
EDUCATION AND LEARNING

OVERVIEW

he Workplace Adult Education (WAE) pro-

gram began in 1996 as a pilot program with

Cameco Corporation at its mine sites in

northern Saskatchewan. The pilot was

designed to see how best to deliver training to a work-

force secluded in a work camp environment. 

Nearly half of employees at the sites are northern

residents, and a significant proportion is Aboriginal.

The fact that employees live one week on, and one

week off site means that employees can focus on cours-

es to upgrade their skills during their on-site week. The

pilot has evolved into an established training program

that now provides benefits for both the company and its

employees. It also tested the effectiveness of a joint

government-industry task force in assembling and

delivering adult education programs in the workplace. 
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various locations, and therefore, its viability as a model

for other companies working in remote regions.

The training initiatives target employees and long-

term contractors at the Key Lake and Rabbit Lake

Operations of Cameco, as well as northern Saskatchewan

residents and Aboriginals, in particular. The program

strengthens the basic academic elements of reading com-

prehension, writing and fundamental mathematics. From

the company’s viewpoint, improving these skills allows

participants to better complete operating reports, work

requisitions, and other job-related documents. This trans-

lates into greater productivity, improved efficiencies, and

increased job safety awareness for Cameco.

OBJECTIVES

Cameco put a training program into place with the goal

of raising the literacy level of its employees, and those who

are northern, Aboriginal residents, in particular.  The objec-

tive of the company’s training initiative is to help employ-

ees achieve their personal education goals and to help them

reach their full potential in their work functions.

TARGET GROUPS

The two largest cultural groups in the workforce at

Cameco’s Key Lake Operation are the Dene and the

Cree. Many Northern Dene employees carry on the tra-

ditional lifestyle of trapping, hunting and fishing during

their week off, making it difficult for them to continue

to upgrade their skills during that time. 

Until recently, many communities in northern

Saskatchewan did not have high schools. Therefore, a

large number of the company’s long-term employees only

had the opportunity to obtain a grade eight education.

Both the Dene and the Cree are often shy in a traditional

classroom setting. These cultural issues needed to be

addressed, so that all employees would have an equal

opportunity to receive the training they needed, in a way

to which they would be receptive, and which respected

their cultural background. 

ACTIVITIES

Cameco’s workplace adult education program began

in 1996 with an eight-month pilot program in a work

camp. A joint government-industry task force was

responsible for program assembly and delivery. The

pilot developed into an ongoing learning program for

employees. 

The company matches one hour of paid time for

each hour donated by the employee. The training initia-

tives address basic skills, pre-apprenticeship, General

Educational Development (GED) exam preparation,

job-specific skills and computer literacy.

The company’s instructor adapts her schedule to the

needs of each site, gives tutoring, and assigns material

for independent study. Most of the training is given in

the form of one-on-one, customized learning programs.

At the Key Lake Operation, the union (United

Steelworkers of America Local 8194) is supportive of

the training programs offered.

Since few northern residents qualify for jobs and

promotions with Cameco, based on their existing edu-

cation, the company develops and promotes employees

from within the organization as much as possible. For

more advanced training, satellite transmission is used to

connect the learners at the Key Lake Operation with

distance education courses offered at high school, col-

lege and university levels. 

At Cameco, a performance management system is

used to address performance and team goals. Since over

75 per cent of supervisory positions require a degree,

technical or trade certificate, management decided that

it would be valuable to put an in-house pre-supervisor

training program into place, in addition to the existing

literacy and basic skills development programs.

RESOURCES

The workplace education instructor at Cameco is a

long-term employee of Northlands College. The com-

pany provides for the instructor’s flights and board

while at the site. At Key Lake, the camp where employ-

ees live is two kilometers from the mill, where they

work. Classes are held at the camp for easier access

since, when the temperature outside is  – 45 degrees

Celsius, no one wants to return to the mill for classes

after a 12-hour shift. By moving the classes away from

the work environment, learning is offered in a safe, pri-

vate atmosphere in an attractive, comfortable setting. 

The Learning Centre, the primary location for class-

es and instruction, is located in one wing of a residence
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at the camp. Its physical space is equivalent to three

residents’ rooms. Bookcases made out of closets, and

other minor renovations, make the space user-friendly

to learners. Computers in each room allow participants

the choice of learning with others, or alone. 

INNOVATIONS

Cameco’s workplace training initiative is the first

general program at a northern Saskatchewan mine site

to address literacy, basic academic skills, and actual

education levels, while recognizing the cultural diversi-

ty of the workforce. This training program is also used

at various other Cameco mine sites, as they are phased

in and out of operation. 

Peer tutors deliver some training, especially higher

level math skills. The local union also volunteers in this

effort. Tutors receive personal training from the instruc-

tor, who provides guidance on maintaining discretion

and the confidentiality of students.

Since the Key Lake Operation is remote from edu-

cation resources, distance education is offered to learn-

ers via satellite. Employees can access high school, col-

lege, University of Regina and University of

Saskatchewan’s distance education courses through this

method. In the case of college and university courses,

employees pay costs up front, and the company reim-

burses them upon successful completion of a course, if

the material is related to or benefits their work.

Distance education courses are organized for partici-

pants through the Learning Centre.

In keeping with its policy to develop and promote

employees from within, Cameco is developing a train-

ing program for the position of Process Operator. This

is currently an academically unrecognized profession,

which is highly sought after in the mining industry. 

It is hoped that certification for this profession will

eventually become available throughout many indus-

tries and provinces.

BARRIERS

Several barriers needed to be addressed in order to

begin the workplace education program at Cameco and

to ensure that it would continue. The very nature of a

‘work camp’ environment makes delivering training to

employees difficult. Employees are typically on site for

one week at a time, and then are off site (home) for one

week. The mill runs 24 hours a day, seven days a week.

The types of work done at the site can also result in

employees being physically isolated from each other.

The mill’s operations are geographically spread out at a

distance of up to three miles from the office.

Due to the cultural background of the workforce, the

instructor needed to develop a close rapport with the stu-

dents in order to be effective. For instance, the students’

cultural background caused some individuals to mistaken-

ly assume that if they missed classes, they would not be

permitted to return. The lack of higher educational oppor-

tunities in most employees’ home communities meant

that upgrading their education needed to be a long-term

initiative. In fact, it was challenging to convince both stu-

dents and the company that this was necessary.

Once the students accepted the instructor and began

to trust her, they often became dependent on her for

direction with their personal learning programs.

Consequently, when the instructor was on-site, every-

one was highly motivated to participate. However, dur-

ing those weeks that the instructor was off-site, motiva-

tion ebbed away, and the participants lost some

momentum. Each time the instructor returned to the

site, she needed to "re-motivate" the students, before

further learning could take place.

Although the company supports the workplace edu-

cation initiative by providing employees with paid time

off for training, this was a source of concern to supervi-

sors; they worried that employees would take advantage

of this offer, and abuse the system. Once the training

was established, however, they realized that their fears

were unfounded. In fact, many participants did not ask

for the compensation offered by the company (match-

ing each hour put in by a student with a paid hour),

because they felt responsible for missed work. 

SOLUTIONS/KEYS TO SUCCESS

A number of factors contribute to the success of

training initiatives at Cameco:

• The Learning Centre has a flexible, open-door policy;

• Participants set personal academic goals; 

• All training is customized for individual learning

paths;

• Principles of adult education, including respect for

individuals, are used;
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• Students’ progress and training programs are kept

confidential;

• There is acceptance that learning needs and goals

are student-centred and driven;

• Upgrading skills is encouraged for those who apply

for posted jobs, but do not win them;

• Training opportunities are advertised around the

mine site, with posters and flyers;

• An on-site instructor is able to give guidance and

encourage students;

• The instructor attends internal meetings to promote

training programs to employees, and especially to

supervisors; 

• The instructor keeps an irregular schedule to give

the impression of a stronger presence; and

• The teaching style is adapted to individual learners’

cultures. 

OUTCOMES

The workplace education pilot program has evolved

into an integral part of company operations. A perform-

ance management system monitors operational meas-

ures. Specific outcomes for Cameco include:

• Lower production costs due to increased safety, effi-

ciencies, more effective job-specific training and

general self-confidence of the workers;

• Fewer errors in written reports;

• Improved communication and teamwork in depart-

ments;

• Increased individual responsibilities; 

• Greater mobility within the organization for employ-

ees; 

• Increased ability to adapt to change;

• Employees achieve long-term educational goals;

• On-site classes in the camp make learning accessi-

ble;

• Training creates opportunities for apprenticeship,

new responsibilities, or new jobs;

• Greater employee satisfaction;

• Participants have new options to move ahead in

their careers; and

• Increased participant loyalty and respect for the

company.

IMPACTS AND BENEFITS

While improvements are being made to the quality

of education within neighbouring communities,

Cameco’s training efforts are increasing the availability

of qualified job-ready residents. In addition, benefits

for individuals, as well as the company, include:

• The company training program provides a window

of opportunity for learners;

• There is an opportunity to take part in training that

employees might otherwise not have access to, due

to the remote locations, family responsibilities and

shift work;

• Participants can gain self-confidence and see them-

selves progressing toward new careers;

• Employees have been able to change their attitudes

toward learning, and begin to view it as something

of value; and 

• The new training program for Process Operator

positions will open up a larger pool of talent, bene-

fiting individuals, as well as the industry.

USE AS A MODEL

Mining and other natural resource industries could

make use of Cameco’s training model. This example

demonstrates that workforce development challenges,

such as rotating shift work, remote work locations, and

diverse cultures can be successfully overcome. 

Our thanks to the people we interviewed and others who
provided comment, including:

Vivian Phelps, Northlands College
Cindy Shott, Cameco Corporation
Wayne Williams, Cameco Corporation
Tyson Goulet, Cameco Corporation
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