding and retaining good consultants (especially
curriculum developers) when they are in high
demand across the province is an issue that the
Branch continues to face. Similarly, locating
and training innovative instructors to teach and
develop materials for trades-related Essential Skills
upgrading has been a challenge for the strategy’s
implementation. Exposing more Essential Skills
instructors or adult educators to the trades is
another issue that impacts the number of instructors available to deliver Essential Skills training
for apprentices.

Although the documentation of best practices
and the development of Branch policies is one
of the five strategic directions of the Strategy, the
creation of policy and procedural documentation
is not without its challenges. Time constraints
result in a focus on the activities themselves with

less emphasis on documenting best practices.
Policies around assessment, implementation,
and confidentiality (sharing information with
training providers) make the interdependencies of
various project activities very apparent. Existing
regulations and practices need to be reviewed in
light of new Essential Skills practices.
Monitoring upgrading, technical training
programs/courses, and accountability are also
necessary to ensure ongoing success of the strategy.
When time is short, a program evaluation may
not be as thoroughly completed. A weak or
incomplete evaluation may not make strong
business cases for Essential Skills upgrading.
Finally, a learner’s overall attitude towards upgrading and readiness for technical training in the
trades is a challenge. The successful recruitment of
candidates largely depends upon their willingness
to improve their skills. Generally, among the trades
there is not a strong culture of classroom training;
a great deal of stigma is attached to those who
self-identify their learning needs. In addition,
many adults claim that they lack the time to
attend a training program.

6.0 FUTURE DIRECTIONS
The main aim for the Apprenticeship Branch
is to integrate Essential Skills products and
services into existing systems. In the future,
the Branch aims to:

Y Expand points of referral for apprentices
and trades qualifiers requiring Essential
Skills, Prior Learning Assessment and
Recognition (PLAR), and/or English as a
Second/Alternate Language services; and,
Y Create sustainability for trades-related
upgrading.

Recognizing the importance of building upon
existing services and infrastructure, the Branch
would like to work more with provincial colleges,
adult educators, and trades instructors and raise
awareness of the need for Essential Skills training
with other trades. This, in turn, will help to
build a capacity necessary to fully integrate and
sustain trades-related Essential Skills upgrading
for Manitoba apprentices and trades qualifiers.

7.0 PROGRAM/PROJECT CONTACT
Margerit Roger, M.Ed.
Essential Skills Coordinator
Apprenticeship Branch,
Manitoba Advanced Education and Training
Apprenticeship Branch
1010-401 York Avenue
Winnipeg, Manitoba R3C 0P8
Tel: Toll Free: 1-877-978-7233 or 204-945-3340
Email: mroger@gov.mb.ca
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Y Pilot a trades-related Essential Skills
upgrading course in local Adult Learning
Centres (ALCs);

The Branch is considering assessing the Essential
Skills of mature students immediately upon
receiving their application for the apprenticeship
program instead of waiting until concerns present
themselves closer to technical training. This will
provide the candidates with opportunities to seek
out Essential Skills training prior to commencing
technical training, and will thereby increase their
readiness and chance for success.
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APPENDIX F
CASE STUDY: OPASKWAYAK CREE
NATION (OCN) – ESSENTIAL SKILLS
UPGRADING PROJECT
1.0

INTRODUCTION

The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training

The Opaskwayak Cree Nation (OCN) is a First
Nation community adjacent to the town of The
Pas, Manitoba and has a population of 4,779 of
which 2,957 live on-reserve. The OCN has a long
history of economic development success with over
$40 million in capital assets that include a shopping mall, casino and hotel. The Band initially
assumed that human resource development issues
would be handled by local education and training
institutions. However, when it became clear that
the community’s skills development needs were
not being addressed to the extent the community
had expected, the OCN took responsibility for
developing the skills they required. The Building
Construction Apprenticeship Program was
created in response to this need, and in response
to challenges the institutional educational system
posed for Aboriginal trainees.
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As part of the OCN’s Building Construction
Apprenticeship Program, an Essential Skills
Upgrading Program for carpenters was developed
to help prepare participants for apprenticeship
technical training that was being offered in the
community. A community-based delivery model
was planned because, in some cases, community
members felt that they would be unable to
adequately manage the college environment or
the academic requirements of a more traditional
classroom-based course. The requirement to
attend institutional training as a component of
an apprenticeship was found to be a barrier to
success with upgrading and technical training.
Approximately 48% of without community-based
life skills training experienced success in technical
training, compared to 82% of community members
who completed the post-secondary courses as well
as life skills training in their home community.

The OCN also found that many external training
providers were not able to be flexible enough
with their programs to address the specific needs
of their trainees in terms of academic upgrading.
For example, Adult Basic Education programs
start at a grade 9 level. This grade level for the
majority of OCN trainees was too high, given
that Canadian Adult Achievement Test (CAAT)
tests on 34 OCN community members aged 18-30
revealed that 60% achieved academic levels below
the high school level. Externally-delivered academic upgrading programs were generic and
did not tailor the content to the trade for which
trainees were seeking skills upgrading. Trainees that
had taken these more generic courses described the
content as abstract and not related to their training
environment, which impeded learning.
The Essential Skills Upgrading Program for carpenters was delivered by the OCN Employment &
Training unit which was established in 1994 with
an annual budget of $120,000. This budget has
since grown to just under $2 million in large part
due to the many successful funding partnerships
both within the First Nations communities and
with outside funding sources. The idea of developing a local Essential Skills upgrading program came
to the OCN Employment & Training staff after
some discussion with local Manitoba Employment
& Training Centre staff. The Essential Skills
Coordinator from the Apprenticeship Branch was
later invited to consider a partnership project with
the OCN around curriculum development for the
Essential Skills upgrading program.
The OCN and its partners developed an Essential
Skills upgrading program which was cost-shared
between OCN Employment & Training and
Manitoba Advanced Education & Training. As
shown in figure 1, the key element of the program
is the combination of Essential Skills training,
along with work experience and life skills training
to develop a holistic set of skills and knowledge
that greatly increases the trainees’ chances of
successfully completing their Level 1 carpenter

technical training, and ultimately achieving
their certification with a Red Seal endorsement.
Through this process, the program serves a number
of purposes. The main purpose is to provide trainees
with a solid base upon which they can become selfsufficient and productive. The secondary purpose
is to ensure that trainees obtain the trades skills
required to build high-quality housing, which is
greatly needed in the community.
The Essential Skills upgrading program began
February 21 and concluded June 23, 2006. Fifteen
trainees started the process, which includes the
work experience and life skills components. Of
these original fifteen, 13 remained in the program,
one was deemed ready to enter technical training
without additional upgrade training, and one
relocated to Winnipeg, Manitoba.

2.0 DESCRIPTION OF PROGRAM/PROJECT
Type

Following the work experience, trainees enter
seven weeks of life skills training which helps to
build greater self -awareness. This is achieved by

L-1 Tech
Training

giving each of the trainees a better understanding
of themselves, how their behaviour affects others,
how to communicate effectively, and how to take
responsibility for personal choices. The life skills
training also builds a foundation of self-confidence
that helps the trainees feel ready to move on to
academic skills upgrading.
In addition to the work experience and life skills
training, the Essential Skills upgrading program
involves 18 weeks of training in the classroom,
and hands-on instruction in the woodworking
shop and on community building projects. This
split between theory and hands-on learning was
designed to keep students stimulated and engaged
throughout the 4.5 month training process.
The OCN program focused primarily on the
four Essential Skills of Reading Text, Writing,
Document Use and Numeracy. However, the
Essential Skills of Continuous Learning, Thinking
Skills and Working with Others were addressed
within the other Essential Skills and/or in other
areas of the Building Construction Apprenticeship
Training program. Computer use is the only
Essential Skill that is not addressed by the program
because these skills are not required until the final
levels of the carpenter apprenticeship program.
Target Audience
Band members who did not have the education
or skills to take advantage of job opportunities
in the community were the primary audience for
the OCN Essential Skills Program. Consequently,
the program’s selection process gave priority
to individuals who had low academic skills, a
positive attitude, and an interest in becoming
a certified carpenter.
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The OCN Building Construction Apprenticeship
program begins with an assessment of the trainees’
academic level, aptitude, and life skills. From this
assessment, a training plan is developed. Trainees
spend the next 6.5 months completing work experience with a qualified carpenter by building a
house in the community. The work experience
provides the trainees with exposure to the skills
required in the carpenter trade, builds a sense of
team within the crew, and qualifies participants
for Employment Insurance support through the
subsequent stages of their training.

Essential
Skills

J

Life
Skills

J

Work
Experience

J

Assessment

J

Figure 1: The OCN Building Construction Apprenticeship Process
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Resources Required
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The program budget required to develop the
curriculum, resource materials, shop materials,
and deliver the 18 week Essential Skills Program
was $124,000. Of the total budget, it is estimated
that the program development costs were approximately $15,000 and delivery costs were $109,000.
$51,000 in funding was cost-shared between
OCN Employment & Training (the OCN also
contributed an additional $20,000 in training
allowances for the seven week life skills program),
and Manitoba Advanced Education and Training,
who contributed $93,000.
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The program’s curriculum was developed locally
using content drawn from Writing, Reading,
Document Use, and Numeracy content commonly
used by carpenters. Local instructors (2 carpenters
and 1 teacher) developed the curriculum through
a DACUM (Developing A Curriculum) process
facilitated by the Essential Skills Coordinator
from the Manitoba Apprenticeship Branch. Since
trade-specific Essential Skills resources were scarce
or non-existent, local instructors developed resource
materials for the program over a seven week period
immediately preceding the delivery of the course.
Examples of locally-developed resource materials
included math exercises based on building geometry, and reading and writing exercises that used
relevant materials that included carpentry terms
such as the building code, and materials catalogues.

it’s helped me a lot”.19 “I wish we had an Essential
Skills program when I did my apprenticeship. Our
upgrade training was at the Adult Learning Centre.
The instructors were hard on the students and just
marched us through the curriculum”.20 “It (the
program) taught me how to work in a group and
be part of a crew where we help each other”.21
Another benefit of the OCN’s Essential Skills
project is the community’s ability to share the
experience with other communities in Manitoba.
OCN Employment & Training staff travels
to other communities who are developing apprenticeship training programs to share their past
challenges and the solutions their current training
process offers. This has provided the opportunity
for one community to promote and communicate
the benefits and importance of Essential Skills
training to another.
The process of developing and delivering the program using local people has been beneficial to the
community. Trainees gained practical construction
skills, and community members gained skills in
program development and instruction. Local
instructors gained experience with Essential Skills
program development and alternative delivery
models. Consequently, the community can apply
these skills to train other community members
to participate in future programs.

4.0 SUCCESS FACTORS
3.0 BENEFITS OF ESSENTIAL SKILLS
PROGRAM/PROJECT
Initial feedback from the students and teachers indicate that the program is successful. “There’s lots of
math in carpentry. This has really helped; I would
have had a hard time without it. Everything is really
positive”. “This program has been real good to me;

19

Testimonials (2006).

20

Interview with Annette Head (2006). OCN Carpentry Instructor.

21

Interview with Fred Young (2006). OCN Carpentry Trainee.

A number of factors contribute to the initial success
of the program. The integration of Essential Skills
into the program is a key success feature of the program. Trainees’ practical work experience introduces
them to the trade, helps them to develop team work
skills, and qualifies them for Employment Insurance
support for the remainder of their training. Life

skills training builds trainees’ interpersonal skills
and self-confidence, while the Essential Skills
training fills in the academic gaps required for the
trainees to enter into Level 1 technical training.
A trainee-centered approach to training delivery
also contributes to the success of the program.
The OCN training is built around the needs of
the trainees and is designed to be flexible during
training delivery to suit the needs of the trainees.
Instructors are committed to doing whatever is
required for the group of trainees to obtain the
knowledge they need. Based on the trainees’
feedback of the daily learning experience, instructors continually adjust the content and weighting
of activities. The instructors act more as mentors
and view the trainees more as apprentices than
students. OCN instructors noted that a traineecentred approach to training removes the pressurefilled “pass or fail” environment and fosters an
environment where trainees are encouraged to
learn. Similarly, students do not compete to
be head of the class or finish early, but rather,
support each other as a team in which all
members aim to succeed together.
The OCN Employment and Training staff feels
that the process of developing and adjusting the
curriculum is important since each class will have
trainees with different needs that have to be understood and accommodated. In addition, the process
also develops the community’s capacity to train
other members of the community and develop
training programs for other occupations.

22

The human resources required to undertake
the project were also central to the success of
the program. The management staff of OCN
Employment & Training was very experienced
in integrating training programs and levering
community infrastructure projects (such as
housing construction) to create a complete
training program. Manitoba Advanced Education
and Training was also able to act as a funding
partner and facilitated the development of the
project. Local instructors had the commitment
and skills to take on the task of developing the
program from scratch, and adjust it as it was
delivered. A retired instructor from the local
college supported and mentored the program
instructors. Some of the other program elements
that contributed to the success of the initiative
included the partners’ ability to:
Y Harness the community infrastructure for
work experience;
Y Employ a holistic and humanistic approach
to training;
Y Create an environment of collaboration
and mentorship versus one of individual
competition and individual success/failure;
Y Publicly celebrate successes;
Y Remain persistent, creative and dedicated
during the development and delivery of
the project;
Y Maintain a strong partnership;
Y Share information with whomever
is interested; and
Y Commit to the project and to a
shared vision.

Interview with Carolyn Constant (2006). OCN Employment and Training Coordinator.
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The development of local capacity is another
success factor of the program. The only way for
the OCN to deliver the highly flexible, traineecentered apprenticeship program was to take
control of the process and develop their own system. The OCN had to develop local people who
were familiar with the community and committed
to the program because there were no instructors
with both trades and Essential Skills experience.

“So often, teachers are just told what to do.
The DACUM process allows them to show
what they know needs to be done”.22
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5.0 CHALLENGES
The OCN Essential Skills Upgrading program faced
a number of challenges during its development and
implementation. One challenge relates to concerns
expressed by a public training institution about the
OCN’s role in Essential Skills training delivery.
The OCN was able to address some of the concerns
by clarifying that the training it intended to offer
focuses on Essential Skills training that trainees
require prior to undertaking apprenticeship technical training, which is often delivered at public or
private training institutions. In this manner, the
OCN supports its trainees so that they are able to
attend and be successful in post-secondary training.

The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training

A lack of trade-specific course material particularly
for non math-related areas such as Writing, Reading
and Document Use was another challenge the program faced. The instructors developed their own
course materials by drawing upon past experience
and assembling carpentry-related materials such as
code books, blueprints, material catalogues, memos,
and purchase orders. These materials were then used
to develop exercises of increasing complexity, which
formed the basis of the training.
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A lack of experienced instructors who were familiar
with both carpentry skills and Essential Skills presented a delivery challenge. The OCN overcame
this problem by involving local instructors directly
in the creation of curriculum, and by consulting
with a retired college instructor who served as a
mentor to the instructors during the development
of the course content.
Low and varied education levels among the
trainees, due in part to a lasting effect of the
residential school education system, meant that
the Essential Skills program had to cover a broad
and varied range of content. This challenge was
addressed in a number of ways. First, Manitoba
Advanced Education & Training had a carpentryspecific Essential Skills assessment tool that helped

to identify the gaps in relevant Essential Skills.
At the beginning of the Essential Skills course,
trainees were asked to identify the five areas of
the training program that caused them the most
concern. This helped the instructors adapt the
course curriculum to the needs of the trainees.
This sensitivity to the learning needs of the
trainees was carried throughout the program.
Another key challenge for the OCN apprenticeship program was the lack of work experience
opportunities available within the community at
large, that is, on and off the reserve. The OCN
addressed this problem by tying the program
work experience of the carpenter trainees to
infrastructure projects on the reserve, such as
Band housing and renovations to the youth centre.
The OCN also anticipates a number of future
challenges that don’t pertain to the Essential
Skills Program, but relate to the completion of
apprenticeships. These include:
Y A limited number of annual carpenter
technical training openings (12) in
Northern Manitoba;
Y Technical training for carpenters is
currently not offered in the community,
forcing trainees to relocate to Thompson,
Manitoba for eight weeks;
Y A “designated trainer” status permits a
person with extensive experience in a trade
but no journeyperson certification to train
apprentices and sign-off on their eligible
work hours. During the development of
the program this arrangement permitted
the OCN to designate a trainer, and permitted apprentices to obtain their required
work experience hours in the community.
However, the “designated trainer” status
is being reconsidered; it may no longer
be an option for the OCN. The pending
withdrawal of a “designated trainer” and

their ability to sign-off apprentice hours
will create difficulties for the OCN in
a number of trades where there are no
certified journeypersons.

6.0 FUTURE DIRECTIONS
The OCN’s first Essential Skills Training program
concluded June 23, 2006. The next step for the
trainees will be to enroll in Level 1 carpenter
apprenticeship technical training. A documentation
of the entire program was completed June 2006.
In the future, subsequent team of trainees will
begin the skills development process starting with a
6.5 month work experience. OCN Employment &
Training staff hopes to rely on the local training
instructors who developed the carpenter program
to develop similar programs for other much-needed
trades, such as the plumbing and electrical trades.

7.0 PROGRAM/PROJECT CONTACT
Manitoba Competitiveness, Training and Trade
Eileen Johnson, Employment Training Services
Box 2550
The Pas, Manitoba
R9A 1K3
204-627-8195
eijohnson@gov.mb.ca

Dorothy Peterson, Employment Training Services
Box 2550
The Pas, Manitoba
R9A 1K3
204-627-8130
dorpeterso@gov.mb.ca
Margerit Roger, Essential Skills Coordinator
1010-401 York Avenue
Winnipeg, Manitoba
R3C 0P8
1-877-978-7233
mroger@gov.mb.ca
Opaskwayak Cree Nation
Employment & Training
Carolynn Constant, Employment &
Training Coordinator
Box 1000
The Pas, Manitoba
R9A 1L1
1-888-763-1566 ext. 181
204-627-7184
carolynn.constant@opaskwayak.ca
Loretta McGinnis, OCN Trades Training
Coordinator
Box 1000
The Pas, Manitoba
R9A 1L1
1-888-763-1566 ext. 181
204-627-7197
loretta.mcginnis@opaskwayak.ca
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APPENDIX G
CASE STUDY: KEYANO COLLEGE –
ESSENTIAL SKILLS PROGRAMS
1.0 INTRODUCTION
The Keyano Community College in Fort
McMurray, Alberta partnered with Syncrude
Canada Ltd. to establish several Essential Skills
programs: Effective Reading in Context (ERIC –
which was later renamed Safety and Workplace
Reading), Syncrude Applied Math (SAM), and
Workplace Writing Fundamentals.

The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training

Syncrude is the world’s largest producer of crude
oil from oil sands and employs 5,000 people.
The company uses state-of-the-art technology
and therefore, requires a highly skilled workforce
that is capable of lifelong learning.
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In 1987, while testing a group of employees for
leadership abilities, Syncrude identified the need
for a workplace reading program which focused
on Reading and Document Use. Working with
Keyano College, the partners created the ERIC
(Effective Reading in Context) program. Ten years
later, and in response to the demand from participants in the reading program, Syncrude partnered
with Keyano College once again to develop
Syncrude Applied Math (SAM).
While Syncrude owns the copyright for the ERIC
and SAM programs, Keyano College also markets
and adapts the two programs to individual clients
and has integrated the ERIC program into its
pre-apprenticeship program for all students
called: Preparation for Academic and Career
Upgrading (PACE) program. ERIC has also
been adapted to form part of an Aboriginal
pre-trades training program.

2.0 DESCRIPTION OF PROGRAMS
Type
ERIC
Effective Reading in Context (ERIC) was the
first workplace reading program developed in
Canada. It is a unique, customized program
that was initially created for Syncrude and its
employees. The program was piloted over a 6
month period following a comprehensive research
process that included interviews with Syncrude
employees, and a review and analysis of the
documents that employees commonly employed
in their work. An Advisory Committee consisting
of employees was established to evaluate and
suggest reading materials for the program, and to
review the proposed curriculum. In the first year,
ERIC was delivered to “potential team leaders”.
After a two-hour assessment by a Keyano College
instructor, participants completed the 12 to
28-hour program. Employees with more reading
challenges were offered a longer program to
provide more opportunity for practice. The
program has since evolved and the assessment
has been eliminated. A three day 21-hour
workshop is now offered to everyone.
The ERIC program was eventually offered to
the entire Syncrude workforce, since it was well
received in its first year. Apprentices were also
permitted to take the training, although the
program did not specifically focus on them.
Participants registered for the program directly
with the College rather than registering through a
company training representative. This eliminated
any stigma associated with enrolling in a “reading”
program. Participation is voluntary and confidential. The program is treated as any other on-site
training program. As a result, participants are
released from their work to attend the program.

Today, ERIC has been renamed Safety and
Workplace Reading program. In response to
the changing needs of the workplace, the
program now has a strong focus on safety.
The customized program:
• Provides participants with strategies to manage
their training and workplace reading;
• Uses relevant reading materials for maximum
adult learning; and
• Links workplace reading to workplace safety
by identifying common influences.
The program’s core components include:

interviewing employees about the math skills they
required for their work, and a review and analysis
of the documents that employees commonly
employ during the course of their work. The program was piloted with 10 people over a 40 hour
period. Based on the results of the pilot, the
proposed curriculum had to be revised to include
science components.
Today, SAM focuses on providing foundation
skills for business literacy, trades-specific math,
and everyday use. The program offers workplacespecific math applications grouped under the
following themes:

Y Preview (a quick visual survey which
enables a reader to become familiar with
documents before applying additional
reading strategies. It helps clarify
reading purpose);

• Numbers and Number Sense covers fractions, decimals, percentages, ratios rate, and proportions.
SAM provides the opportunity for students to
review or “re-learn” these concepts, which are
sometimes not grasped in earlier grade levels;

Y Navigate for Patterns;

• Measurement and Geometry covers imperial
and metric measurement, conversions
between the two, and geometry. Workplace
examples include:

Y Skim;
Y Scan (methodical document search
for details, facts, numbers, dates or
lists of data);
Y Map (visual re-organization which
enables the learner to collect, group,
and access data from safety and
workplace documents); and
Y Study to Upgrade.
SAM

– Division of a pipe into two pieces of
specified length – how much is left over
after the cutting?; and
– Length of conduit needed, given the angles
of the path it will travel.
• Data: Data Analysis, Statistics and Graphing
covers basic graphing and statistics;
• Algebra: Patterns and Functions covers algebra,
solving equations, transpositions of formulas
and signed fractions and decimals. Workplace
examples include:
– Reading graphs to assess the number of
barrels of oil produced in a certain year; and
– Projecting future workforce needs.
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The creation of the Syncrude Applied Math
(SAM) program (originally named Working in
Numeracy -WIN) followed a similar process to
the one used to develop the ERIC program. An
Advisory Committee of employees and supervisors
was established to develop the company’s workplace math applications and evaluate the proposed
curriculum. The research process also involved

– Metric to imperial conversions;
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Workplace Writing Fundamentals
Syncrude partnered with Keyano College to develop
a Workplace Writing Fundamentals program in
response to the number of internationally-trained
engineers who started to work at Syncrude in 2003,
and who speak English as a second language. The
program is a 2-hour writing consultation course
that is used mostly by engineers to assist them in
reading (writing) technical reports. The program
is open to all Syncrude employees.
Other Program Areas
Keyano College integrates Safety, Workplace
Reading, and SAM into a variety of programs
and workplace training. Organizations that have
been involved with the programs include:
• Syncrude Canada Ltd.;
• Alberta Power (now ATCO Electric);
• Communications, Energy and Paperworkers
Union Local 707;
• Shapotowak (Keyano program);

The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training

• Aboriginal Skills Employment Partnership
(ASEP) (Keyano program);
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• Northern Lights Health Region;
• English for Skilled Immigrants (ESI)
(Keyano program);
• TOWES Prep Workshops (Keyano Program);
• Public non-credit courses (Keyano) ;
• Alberta Aboriginal Apprenticeship project
(2006); and
• Northern Alberta Institute of Technology
(NAIT) Trades in Motion program in
Conklin (2006).
The length of the programs is adapted to the needs
of the participants. For example, Keyano College
offers three-day reading and math workshops at
Syncrude, while in the Mine Operations program,
instructors cover reading in two or three days, and
math in three or four days.

Keyano College also integrates Essential Skills
programs such as Safety and Workplace Reading
into several Aboriginal pre-trades and upgrading
training programs:
• PACE (Preparation for Academic and Career
Upgrading) (Janvier & Conklin Campuses);
• Aboriginal Skills Employment
Partnership(ASEP) PACE and ASEP CCC
(Clearwater Campus);
• Shapotowak (Cree for clearing or opening)
Program (Clearwater Campus) partnered
with 2000 Plus Ltd. and Mikisew Cree First
Nation; and
• Apprenticeship Preparation for Aboriginal
People (APAP) (an Alberta Workplace
Essential Skills (AWES) program in the
development stages).
Generally, elements of the Essential Skills
programs are introduced for 1 to 2 hours per
day, over a period of weeks. An Essential Skills
instructor delivers the courses and is available
to work with students on an individual basis.
Target Groups
Keyano College adapts the programs to meet
the needs of the target audience identified by the
partner group. In its work with Syncrude, Keyano
College offers its Essential Skills courses to all
employees, including apprentices. Communication
about the ERIC and SAM programs occurs mainly
on the Syncrude intranet. All courses are posted on
the intranet. This allows employees to register for
ERIC or SAM in the same way they would sign
up for computer, leadership, or other courses.
The Essential Skills programs at Keyano College
are part of the pre-apprenticeship programs at
Keyano College. The College’s normal marketing
and recruitment activities for all programs also
help to recruit participants for these programs.
Most participants in the SAM program at Keyano
College are enrolled in an apprenticeship program.

Since they have been out of school for a period
of time they need to improve their math skills to
be successful in apprenticeship training. Keyano
College has also developed a math upgrade for
third class power engineers who are applying for
their second class ticket.
Resources Required
Keyano College employs two instructors to
deliver the Essential Skills programs. The skills
and attributes these people require include:
• An excellent understanding of the program;
• An ability to adapt the core curriculum to
different industries;
• An ability to use any material participants may
draw from the workplace. There is no set book
and the instructor must be able to meet the
needs of participants;
• An ability to apply reading or math skills to
the workplace setting;
• Familiarity with other workplace Essential
Skills programs;
• Strong interpersonal skills to work with a
variety of people from a variety of jobs,
cultural groups and backgrounds; and
• A healthy respect for and interest in the trades
and a willingness to learn about them in detail.

As a result of Keyano College’s partnership with
Syncrude in 1989, the College has partnered
with a number of other organizations to offer
the ERIC and SAM programs. Some of these
partners include:
• Construction Owners Association of Alberta;
• Alberta Power (ATCO);
• Communications Energy and Paperworkers
Union Local 707 (Suncor);
• Westwood Community High School;
• Apprenticeship Preparation for Aboriginal
People (2005);
• Northern Lights Health Region (2004); and
• Lethbridge Community College (2004).
Keyano College also sells the math curriculum to
other colleges to use in a variety of applications.
For example, Lethbridge Community College
purchased the SAM curriculum to use in a
pre-apprenticeship program for Mexican
Mennonites who moved into the community.
Keyano College views its activities as having an
important impact at the individual and industry
levels. Although there has not been a formal
evaluation of ERIC and SAM, anecdotal evidence
indicates that the industry benefits from these
programs. Employee confidence is increased; there
are fewer safety concerns; and the workforce is
more productive. Some of the testimonials voiced
by participants of the programs acknowledge that
as a result of completing the SAM program they
were able to pass apprenticeship exams that they
had previously failed.
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In 2004, the ERIC program was adapted for use
in a hospital setting by the College. The cost for
adaptation and delivery was $25,000.00. This
included 10 three-hour classes offered over a
period of three to four weeks at the College.
Adaptations of SAM take longer and are more
costly, because of the time needed to create the
work-specific math problems.

3.0 BENEFITS OF ESSENTIAL
SKILLS PROGRAMS
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These testimonials exemplify the usefulness of the
ERIC and SAM programs to their participants.
“This is an excellent program (ERIC). I wish I had
taken it 3 years ago, before I started the OH&S
certificate. I will use the strategies at work as
well as in my studies.”23 “I learned new ways to
approach reading. I will focus on being in the
moment. I will read procedures differently.”24
“I will use these reading strategies on the job; it
will help ensure the job is done right and safely.”25
“Just about every trade that I want to get into
requires all kinds of math. This was an excellent
course (SAM) to refresh my math skills.”26 Such
testimonials and anecdotal evidence are important
to industry partners who are interested in seeing
a return on their investment of time and money
in training.

The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training
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Minimal barriers were encountered in developing
and piloting ERIC and SAM. One of the reasons
for this was the strong buy-in from senior leadership. “Essential Skills training ensures that Syncrude
employees have the skills and confidence required
for today’s workplace to prepare them to meet the
challenges of the future.”27 Support from senior
leaders is essential for the successful implementation
of the programs in a workplace setting. The manner
in which Essential Skills can be tied into workplace
safety and other elements of the workplace is one
way to demonstrate the importance and significance
of Essential Skills to senior leaders. Companies
need to consider reading as an element of regular
workplace training, and as a key component of
safety programs.

One of the key reasons for the programs’ popularity
with other partners is that program materials
are relevant to the workforce. This is an essential
ingredient; adequate funding is necessary to develop
a workplace-focused curriculum. Ensuring that
the course content is relevant to the workplace also
requires continuous contact and communication by
all parties. Regular contact occurs between Keyano
College and senior Syncrude managers, enabling the
College to adjust the programs to meet changing
workplace needs.
The continued support from industry is a
strong vote of confidence in the programs’
efficacy and value. Keyano College believes
that ERIC and SAM can be replicated in other
provinces and for other industry sectors. The
key to development is to ensure strong industry
support, workplace-focused curriculum design,
and excellent instructors.

5.0 CHALLENGES
A number of challenges were identified in the
delivery of ERIC and SAM. These included:
overcoming resistance from participants, finding
instructors, proper advertising, and meeting
varying demand.
Overcoming Participant Resistance
Participants often feel uncomfortable acknowledging that they have problems with their reading
skills. They more readily admit to problems with
math. To address this issue, the instructor must
be sure to help participants overcome reading
or math fears they might have and help enhance
their confidence by presenting material in a
non-threatening way.
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Testimonial from an OH&S participant.

24

Testimonial from a Shapotowak participant.
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Testimonial from a Syncrude participant.
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Testimonial from a Shapotowak participant.
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Interview with Eric P. Newell, Former Chairman and CEO of Syncrude Canada Ltd.

Finding Instructors

6.0 FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Finding instructors for the ERIC program has
always been challenging. The course material
is complex and the instructor must be prepared
to know and manage a wide variety of workplacerelated documents. With SAM, finding instructors
is easier, though the instructor must be highly
skilled at solving workplace-related math problems.

Keyano College would consider it ideal if
participation in Essential Skills programs were
integrated into the Syncrude block program.
Syncrude employees have the opportunity
to progress through five levels or “blocks”.
Each block is comprised of a series of courses.
Completion of each block results in a raise
for the employee.

Advertising Correctly
In 2000, the ERIC and SAM programs were
advertised as “Ad hoc Adult Literacy” programming rather than “Essential Skills”. Keyano
College discovered that people did not want
to be associated with a literacy program because
it implied that they may be illiterate. As a result,
the College modified its advertising.
Varying Demand
From 2000-2003 Keyano College could not
keep up with the demand for on-site workshops
at Syncrude. However, demand started to slow
down, and in 2005 the College did not deliver a
single workshop to Syncrude employees because
of the company’s need to keep workers on the job
during a period of major expansion. This trend
is expected to change between 2006 and 2010
when approximately 40% of Syncrude’s workforce
will retire. New employees will be recruited,
and Essential Skills training will once again be
in demand.

Keyano College will continue to adapt ERIC
and SAM for use in other industries, as it has
in the health care sector. As well, the College
may further develop the SAM program so that
it focuses on math for a specific trade.

7.0 PROGRAM CONTACT
Hildy Hanson, Coordinator, Workforce Training
Keyano College
811 Franklin Avenue, Fort McMurray,
AB T9H 2H7
Telephone: 780-791-4858
hildy.hanson@keyano.ca
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APPENDIX H
CASE STUDY: BRITISH COLUMBIA
CONSTRUCTION INDUSTRY
SKILLS IMPROVEMENT COUNCIL
(SKILLPLAN) – ESSENTIAL
SKILLS PROGRAMS
1.0 INTRODUCTION

The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training

The British Columbia (BC) Construction Industry
Skills Improvement Council, known as SkillPlan,
was launched in 1991 as a joint labour and management initiative of the BC construction industry.
Leaders in the industry sensed that Essential Skills
issues were important for maintaining a supply of
certified trades workers. As a not-for-profit society,
a key element of SkillPlan’s mission is to develop
strategies to help improve the Essential Skills of
tradespeople working in the unionized construction industry in BC and the Yukon Territory.
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The Council is the industry’s response to an
evolving workplace that requires greater reading,
writing, math, problem solving and oral communication skills. SkillPlan’s premise is that a solid
foundation of these Essential Skills is the Velcro
to which all other skills stick, and that these skills
are part of an adult’s life not only at work, but in
their unions, and in the wider community. The
organization maintains that lifelong learning for
everyone is essential to the economic success of the
organized sector. Changing government policy and
on-the-job requirements, such as health and safety,
demand that workers obtain certification, often by
written examination. Workplace instructions and
manuals have become more necessary and more
difficult to read, reflecting the complexity of
new machinery and processes.
SkillPlan provides two major services to the
apprenticeship community. First, direct assistance
to its members is provided through a wellestablished individual skills upgrading program.
Working in partnership with a network of training

plan administrators and instructors, SkillPlan
supports apprentices in fulfilling their Essential
Skills upgrading needs. As part of this program,
SkillPlan offers instructors professional support
for course development, test development and
clear language. A second service SkillPlan offers
to the broader apprenticeship community is a
series of trade-specific publications, developed
from its experience working with apprentices.
These documents provide supplementary materials
to assist workers while they are in training and
on the job, and have been distributed throughout
Canada and internationally.

2.0 DESCRIPTION OF PROGRAMS
Type
In 1991, SkillPlan undertook a formal needs
assessment to determine the impact of Essential
Skills barriers in the industry. Funding was secured
from the National Literacy Secretariat, unions,
and employers. Over a six month period, interviews
and focus groups with carpenters, plumbers,
pipe fitters, operating engineers, managers, union
training plan coordinators, industry health and
safety councils, and educational institutions were
conducted. The needs assessment produced recommendations, including the need for courses in
basic skills, Document Use, and Reading skills for
tests/exams. The report also called for a literacy
task analysis of selected jobs, research into a variety
of skills issues and initiatives related to English
as a Second Language, and Plain Language
in documents.
With the needs assessment report as a guide,
SkillPlan began the development and provision
of services. Staff carried out job task analysis
to learn more about how Essential Skills are used
on the job and in training. The results helped
SkillPlan’s educators to focus on trades applications
of Reading, Document Use, Numeracy and Writing.

Today, fifteen years after its inception, SkillPlan
offers well-established services to the apprenticeship community. It sees itself as a unique
organization that can rapidly adapt to industry
needs. Two key services provided by SkillPlan
include assistance to training institutions and
individuals, and the production of publications.
Assistance to Training Institutions and Individuals
SkillPlan works with a network of training
plan administrators and instructors to support
apprentices in fulfilling their Essential Skills
upgrading needs. Many of the referrals and
services are a result of a close relationship with
training plan coordinators and union training
schools for Painters, Operating Engineers and
Sheet Metal Workers for example. Collaborations
also occur with both private training institutions,
(Pacific Vocational College, for example) and
public institutions (BCIT and Kwantlen College,
for example) that deliver training to both unionized and non-unionized apprentices.
Accessing SkillPlan services is straightforward.
SkillPlan has two or more workplace educators
who visit institutions on a regular basis during
periods when apprentices are in school for
technical training. The educator will work with
the trades’ instructors and will also offer a group
tutoring session after the class. He or she will
assist individual students to organize study groups
and workshops, and will help with classroom
delivery when requested.

28

SkillPlan also develops short courses that can be
delivered routinely as apprentices pass through
each level of technical training. These courses
cover a wide range of topics, including study
skills, test taking, and coaching. Trainers involved
in theses workshops with apprentices often go on
to deliver these sessions on their own. SkillPlan
is often asked to consult on projects involving
curriculum development with an Essential Skills
and plain language focus.
Publications
From the beginning, SkillPlan workplace educators
developed trade-specific worksheets and handouts
to assist in the tutoring of apprentices. This learning in context is crucial to success; a workplace
educator noted: “If someone tells me they just did
their GED (General Education Diploma) in math,
then I know they understand the basics. But they
also have to learn to apply mathematics in a trade
context, which is different.”28
As it worked more closely with institutions and
industry on various projects, SkillPlan began to
produce low cost publications that met specific
industry needs. For example, in 1994-95, it
developed the Apprenticeship Handbook, (later
renamed Tools for the Trade: A Guide to Success
in Apprenticeship). This document grew out of
employer, training organizations, and apprentice
concerns. For example, during focus groups
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Apprentices are able and encouraged to access
the tutoring services on their own initiative
because the program is funded primarily through
a collective bargaining agreement. Depending
upon the educator’s availability, sessions can be
held at any time of the day or evening, and in a
location that suits tutor and apprentice. Since

2002, when formal statistics were kept, SkillPlan
educators have tutored an average of 151 apprentices each year. Most require three to four hours
of help on average, though some use only an hour,
and others may need months of support because
of fundamental gaps in their Essential Skills.
SkillPlan offers tutoring on a year-round basis,
with the slowest months being July and August
due to high employment on construction sites.

Interview (2006).
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apprentices said they wanted answers to such questions as where they should sit in the lunchroom
and how they were to conduct themselves on the
job site. Training institutions wanted to reinforce
acceptable attitudes and behaviors. Employers
wanted apprentices to understand such basics as
appropriate clothing for the workplace. With
funding from the federal government and industry,
SkillPlan was able to produce documents like
the Handbook and through the years developed
a suite of trade-specific publications related to
Essential Skills.
Today, SkillPlan offers a series of resources for
the trades. These publications enable apprentices
to prepare for technical training by working on
Essential Numeracy Skills and science skills, using
trades applications and illustrated explanations
mirroring on-the-job tasks. For example, a worksheet teaches apprentices how to convert fractions
to decimals so that they can use a calculator, and
then shows them how to convert back to imperial
measurements so that they can use an imperial
measuring tape.
The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training

The publications SkillPlan offers include:
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• Measurement and Calculation for the Trades
• Numeracy Rules Kit (worksheets, rulers
and a Pocket Guide)
• Science for the Trades (physics and chemistry)
• Tools for Trade: A Guide to Success in
Apprenticeship (A guide for individuals
considering or completing an apprenticeship
in the building trades).
Since 2002, the Pocket Guide has been SkillPlan’s
most popular document, with sales of almost
3000 copies. 29% of the Guide was sold outside
of BC and across Canada. In fact, Ontario organizations are the largest purchasers of SkillPlan
documents, followed by BC and Nova Scotia.

Target Audience
SkillPlan provides direct assistance to members
of the unionized construction industry in British
Columbia and the Yukon. It carries out most
activities in the Lower Mainland region of British
Columbia, but makes arrangements, through an
informal provincial network of tutors, to work
with apprentices outside this area.
The trades with which SkillPlan works include:
boilermakers, bricklayers, cement masons,
insulators (heat/frost), ironworkers, operating
engineers, painters/glaziers/drywall tapers,
plumbers, refrigeration workers, sheet metal
workers, floor layers, and carpenters. While
SkillPlan keeps no formal demographic statistics,
generally 95% of its individual tutoring is with
men, ranging in age from early 20s to early 40s.
Recruitment is carried out in several ways. The
Executive Director of SkillPlan meets monthly
with union training coordinators, who in turn
meet regularly with instructors. The instructors
may refer apprentices to SkillPlan. SkillPlan’s
workforce educators have also built individual
relationships with instructors. Apprentices also
may get in touch with SkillPlan directly.
Workforce educator retention has not been an
issue: most apprentices want the help so that they
can pass weekly class tests in each level of technical
training, and ultimately their inter-provincial or
Red Seal exams.
Resources Required
As a not-for-profit society, SkillPlan is partly
funded through a collective bargaining agreement
in which B.C. unions pay one cent (and in some
cases, two cents) an hour for every hour their
members work. Since the program was developed
as a collective bargaining agreement, apprentices
can access it through their union, at their own
discretion, or with assistance from their union

representative. SkillPlan generates additional
revenues through a fee-for-service for special
projects. Government-funded projects are
also undertaken when the scope of work falls
within SkillPlan’s objectives.
As a means to overcome limited funding for publication and distribution, SkillPlan started to include
publication and distribution costs in its funding.
SkillPlan employs four full-time workplace
educators to provide direct assistance programs
and develop trades-related publications. The
skills and attributes these people require include:
Y Versatility to provide “just-in-time”
training on a flexible schedule, using
custom-designed curriculum;
Y Excellent instructional skills, including
an ability to present the same information
in different ways;
Y Strong interpersonal skills to work with
managers, instructors and apprentices;
Y A healthy respect for and interest in the
trades and a willingness to learn about
them in detail; and
Y Independence and an ability to continue
to learn, quickly determine instructor and
apprentice needs, and respond to them.

3.0 BENEFITS OF ESSENTIAL
SKILLS PROGRAMS
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Interview (2006).
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Ibid.

As importantly, SkillPlan educators maintain that
helping a person master Essential Skills increases
self-confidence. Apprentices start to believe that
they can learn, that they are good learners and
that they can continue to learn in their work
and personal lives. SkillPlan believes that these
attitudes, as much as the acquisition of Essential
Skills themselves, are of enormous benefit to
industry in the long term. It is clear that SkillPlan’s
partner institutions also perceive a benefit from
the services it offers, given the number of years
they have worked with SkillPlan. A workplace
educator noted:
“What the apprenticeship community can
learn from our experience is that support
for individuals is important, positive and
necessary. There’s a huge population of
apprentices out there and people have a
need to be successful. As they proceed
in their careers, these apprentices will
become the supervisors, lead hands,
company owners, and trades instructors
of tomorrow. If we can make people come
out of trades programs feeling positive
about learning, that’s incredible.”30
SkillPlan’s publications have enabled it to offer
benefits to organizations outside of the construction sector. Many secondary schools and colleges
from across Canada, for example, are integrating
resources such as Numeracy Rules, Measurement for
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SkillPlan views its activities as having an important
impact on the individual and on industry. As a
short-term benefit, anecdotal evidence indicates
that the tutoring program has helped hundreds
of apprentices to pass their technical exams. In a
typical example, an apprentice in Terrace, BC,
who had twice failed his third year apprenticeship
exams was referred to SkillPlan. SkillPlan was able

to analyze the need to challenge the third year,
find a local tutor for the apprentice, and provide
his tutor with trade-specific teaching tools for
mathematics. The apprentice subsequently passed
his third and fourth years and received journeyperson status. In the words of a Board member,
“The man got a career, the industry got back the
training it put into that person, and the sector
got another journeyperson. Who loses?”29
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the Trades into prescribed curriculum. As a result,
educators have trades-relevant materials with
which they can teach and prepare students more
realistically for a career in the trades.

needs. The composition of SkillPlan contributed
to the success of achieving the Secretariat’s
national vision, and to the success of providing
the construction sector with tangible products.

In the larger context, SkillPlan sees itself as
an ambassador between two communities: the
formal education system and industry. Many
institutions actively seek to meet industry needs,
but lack clear direction on specific requirements.
SkillPlan supports both communities by enabling
industry to better define its requirements, communicating effectively to educators, and by providing
educators with tangible tools to help them meet
industry training needs.

SkillPlan believes that it is a model that could
be replicated in other provinces and for other
industry sectors. The key to development is
ensuring strong industry support and ongoing
funding sources.

The Link Between Essential Skills and Success in Apprenticeship Training
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SkillPlan links its success to its industry partnerships. The organization does not exist on its
own, rather, it is completely connected to the
construction industry. With this attachment,
SkillPlan has a vested interest in the economic
success of the sector. At the same time, SkillPlan
works in partnership. It listens well and is able
to take information from industry on Essential
Skills issues and find a solution for them. Industry
values this responsiveness. Its ongoing direct
contact with apprentices keeps SkillPlan abreast
of industry trends and helps ensure that the
publications it produces are relevant and its
teaching strategies effective. In this regard,
SkillPlan has facilitated a match between the
National Literacy Secretariat’s national vision
of developing tools to meet workplace Essential
Skills needs and the needs of the construction
industry by designing tools that meet all needs.
SkillPlan acted as a mediator between the National
Literacy Secretariat’s interests and the industry’s
needs. Understanding both needs, SkillPlan
researched and designed the tools to meet these

5.0 CHALLENGES
In its early years, SkillPlan faced several barriers.
It had to raise industry awareness of Essential
Skills issues and more fundamentally, come to
a common understanding of the term “literacy”.
A needs assessment showed that few in the
industry were unable to read. The problems
they faced were related to the ability to find and
use information and comprehend trade documents
in context. Industry needed to understand this
nuance: someone with a grade 12 education did
not necessarily have the math and reading skills
that they needed to work effectively in a trade.
Some managers felt that Essential Skills were
the responsibility of the school system and were
reluctant to get involved in upgrading initiatives,
particularly since the construction workforce is
highly mobile. Instructors in public and private
training institutions had concerns about working
with SkillPlan; they interpreted SkillPlan’s presence
in the classroom as potential unspoken criticism
of their teaching capabilities.
In addition, apprentices were often reluctant to
identify themselves as having difficulties with
reading and math. In response, in the words of
the current Executive Director, SkillPlan had to
“find a way to be useful” to the industry. It drew
heavily upon the research that the federal government had carried out in developing the Essential

Skills framework. Using these research findings,
staff could link worker competency in Essential
Skills to on-the-job success. Consequently, as
employers understood the importance of these
skills on the job they became more willing to
support Essential Skills training.
SkillPlan also worked “one-by-one” meeting the
specific needs of, for example, elevator operators
for a study skills workshop, which, through its
success, led other trades to contact SkillPlan for
similar assistance. SkillPlan’s workplace educators
built relationships with individual instructors from
training institutions and proved the value of their
assistance with teaching strategies. Satisfied with
the tutoring they received, apprentices would
refer other apprentices to the program. Slowly
and largely by word of mouth, SkillPlan became
known in the region’s construction industry
and elsewhere.
The awareness issues that SkillPlan faced in the
1990s remain valid today. Many still view Essential
Skills and literacy as the same issue. By this logic,
some organizations change selection requirements,
equating years in school with success on the job.
In fact, many apprentices have a Grade 12 education but still require assistance with mastering
Essential Skills as they apply to the trades.

6.0 FUTURE DIRECTIONS
A number of opportunities in professional
development, addressing the Essential Skills
perceptions issue, and ongoing program
development exist for SkillPlan.
Y Professional Development: SkillPlan
believes a need exists for further professional development of trainers, K-12
educators, workplace educators, and adult
learning specialists. The idea is to bring
together apprentices with “on-the-ground’
educators who deliver upgrading. In this
way, these groups can share experiences
and discuss the best ways to help
apprentices meet their goals. SkillPlan is
currently undertaking a similar project
with the tourism industry which is
enjoying positive results.
Y Addressing Perceptions: SkillPlan sees a
requirement to continue its work in
addressing the perception that Essential
Skills and literacy are the same. It wants
the industry to see that the return on
investment for Essential Skills interventions far outweigh the investment.
Y Ongoing Program Development: SkillPlan
plans to expand its partnerships with trade
unions and employers and continue to
develop programs that benefit apprentices
and are cost effective.
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Other challenges SkillPlan currently faces relate
to funding and personnel. Funding is an issue for
the organization because the funds received from
unions under the collective bargaining agreement
depend upon the number of hours worked.
SkillPlan has worked to offset potential shortfalls
by expanding its revenue-generating capabilities.
It collects fees for specific project development,
and applies for government funding for projects
that “contribute to its objectives” (such as the
BC ITA-sponsored project noted above).

Recruiting workplace educators can also be problematic. It can be difficult for the organization to
compete against the job security of a public school
system, where teaching and tutoring positions can
be more lucrative. As well, as mentioned in the
Resources section, workplace educators with
SkillPlan require flexibility and a unique set of
skills; finding the right person is seldom easy.
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In addition, in 2006, SkillPlan began participating
in a three-year research project, partially funded
by BC’s Industry Training Authority (ITA)
and Human Resources and Social Development
Canada, to examine the impact of its early intervention strategies on apprentices in BC’s plumbing
and pipefitting trades. This research will track
apprentices enrolled in technical training at
Pacific Vocational College in Burnaby, BC.
They regularly work with SkillPlan workplace
educators and will also provide a more formal
evaluation of SkillPlan’s impact.

7.0 PROGRAM CONTACT
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Lynda Fownes, Executive Director, SkillPlan
405-3701 Hastings St., Burnaby, BC V5C 2H6
Tel: 604-436-1126
lfownes@SkillPlan.ca
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