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execUtive

summary
Union-Led Work-Related Learning: Profiles of Effective Practices examines how union-led 
programs are implemented in practice. The report is based on 20 profiles of specific union 
led learning practices which provide examples of effective practices in union-led work-
related learning 

The report presents clear, real live examples of the practices and approaches that can help unions and employers enhance 
their social and organizational capacity through employee development.   

The 20 profiles illustrate the breadth and depth of labour’s expertise and innovation in workplace education and training. 
decades of focused dedication to training, education and lifelong learning have resulted in a wealth of experience to which 
others can turn for inspiration and advice.

Effective union-led programs are centered on the needs of workers and strive to ensure that programs are sensitive to work-
ers’ aspirations and value their experience and prior learning. Programs that fully involve the union are central to creating 
a safe, supportive learning community.

unions support workplace education programs that:

enable workers to have more control over their lives and jobs;•	

build on what workers already know;•	

address the needs of the whole person, enriching learners’ lives as individuals, workers, union members, family members and citizens;•	

open the door to further education and training;•	

reflect the diverse learning styles and needs of adult workers, sensitive to participants’ gender, race, ethnicity and culture;•	

involve workers in setting their own educational goals and in making decisions that affect program design, content and planning;•	

are voluntary;•	

are open to all;•	

are accessible, scheduled at convenient times and places, with no fees;•	

include paid time to learn during working hours;•	

include additional staff so that co-workers are not unduly burdened when other workers are attending programs;•	

assure confidentiality for participants. •	

Experience has shown that workplace education training is successful when:

the union is an equal partner with management in decision-making;•	

union involvement is highly visible to learners;•	

there is a joint management and union committee with co-chairs and when the union co-chair is active and involved;•	

the joint committee oversees all aspects of the planning, program delivery and evaluation process; and•	

the terms of reference for the joint committee are agreed to jointly and reflect worker-centered adult education principles.•	
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introduction
In a time of economic uncertainty in Canada and much of the world, recent waves of layoffs 
and financial insecurity increasingly present barriers to education and training. This work-
related learning, however, is essential to ensure Canadian enterprises remain competitive 
with other countries and enable millions of people to achieve their full potential.

Numerous organizations including the Conference board of Canada, the organization for Economic Cooperation and de-
velopment (oECd), Canadian Manufacturers & Exporters (CME) and the Canadian Labour Congress (CLC) have expressed 
serious concerns about Canada’s lack of focused adult education strategy. The system of workplace training and lifelong 
learning is fragmented, incomplete, poorly funded and woefully inadequate.1 

in its 2009 report on the state of adult learning, the Canadian Council on Learning (CCL) noted: 

Seven years have passed since the recommendations were made by the OECD to improve the effectiveness of the adult-
learning sector in Canada. Have we made sufficient progress to equip Canadian adults with the education and skills 
necessary to meet the demands of the future?

There is much room for improvement… Canada still lags significantly behind many other OECD countries in both provi-
sion and in the uptake of learning opportunities.2

in a journal feature developed with the CCL’s Work and Learning Knowledge Centre, CME also called for a coherent, com-
prehensive and effective strategy and expressed alarm about Canada’s global competitiveness that “has been on a down-
slide for almost a decade – from 6th place in 1998 to 16th in 2006– largely because we haven’t done enough to upgrade 
the skills of our adult workers.” Citing oECd reports, it noted the following:

When it compares Canada’s participation rate of employees involved in training to that of our neighbour to the south, 
the OECD finds that we are performing at half of the US level. American firms also have an edge in the area of per 
capita spending on training, investing $1,135 per employee, while Canadian firms spend only $834. The average in-
vestment in training as a percentage of payroll is 1.57 per cent in Canada, compared to 2.34 per cent in the US. We 
can and must do better. If we want to be a global leader, we don’t have any other choice.3

Workplace training remains concentrated among the higher skilled. Literacy and numeracy skills need improvement, but 
training opportunities are in short supply. CLC President Ken Georgetti noted:

Less than one in 10 workers in the private sector without a post-secondary qualification has access to formal job-related 
training at work. Four in 10 Canadian adults have very low literacy and numeracy levels. Many recent immigrants are 
trapped in low pay jobs, and cannot access programs which would allow them to have their education and skills rec-
ognized and, if needed, upgraded.

This adds up to a big loss – a waste really – of human potential, and of productivity.4

Even in the non-profit sector, the pressures on workers to compensate for lack of learning opportunities are mounting. For 
example, before the recession which began in 2008, nearly one in five non-profit employers believed that their organization 

1 See for example: organisation for Economic Co-operation and development (oECd), Thematic Review on Adult Learning, Canada—background Report (Paris: 2002).
2 Canadian Council on Learning (CCL), Securing Prosperity through Canada’s Human infrastructure: The State of Adult Learning and Workplace Training in Canada (2009). Available 

at http://www.ccl-cca.ca/pdfs/SoLR/2009/Adult-Work-Report_EN.pdf. p. 76.
3 “Workplace Learning: Gaining the Competitive Edge,” p. b. 20/20: Canada’s industry Association Magazine (2007). Available at: http://www.cme-mec.ca/_uploads/_media/g78m-

2guq.pdf
4 ibid., p. C.
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had difficulty meeting its objectives because their employees did not have sufficient skills. When asked, 36 per cent of staff 
said the amount of training they received was too little for the demands of their job. Further, about 50 per cent of non-profit 
sector employees report that the level of skill required in their position has grown since they started their job.5

For effective education and training, adult learners require that their needs be recognized in various ways – how programs 
are scheduled, how family responsibilities are taken into account, how the lack of formal credentials is handled. They also 
ask that individual pace of learning be respected, and informal experiential learning be valued. The current study is aligned 
with the values asserted by these learners, and provides a glimpse of what is possible when adult learners are supported. 

Time and cost are the most common barriers to education and training.6 Shift workers, workers forced to take more than 
one job to make a living, and those with family responsibilities are not usually able to access programs in the community. 
Too often training and education are not offered in a way that workers can absorb or even participate in.

When learning is not scheduled in the workplace and on work time, distance and competing family obligations become 
enormous impediments. Programs that do not address language, cultural barriers, literacy and numeracy challenges, and 
teaching methods not incorporating principles of adult and labour education result in failure or less than ideal outcomes.

Labour’s decades-long expertise with training, education, and lifelong learning objectives, methods and practices has pro-
duced effective results for learners and has broadly contributed to increased access to learning for workers in general. Many 
unions are among today’s leading practice experts when it comes to meeting labour market training needs. However, much 
more collaboration is needed between governments, employers, and unions to raise the quality of, and access to, work-
related education and training. Part of this collaboration must include the recognition of the expertise of unions in educa-
tion and training as well as involvement of unions as full partners in shaping labour market training and adult education 
policies and programs. 

What Are Effective Practices? 

Effective practices result in job development and increased productivity as well as citizenship development and participa-
tion. Rooted in a social context that integrates a race, class and gender analysis, effective union-led or supported practices 
are developed with structures, plans and policies to ensure the sustainability of work-related learning. in this context, the 
learner is seen as a “whole person” involving the mind, body and spirit interacting and connecting with the world. Measures 
of effective practices include those related to democratic participation and equity. 

The research sought effective practices integrating functional skills and critical thinking, and the social dimension of learning 
from the perspective of workers.

Labour’s Vision and Approach

unions are experienced advocates and practitioners of both access to learning opportunities and an effective worker-cen-
tered approach to learning. They draw on over a century and a half of labour efforts to promote learning, and the current 
activism of hundreds of labour educators: trainers, curriculum developers, course designers, organizers, etc. 

The labour movement promotes a broad concept of lifelong learning to assist workers in fulfilling the many roles required 

introduction

5 Charity village Campus Training in tough times: Tips for cultivating your nonprofit’s capacity (Spring 2009). Available at http://charityvillage.com/cv/learn/PdFs/TraininginToughTimes.
pdf

6 The most significant, for adults without a high school diploma, according to data from the 2003 Statistics Canada Adult Education and Training Survey. See Karen Myers 
and Patrice de broucker, “Too Many Left behind: Canada’s Adult Education and Training System,” Canadian Policy Research Networks, 2006, p. 30. http://www.cprn.org/doc.
cfm?doc=1479&l=en
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of them at work, at home, in their union and as citizens. From workplace-based locals to large national programs, unions 
and their members strive to turn the vision of lifelong learning into reality, a process that can only be achieved through 
determined effort and vigorous action. 

unions support workplace programs that: 

enable workers to have more control over their lives and jobs;•	

build on what workers already know;•	

address the needs of the whole person, enriching learners’ lives as individuals, workers, union members, family members and citizens;•	

open the door to further education and training;•	

reflect the diverse learning styles and needs of adult workers•	

are sensitive to participants’ gender, race, ethnicity and culture;•	

involve workers in setting their own educational goals and in making decisions that affect program design, content and planning;•	

are voluntary;•	

are open to all;•	

are accessible, scheduled at convenient times and places, with no fees;•	

include paid time to learn during working hours;•	

include additional staff so that co-workers are not unduly burdened when other workers are attending programs; and •	

assure confidentiality for participants.•	

Within union-led education there is extensive use of trained peer instructors. This peer-to-peer training approach often 
matches worker-trainers or tutors with staff facilitators or educators from the public education system. it is a collaborative 
model based on a principle that places high value on those who are already doing the work. it pairs these workers with 
educators who provide training in how to teach. 

Effective union-led programs are centered on the needs of workers and strive to ensure that workplace skills are a part, but 
not all, of program content. Worker-centered programs are sensitive to workers’ aspirations and value their experience and 
prior learning. Programs that fully involve the union are central to creating a safe, supportive learning community.

A worker-centered model of workplace education means:

the union is an equal partner with management in decision-making;•	

union involvement is highly visible to learners;•	

there is a joint management and union committee with co-chairs; the union co-chair is active and involved;•	

the joint committee oversees all aspects of the planning, program delivery and evaluation process; and•	

the terms of reference for the joint committee as to how the program will operate are agreed to jointly. The terms reflect worker-•	
centered education principles.

introduction
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Research for this report found unions use multiple funding options to meet the goal of education and training opportunities 
for all workers: 

a cooperative approach:•	  Unions use peer-to-peer and informal learning to help stretch available resources. 

Bargaining:•	  Unions negotiate clauses in collective agreements (e.g., contributions to a training fund based on a set number of 
cents per hour per employee; hours per year of paid time for education and training; tuition refund and assistance programs) to sup-
port training.

Working in sector councils:•	  Some sector councils bring together employers and unions in particular industries to address 
training, adjustment and other human resource issues. 

Seeking government funding for specific projects: •	 A number of highly effective training practices have been de-
veloped and implemented with funding from the provincial and federal governments.

However, unions cite a number of key factors that can limit the availability and effectiveness of funding. These include em-
ployer size and resources; the precarious nature of project funding; the varied levels of commitment by employers to train-
ing, and the lack of existing apprenticeship opportunities. overall, unions emphasize the need for progressive public policy 
on training entitlements to improve the quality and accessibility of workplace education and training.

The Canadian Labour Congress’ 2011 convention policy paper, “Good Jobs for All,” calls for work-related learning strategies 
to be fully integrated into all areas of job creation and for the creation and expansion of labour market forums which bring 
together governments, labour, and employers (along with representatives from educational institutions) to develop labour 
market strategies focused on training and skill development.7

Many of these key points are based on adult education principles and best practices.8

7 For the full training and education demands of the Canadian Labour Congress, see “Good Jobs for All,” pp. 13-14 (2011). Available at http://www.canadianlabour.ca/sites/default/
files/pdfs/policypapergoodjosen.pdf

8 See for example, “best Practices”, Literacy is a Right: A series of five fact sheets on workplace literacy, Canadian union of Public Employees, available at http://cupe.ca/literacy/literacy

introduction
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Union-Led Work-reLated 
Learning in action: 

case studies
This report, prepared for the Centre for Workplace Skills by the Labour Education Centre, 
profiles 20 effective Canadian and international practices in union-led work-related learning. 
Four are drawn from Quebec, 13 from English Canada, two from the United Kingdom and one 
from New Zealand. Each profile contains information about how the program started, its 
logistics, objectives and impacts.

Each case provides examples of effective practices in union-led work-related learning, and presents the objectives, methods, and 
impacts that help unions and employers enhance their social and organizational capacity through employee development. The 20 
case studies illustrate the breadth and depth of labour’s expertise and innovation. The decades of focused dedication to training, 
education and lifelong learning have resulted in a wealth of experience to which others can turn for inspiration and advice.

The cases include programs developed by various unions at the local, provincial and national levels, as well as by two prov-
incial labour federations and the Fédération des travailleurs et travailleuses du Québec. The profiles are drawn from a variety 
of sectors: health care, hospitality, manufacturing, education, construction, retail, public, private services, and agriculture. 
The focus of the programs is varied, and includes literacy and second language training, apprenticeship, skills training, ad-
justment, as well as health and safety, Workers’ Compensation, and workplace education itself. 

The report takes a broad conception of work-related learning; thus courses contributing to personal development also contrib-
ute to workers’ skills, knowledge and capacities. Learning is not confined to courses; informal channels are rich sources of adult 
learning. This broader approach also recognizes the interrelationship of work with political and community spheres.9 

Key Themes 

Several common themes emerged throughout the case studies. 

the use of peers, mentors and popular education:•	  Used as teaching approaches, peers, mentors and “popular 
education” played a key role in many of the 20 selected profiles. All of the projects benefit workers in their work and incorporate the 
principles and features of learning that the labour movement has developed and promoted over the decades. 

the integration of functional skills and critical thinking:•	  These skills are typically embedded into objectives, 
starting from the conceptualization stage and supported by learning modules, class discussion and other elements of adult educa-
tion. Job development and productivity, citizenship development and participation are outcomes of the projects that vary widely in 
their scope and logistics but which nevertheless are rooted in these important commonalities.

Equity:•	  Many programs used equity as their prime motivation or as a vital component of the planning or implementation. Examples 
include CUPE Saskatchewan’s initiatives that deal with bleak employment rates for Aboriginal people; PSAC’s Employment Equity, anti-
harassment and anti-discrimination workshops; the BCFL’s Occupational Health and Safety educational sessions for migrant/foreign 
workers; and CUPW’s Apprenticeship Program that opens opportunities to non-traditional entrants, particularly women.

Partnerships: •	 Unions and employers often create partnerships with community organizations, or across sectors of interest. Some 
rely on community and grassroots organizations, such as the Ontario Literacy Coalition, the Agricultural Workers Alliance, Justicia for 
Migrant Workers-BC, as vital to the success of their outcomes. Others, like the United Steelworkers’ Tenaris Workers’ World Council, 
partner with unions around the world that represent workers employed by a global corporation, Tenaris S.A. The Canadian Federa-
tion of Nurses Union’s sectoral and network partnerships have been so successful that they leveraged in-kind contributions worth 
millions of additional dollars to supplement the Health Canada grant. (see profile of “Research to Action: Applied Workplace Solu-
tions for Nurses “ Canadian Federation of Nurses Unions in this report).

9 See for example Peter Sawchuk, “unions and Workplace Learning,” J. bratton, J. Helms-Mills, T. Pyrch and P. Sawchuk, Workplace Learning: A Critical introduction, Toronto, Gara-
mond Press, 2003, pp. 141, 143.
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About the Case Studies

Each of the following case studies related to this research can be found in the Centre for Workplace Skills’ 
searchable Best Practices Database. 

Research was conducted via web searches, reviews of labour, academic and other periodicals, as well as grey literature. 
The researchers found invaluable the 2009 report integrating Equity, Addressing barriers: innovative Learning Practices by 
unions.10 Nonetheless, it was difficult to find a wealth of Canadian examples to profile. This reflects the challenges facing 
unions in developing learning opportunities for workers in the current context affecting workplaces, as described above.

With input from an Advisory Committee convened by the Centre for Workplace Skills, the researchers used a profile tem-
plate and common questions to conduct semi-structured interviews with key informants via email, phone or in-person. 
The Advisory Committee also played the valuable role of reviewing and providing feedback on the quality of the research 
conducted to compile the featured case studies.

because it often compromises the sustainability and expansion of current initiatives and the start-up of new programs, the type 
of funding was an instructive way of conceptually grouping the assembled cases studies. This conceptual grouping should be 
seen as a fluid construction, of course, as many of the programs rely on more than one type of financing. For example, uNiTE 
HERE Local 75’s integrating Essential Skills into a Partnership-based Workplace Training Strategy for Canada’s Hospitality indus-
try began with the union’s success in bargaining but has substantially grown and now incorporates other funders. 

Seven initiatives were funded through collective bargaining, such as lump-sum or cents per hour per worker for training. 
in addition to uNiTE HERE Local 75, these include: Canadian union of Postal Workers’ Apprenticeship Training Program 
for Postal Workers; the Canadian Auto Workers’ Workplace Training Program; CAW Local 1520 Pre-Layoff Course; united 
Food and Commercial Workers Local 1977’s Clifford Evans Training Centre; Public Service Alliance of Canada’s Joint Learn-
ing Program; and from Quebec, The Commission de la construction du Québec vocational Training Programs for Workers 
in the Construction industry.

A second set of initiatives relied primarily on government project financing, such as the ontario Literacy Coalition’s Col-
laborative developmental Approaches: Piloting illustrative Workplace Models, or on funding created through government 
legislation such as Quebec’s 1% training tax levied on companies with a payroll of $1 million or more. The latter funds 
Service Employees international union Local 800’s French as a Second Language for Workers in the Cleaning Sector. The 
other two programs profiled in this section supplemented government funds with financial contributions from the union 
and/or other sources, such as Canadian union of Public Employees Saskatchewan’s Representative Workforce Strategy and 
the Canadian Federation of Nurses unions’ Research to Action: Applied Workplace Solutions for Nurses. 

The third group of initiatives relied on alternate funding, such as self-financing. This includes the uFCW Canada’s webCampus 
and united Steelworkers’ Tenaris Workers’ World Council, both of which are sustained solely by the unions themselves. Also 
in this section are the Nova Scotia Federation of Labour’s Navigating Your Way: a Guide to Workers’ Compensation in Nova 
Scotia, the british Columbia Federation of Labour Health and Safety Centre’s Migrant/Foreign Worker occupational Health and 
Safety Educational Sessions, the Fédération des travailleurs et travailleuses du Québec’s Analyzing the Economic, organization-
al and Financial Situation of a Company and also the FTQ’s becoming involved as a union in the Education of our Members.

This study also provided three profiles of union-led work-related learning practices from outside Canada that focused on 
“Learning Representatives.” Profiles of practices developed by the Public and Commercial Services union in the united 

Union-Led Work-reLated 
Learning in action: 

case studies

10 Published by the CCL’s Work and Learning Knowledge Centre (2009). Available at:  http://www.ccl-cca.ca/CCL/AboutCCL/KnowledgeCentres/WorkandLearning/our-
Work/integratingEquity.html
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Kingdom, the Educational institute of Scotland, and the New zealand Council of Trade unions were created as a way to 
introduce Canadian audiences to this relatively new approach to organizing training in the workplace. While a number of 
key workplace learning experts, including a number from within the labour movement itself, have expressed a number of 
reservations about the “Learning Representative” concept, these case studies are provided with a view to encouraging con-
tinued dialogue and discussion about potential innovations in workplace learning in Canada.

Profiles of Bargained Programs

Joint Learning Program •	
Public Service Alliance of Canada and the Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat 

The Commission de la construction du Québec Vocational Training Programs for Workers in the Construction Industry •	
Varied unions and employer associations

Apprenticeship Training Program for Postal Workers  •	
Canadian Union of Postal Workers and Canada Post Corporation

Workplace Training Program •	
Canadian Auto Workers

Pre-Layoff Course •	
Canadian Auto Workers, Local 1520 (St. Thomas Ontario Ford plant)

Integrating Essential Skills into a Partnership-Based Workplace Training Strategy for Canada’s Hospitality Industry •	
UNITE HERE Local 75 and CK Atlantis Inc. (1 King West), Starwood Hotels & Resorts (King Edward) and the Fairmont Royal York

Clifford Evans Training Centre •	
United Food and Commercial Workers Canada, Local 1977 and Zehrs Supermarkets

Profiles of Programs with Government Funding

Research to Action: Applied Workplace Solutions for Nurses •	
Canadian Federation of Nurses Unions and various employers

Representative Workforce Strategy •	
Canadian Union of Public Employees Saskatchewan, the Government of Saskatchewan and various employers

Collaborative Developmental Approaches: Piloting Illustrative Workplace Models •	
Ontario Literacy Coalition and its Provincial Advisory Committee on Workplace and Workforce Literacy

French as a Second Language for Workers in the Cleaning Sector •	
Service Employees International Union Local 800, and multiple cleaning companies

Union-Led Work-reLated 
Learning in action: 

case studies
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Profiles of Programs with Alternate Funding

webCampus •	
United Food and Commercial Workers Canada

USW Worker Exchanges: Tenaris Workers’ World Council •	
United Steelworkers and workers employed by Tenaris S.A. and their affiliated unions around the world 

Migrant/Foreign Worker Occupational Health and Safety Educational Sessions •	
British Columbia Federation of Labour Health & Safety Centre

Navigating Your Way: a Guide to Workers’ Compensation in Nova Scotia •	
Nova Scotia Federation of Labour and the Office of the Worker Counsellor, Workers’ Compensation Board of Nova Scotia

Analyse de la situation économique, organisationelle et financière d’une entreprise (Analyzing the Economic, Organizational and •	
Financial Situation of a Company) 
Fédération des travailleurs et travailleuses du Québec

S’impliquer syndicalement dans la formation de nos membres (Becoming Involved as a Union in the Education of our Members) •	
Fédération des travailleurs et travailleuses du Québec

Profiles of Programs Outside Canada

Public and Commercial Services Union: Union Learning Representatives •	
Public and Commercial Services Union and the Department of Work and Pensions, England

The Educational Institute of Scotland’s Union Learning Representatives Initiative  •	
Educational Institute of Scotland

The New Zealand Council of Trade Unions Learning Representatives Programme •	
Skills New Zealand, a tripartite partnership between the New Zealand Council of Trade Unions, Business New Zealand, the Tertiary 
Education Commission, Industrial Training Organizations and other vocational training agencies

Union-Led Work-reLated 
Learning in action: 

case studies
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case studies

PSAC JoinT LEArning ProgrAm (JLP)

UNION AND EMPLOYER

Public Service Alliance of Canada (PSAC) (representing more than 172,000 members across Canada and consulates and em-
bassies across the globe) and the Treasury board of Canada Secretariat (responsible for accountability and ethics, financial, 
personnel and administrative management, comptrollership, approving regulations and most orders-in-Council).

CONTACT PERSON

Mark Pecek, JLP Co-director, pecekm@psac.com, 613.560.2605

PROJECT SUMMARY

The JLP is a collaborative initiative between one of Canada’s largest public sector unions and an agency of the government 
of Canada with the aim “to improve union management relations in public service.” 

LOCATION

National

HOW THE PROGRAM STARTED

The Joint Learning Program is an excellent example of an effective employer and union collaboration set to enhance labour-
management relations and equity at the workplace. it marks one of the first instances that a union and employer have come 
together to deliver and develop training for more amicable union management relations in the public sector. 

This program started in 2001 when PSAC secured employer investment for training during collective bargaining. The 
employer committed $7 million to jump start this initiative through the development of a governance and logistical infra-
structure to reach workplaces across Canada. This collaboration was premised on the notion that “when the union and the 
employer within the workplace come together to support and promote joint learning, they demonstrate their shared com-
mitment to creating positive work environments.” PSAC has managed to renew funding in consecutive bargaining rounds 
which attests to the mutually beneficial impacts of this training for labour and management. 

Trainings are conducted through on-demand workshops on issues that the employer and union have determined as prior-
ities. Currently workshops include “Anti-harassment”; “Employment Equity”; “Respecting differences and Anti-discrimin-
ation”; “understanding the Collective Agreement” and “union–Management Consultation”. in addition, the JLP offers a 
five-day facilitator orientation for managers and employees to lead these workshops and in this way become more vested 
in ongoing workplace learning. 

 “Employment Equity” is a notable workshop that demonstrates the employer and union’s commitment to equality and 
duty to accommodate disadvantaged groups such as First Nations, visible minorities, women and people with disabilities. 
This is a one day workshop that covers important facets of the federal Employment Equity Act. Learners acquire an under-
standing of the respective roles and responsibilities of union and management in the daily application of the Act. Myths 
about Employment Equity are challenged by clarifying the spirit and potential of the Act to create more inclusive and re-
spectful workplaces. 

The workshop “understanding the Collective Agreement” provides learners with tools to interpret the collective agreement 
in their daily work situations. Participatory learning and dialogue are key to this workshop. Learning is acquired through the 
simulation of workplace scenarios and practical tools to solve problems through the collective agreement. Participants are 
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able to properly assess and apply the collective agreement in their roles as union members and managers. Workshops are 
always co-facilitated by one union member and one manager. 

Facilitators are chosen through a formal application process involving an interview and the support of the managers of 
the particular workplace. orientations last five full days and the JLP covers most of the expenses except for wages. Access-
ibility and location are considered to ensure participation and, when possible, orientations involve an equal split between 
management and labour participants. 

As a whole the JLP workshops are designed to clarify the roles and the responsibilities of union members and management. 
They are set towards opening and strengthening dialogue and communication beyond the workshops to the daily realities 
of the workplace. Participants, particularly facilitators, gain new skills and knowledge that they can take with them in their 
career paths and life journeys. 

LOGISTICS

in order to function nationally and to promote equal participation and decision making between the employer and the 
union, the JLP needed a solid governance structure to fulfill its mandate. To that end, PSAC and the Treasury board of 
Canada Secretariat negotiated and developed a three-tier governance structure that is a useful model to consider for equal 
collaboration and mutual benefit between a union and employer in and outside the public sector. The governance of the 
JLP consists of two committees with clearly designated roles and functions. 

The Joint Steering Committee is co-chaired by the President of PSAC and the Assistant deputy Minister of Governance, 
Planning and Policies from the Treasury board of Canada Secretariat. Three PSAC representatives and employer representa-
tives are also appointed and the committee meets at least three times throughout the year. Some of the functions of this 
committee include: 

Approving the overall budget, including approval of any policy/principle decisions regarding finances and administration.•	

Approving a program evaluation plan.•	

Resolving any disputes or disagreements involving the JLP Joint Advisory Committee on Learning or the JLP Co-directors.•	

Approving the program communication plan.•	

The Joint Advisory Committee is designated with the role of advising the Joint Steering committee on matters related to 
learning and workshop evaluations. one of the committee’s mandates is to function through the lens of equity seeking 
groups in order to be inclusive and encompassing of diverse needs. Some of the specific functions of this committee include 
but are not limited to the following:

Identifying trends and proposing new learning projects and initiatives •	

Recommending guidelines for responding to requests from departments, separate employers and other unions with respect to util-•	
ization of JLP materials, orientation of facilitators (or access to JLP facilitators) and support for learning projects

Providing input on the recruitment and training of facilitators •	

This committee is also comprised of an equal number of PSAC and employer representatives whose duties are paid by their 
respective employers and considered work time. The committee not only promotes the principles of equity in the strategies 
they propose but also incorporates these principles in their internal processes such as seeking quorum, adopting consensus 
based decision-making and conducting yearly meetings in both official languages. involvement in the committee is set to 
two years in order to foster leadership among new members. departures are strategically spread out to ensure the continu-
ity of the work pursued.
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The third tier of the JLP governance structure involves two national Co-directors who represent the employer and the union 
and who work at a JLP administrative office. Regional Field Coordinators are also involved in the administration, coordina-
tion and promotion of the program across the country and each region also has one union and one employer Field Co-
ordinator. This governance structure formalizes the partnership model, an important consideration for the effective delivery 
of workplace training.

Workplace training in turn is delivered upon a joint request by the union and management within a particular organization 
of the Treasury board of Canada such as Program and Administrative Services, operational Services, Technical Services, Edu-
cation and Library Science and border Services. A formal request is sent to one of the regional offices that provides logistical 
support and assigns facilitators. Facilitators are selected among the employer and union ranks in order to reflect diverse 
positions on the same workplace issues. Training is considered to be work time and is usually conducted at the worksite 
or a location in proximity to ease accessibility and participation. Workshops are conducted across Canada on an ongoing 
basis. by April 2010, the JLP had conducted 1,000 workshops with more than 2,000 facilitators and more than 20,000 
participants. by early 2011 more than 1200 workshops had been delivered. 

one of the most notable benefits of this initiative is that it relies on the internal resources and knowledge base of the em-
ployer and union. it does not require outside consultants or third-parties that would make training financially burdensome. 
The JLP trains new facilitators on an ongoing basis and has a large pool of workplace educators to draw from. The type of 
training delivered has much credibility since it is developed according to the front line needs of the workplace as determined 
by both the employer and union. This partnership also reinforces the learnings of the workshops that are premised on creat-
ing more respectful workplaces through management and union dialogue and cooperation. 

OBJECTIVES AND METHODS

The JLP is guided by various objectives and principles to sustain and strengthen employer-union partnership for workplace 
learning. Cooperation and trust are infused in the governance structure at the macro-level, and in the manner of delivery 
and organization at the micro-level of the workplace. Among the principles are: 

Partnership (based on consensus, respectful communication and understanding)•	

Balance (equal decision-making and representation)•	

Communications (offering trainings in both official languages where possible and required) •	

Respecting the learner (accounting for the diverse ways that adults learn and the importance of imparting transferable learning to •	
day-to-day work tasks and situations) 

Accessibility (ensuring hours of work, disability, family-work balance are not detriments to learning) •	

Criteria for selection of facilitators (determined by level of knowledge, capacity to facilitate learning among adults, and representing •	
the diversity of the workplace as well as the values of the employer and union) 

These principles have allowed the JLP to sustain and strengthen its impact over the years. it remains committed to tangible 
results at the level of employer and union cooperation and workplace satisfaction among management and union members 
alike. in the next two years the goals for the transferability of these learnings to the workplace include the following: 

a more balanced workload•	

common recognition of the successes of public sector workers and of both the PSAC and the Employer•	

increased pride in work accomplishments•	

a more valued public service•	
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IMPACTS OF PROGRAM AND PRACTICES

The JLP conducted an extensive web survey from 2007-2010 to evaluate the effectiveness of the trainings and relevancy to 
the workplace. Responses were quite positive with many indicating a marked difference in workplace relations in terms of 
promoting a culture of cooperation. diverse forms of harassment are known to diminish at the workplace since workshops 
allow participants to discern and prevent harassment. 

Sexist, racist and ableist practices and attitudes are challenged. This fosters improved relations among employees and man-
agement and also enhances the quality of service offered to the public across Canada. Participants become more accepting 
and understanding of the diversity in society at large which translates to improved relations with the public they serve, co-
workers and filters into their engagement with people beyond the workplace. 

in-depth evaluations of the program have revealed that the program has been successful in achieving its objectives and that 
all stakeholders report a very high level of satisfaction with the program. The evaluations also identified pending challenges 
that require attention and improvement. Securing time for facilitators to meet the high demand for requested workshops 
has been an ongoing challenge. Coaching and mentoring and knowledge exchange among regional facilitators would 
also be beneficial. At the national and macro-level of the program, the Steering Committee could also ensure Co-chairs 
remain in their roles for their full term by providing more time and better resources to counter high-turnover rates. These 
ongoing evaluations demonstrate the commitment to constantly improve the effectiveness of this program in reaching and 
impacting participants. 

WHAT’S NEXT

There are plans to expand the JLP to include the participation of other unions who represent members in the federal Public Service. •	

A new workshop is currently under development that deals with the duty to accommodate that both employer and union representa-•	
tives have identified as a need. 

Funding has been secured until the next round of collective bargaining set for 2014. •	

FURTHER REFERENCES

http://www.jlp-pam.ca
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CCQ VoCATionAL TrAining ProgrAmS for WorKErS 
in ThE ConSTruCTion inDuSTry

PROJECT DESCRIPTION

The Commission de la construction du Québec (CCQ), a joint union-employer organization, offers over a thousand training 
programs for the 26 trades and 30 occupations in the construction sector in Quebec.

UNION AND EMPLOYER

The unions in the industry are the Centrale des syndicats démocratiques (CSd-Construction), the Confédération des syndi-
cats nationaux (CSN-Construction), the Fédération des travailleurs du Québec (FTQ-Construction), the Conseil provincial du 
Québec des métiers de la construction international (CPQMCi) and the Syndicat québécois de la construction (SQC).

The employer associations in the industry are the Association de la construction du Québec (ACQ), institutional and Com-
mercial Association de la construction du Québec (ACQ), Civil Engineering and Roadwork Association des constructeurs 
de routes et grands travaux du Québec (ACRGTQ), Residential Association provinciale des constructeurs d’habitations du 
Québec (APCHQ) and Association des entrepreneurs en construction du Québec (AECQ).

CONTACT PERSON

Chantal dubeau, CCQ director of vocational Training, Chantal.Dubeau@ccq.org, (514) 341-7740

HOW THE PROGRAM STARTED

The government of Quebec granted the CCQ responsibility for training and accreditation in the construction trades in 1987. by 
1988, the CCQ had begun offering training programs to workers. Training needs are determined by a complex decision-mak-
ing and consultation structure involving 250 union representatives and 250 employer representatives on several committees. 

The vision of the program is concrete in that it aims to strengthen workers’ competencies by meeting their learning needs 
and those of their industry. Currently, there is no seniority system in the industry. Workers are hired based on their skills thus 
making training very important. on the employer side, the vision is that highly-trained workers maintain the competitive-
ness of companies and the industry as a whole. Pooling resources across the industry ensures access to specific training 
programs regardless of budget and size of the businesses involved. Training is accessible to companies that cannot afford 
or implement training on their own. 

The CCQ offers training programs for 26 trades and 30 occupations including bricklayers, electricians, millwrights and weld-
ers. The course content is developed to ensure that workers develop and maintain their skills.

LOGISTICS

in Québec, the Act Respecting Labour Relations, Vocational Training, and Manpower Management in the Construction 
Industry governs labour relations and recognizes union pluralism. Workers must choose the union that they want to belong 
to when they join the industry and every three years they have an opportunity to change their affiliation. 

in 1992, the parties negotiated a vocational training and retraining fund financed by 10 cents per hour worked and starting 
in August 1993, 20 cents per hour worked. There are two funds, one for the industrial sector and another for the residential 
sector, which now contain a total of more than $150 million. The funds assume all direct and indirect training costs includ-
ing room and board and travel costs while the participant contributes his or her time.
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in 1993, the industry was divided into four sectors for the purpose of collective bargaining. one collective agreement is 
negotiated in each sector with a specific employer association. Each employer association has a relative weight for the 
ratification of the provisions common to all four agreements. one association negotiates all the common clauses of the 
collective agreement. 

The CCQ is a joint union-employer organization that oversees training and professional development. its decision-making 
and consultation structure involves:

CCQ Board of Directors (government, employer and union)•	

Oversees all CCQ activities•	

Vocational Training in the Construction Industry Committee (union-employer)•	

Oversees the overall vision of and processes associated with training programs•	

Twenty-seven sectoral sub-committees (union-employer)•	

Advise on the development and review of the training and apprenticeship programs and the satisfaction of needs for upgrading•	

Nine regional sub-committees (union-employer)•	

Advise on the labour needs in their respective regions and the needs for skill development among targeted workers•	

Management of training centres committee (CCQ, school board, government)•	

Manages training centres dedicated to training in the construction industry and run by school boards.•	

The right to training is extended to individuals and companies in the industry. in practice, 90% of CCQ courses are given to 
individual workers and 10% are given to workers at a specific company. Participants in CCQ programs must already have a 
diploma in their trade and for upgrading courses, a valid competency certificate is issued by the CCQ. 

Thousands of workers have received educational programs provided by the CCQ. in 2007, 17,234 workers took part in 
1,515 training programs. in 2008, 19,000 workers participated in 1,800 programs. Courses run from four hours to 1800 
hours depending on the type of training and whether they are initial training, on-the-job training or upgrading. Courses 
take place at all times of the day and week to ensure workers can fit them into their schedules. Given the seasonal nature 
of construction work, many courses are delivered from January to May when the industry is less busy. Training takes place 
throughout the province in various locations such as training centres, the workplace or in several mobile classrooms that 
travel to the workers.

OBJECTIVES AND METHODS

The objective of training in the industry is to ensure the construction industry has sufficient high-quality, skilled workers to 
meet its needs. The CCQ does this through:

encouraging the development of a new generation of skilled workers•	

supporting the progress of apprentices•	

encouraging continuous training by industry workers and•	

maintaining and improving mechanisms that respond to the specific training needs of workers•	

initial training is geared toward preparing participants for work and providing the foundation for ensuring an improved 
and adaptable workforce. The on the job training programs are aimed at increasing productivity and performance and take 
place at the request of specific companies. upgrading programs aim to maintain the competitiveness of companies and the 
employability of the workforce.
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There is always some tension between employers and unions with regard to training programs. This tension gets resolved 
through the multiple unions and employer associations involved and the consultation and decision-making structures, 
which balance the power of various labour, employer, regional and sectoral actors. For example, one union or employer as-
sociation can have a lot of power in a sectoral committee but at the regional committee, they are one of twelve and have to 
negotiate their position. They achieve a sufficient level of consensus for the programs to function well. The structure ensures 
the needs of workers and employers are met.

Evaluations are undertaken at the macro level in terms of number of participants, costs, course completion and success 
rates. Evaluations are also done at the micro level with workers completing course evaluations at the end of each course. in 
annual evaluations, the CCQ incorporates both the macro and micro perspective in course revisions. 

The programs benefit participants, unions and employers. Participants have access to high-quality upgrading training pro-
grams at no cost. This ensures they keep their competencies up-to-date and can secure their employment in the industry. 
The union strengthens the voice of workers in determining the type and quality of work-related training. Furthermore, the 
entire structure ensures union members receive regular and high quality training. Employers in turn have access to a highly 
skilled workforce. 

CCQ training programs address systemic barriers that may prevent workers from accessing training. Cultural ethnicity, lack 
of formal education, geographical constraints and literacy are considered when reaching out to diverse groups of workers. 
For instance, the CCQ provides sign-language interpretation in courses where a participant has a hearing impairment. A 
special training centre for Aboriginal workers in the construction industry considers the diversity and needs of Aboriginal 
cultures. A program has been implemented where Aboriginal course participants get to know each other and connect with 
their cultures over a week spent in the woods just prior to the course. The following week, the CCQ endeavours to place 
participants in the same classes. if an Aboriginal participant cannot participate in the week-long pre-course session, a sup-
port worker stays in touch with him or her throughout the course. As for women, the CCQ has found that proportionally, 
the same number of women enroll in training programs as men in the industry. The CCQ, through Emploi-Québec, provides 
financial support for participants who are paying for child care during courses. 

IMPACTS OF THE PROGRAMS AND PRACTICES

The programs primarily focus on functional and technical skills development with 75% of the programs being hands on and 
participatory in the particular trade the course covers. For example, a bricklayer could take a 30 hour course on constructing 
and repairing fireplaces and stove bases or a 45 hour course on an introduction to welding.

The CCQ also includes a basic skills training component in their courses. instructors, as part of the initial evaluation of the 
course participants, assess basic skills such as reading, writing and math. if any participants require basic skills training, the 
instructor is authorized to add an additional 15 hours to the course in order to give the whole class basic skills training. This 
assures the success of all participants in the course and has a broader impact on the worker’s work and personal life. 

in terms of critical thinking and social analysis, some of the courses deal with broader issues in the industry such as environ-
mental and social practices. one course covers new practices in sustainable development and another one deals with quality 
management programs such as iSo standards. The CCQ also offers programs in management, which cover communication 
skills and group work. Workers from all trades can take these courses. in the longer trades courses, the worker has the 
opportunity to look critically at the technical skills they are learning. This could involve questioning the approach that is 
being taken and if the result will respond to the goals of the industry or not. The courses also provide an informal forum 
for questioning the practices of particular employers who are not following proper procedures or regulations as there are 
participants from different companies across Quebec.
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The participants’ labour market viability is strengthened through these courses. The courses are not company specific, but 
oriented toward changes in the overall industry. This ensures courses reflect the diversity of companies in which workers are 
employed. Training becomes increasingly important in an industry where moving from job to job is the norm. 

one aspect of work related learning that could be improved is developing stronger learning relationships on job-sites be-
tween the apprentice and journeypersons. This would ensure material learned in training gets integrated into participants’ 
specific work sites. 

WHAT’S NEXT

Program funding is negotiated into collective agreements, which ensures a certain level of sustainability in the training 
programs. The joint training undertaken by the CCQ is one of the most successful examples of extensive, industry-wide 
work-related training. 

FURTHER REFERENCES

CCQ website: http://www.ccq.org/f_formation.aspx?sc_lang=en&profil=Travailleur

Charest, Jean et Chantal dubeau. 2003. «organisation du système de formation continue dans l’industrie de la construction 
au Québec – partenariat et mutualisation», Gazette du Travail, vol. 6 no 3, 62-74. (Available in English as: «Structure of the 
Life-Long Learning System within the Quebec Construction industry – Partnership and Mutualization», Workplace Gazette, 
vol. 6 no 3, 71-82). 

www.crimt.org/Publications/gT_Vol6_no3_2003.pdf (French)

CCQ’s training fund: http://www.ffic.ca (French)
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CuPW APPrEnTiCEShiP TrAining ProgrAm for PoSTAL WorKErS 

UNION AND EMPLOYER  

Canadian union of Postal Workers (CuPW) and Canada Post Corporation (CPC)

CONTACT PERSON 

John Macdonald, Research Specialist, CuPW, jmacdonald@cupw-sttp.org

PROJECT SUMMARY

An apprenticeship training program that enables qualified employees to upgrade skills and access promotional opportun-
ities. There are two training streams: industrial maintenance technicians and vehicle mechanics. 

LOCATION

National

HOW THE PROGRAM STARTED

in 1995, CuPW and Canada Post Corporation (CPC) launched an apprenticeship training program for postal workers. it was the 
first collaboration of its sort in a 30-year relationship and continues to deliver benefits to both parties and current employees.

The program evolved from the 1994 contract negotiations. CuPW members, especially those in the Technical Services 
Group, had become increasingly concerned with the escalating contracting out of their work and the absence of training 
opportunities. They wanted CuPW members to have the opportunity to apply for the skilled trades positions that were be-
ing awarded to private contractors and “off the street” applicants.

CuPW crafted a bargaining strategy that focused on the company priority of modernization of its sortation equipment and 
the concomitant need to hire trained technical services personnel. The convergence of union and employer interest enabled 
the parties to reach agreement on the initiative. it included a sharing of formal authority for the program and union involve-
ment in its development and implementation. 

The parties mandated the “Service Expansion and Workplace development Committee” (SEWdC) to establish the program 
and to do so within one year of contract signing. Training would be composed of two streams: vehicle mechanics and indus-
trial maintenance technicians. both streams combine classroom and mentored on-the-job training. The classroom portion 
is delivered by community colleges (public post-secondary institutions) across the country. The on-the-job portion, which 
comprises the bulk of the training, takes place in Canada Post facilities. The program credits trainees for prior learning and 
work experience, and is delivered in French and English (Canada’s two official languages).

The first training program was ready in 1996, meeting the ambitious timeline established in the contract. The first appren-
tice took up his position as vehicle Mechanic Apprentice in the Canada Post garage in Halifax, Nova Scotia. Prior to that, he 
had been sorting mail in the Halifax Mail Processing Plant.

LOGISTICS

The industrial Maintenance Program works with three partners, all of which are integral to its success. These are: George brown 
College (Toronto); british Columbia institute of Technology, and Collège Édouard-Montpetit (Montreal). The vehicle Mechanic 
Program partners with community colleges in Toronto, ottawa, Halifax, Calgary, Windsor, Edmonton and vancouver.
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Apprentice positions are open to any CuPW urban operations member. Admission is based on seniority with half of the 
positions targeted for women. Senior applicants are required to pass an aptitude test. The most senior applicants who pass 
the test are offered the positions. 

The industrial maintenance technicians training program consists of two levels. both the three- and four-year programs 
include Pre-Course Learning Activities, in-School and Field Activities.

The vehicle Mechanic training is offered as a Red Seal Program and delivered in community colleges across the country. Red 
Seal is a federal program that allows qualified tradespeople to practise their trade anywhere in Canada.

Program participants (both streams) learn a combination of the following trade skills: mechanical, electrical, electronics, 
pneumatics, computers, hydraulics, plant operations, vehicle repair and maintenance.

OBJECTIVES AND METHODS

The joint goals of CuPW and the employer were stated as follows: to allow employees to recognize their potential and move 
to higher skilled positions; to enhance the capability and performance of the CPC maintenance function; to update core 
skills of existing employees; to assist and encourage skill and knowledge upgrades including new technology; to provide vis-
ible recognition for the occupation and competencies of industrial maintenance technicians; to contribute to the develop-
ment of the skills of the national workforce; to open opportunities for non-traditional entrants.

The Service Expansion and Workplace development Committee is responsible for job creation projects and training. The collect-
ive agreement gives the union and management equal representation and equal decision-making authority in the committee, 
as well as equal control over its funds. The monies accrue from contractually obligated deposits from the corporation. 

A National Apprenticeship Coordinator works for the joint committee. Selected by the union from the Technical Services 
Group, the coordinator is responsible for all program operations and is supported by structures that include sponsors, plant 
coordinators and superintendents. The sponsors provide their expertise and experience. Trainees observe, practise and dem-
onstrate new skills in their presence. The sponsors give feedback and sign off on learning objectives as warranted. 

Members and management had various opportunities for input on design and delivery of the industrial maintenance techni-
cians’ program. A joint process, facilitated by Humber College (Toronto), enabled members and management representa-
tives from plants across the country to identify the skills and knowledge required by technicians in the workplace. Trainee 
evaluations are ongoing and provide guidance and rich information. 

despite the joint committee’s formula of equal formal authority and workload, and the strong outcomes to date, the union 
currently shoulders most of the responsibility for the program and is viewed as the program leader. 

BENEFITS

Substantial gains have accrued to the employer as a result of the Apprenticeship Training Program: technicians versed in 
the latest technology and knowledge; a strong commitment of graduates to remain in the job for which they were trained; 
improved employee morale as workers see new job and training opportunities; improved productivity; better safety per-
formance as a result of training. 

For the trainees, the benefits are also significant. upon completion, a guaranteed job as a mechanic or maintenance techni-
cian, a job that pays the highest postal worker wage; training in portable technical skills that can be used in other industries; 
certification by a recognized post-secondary educational institution that will be recognized by other employers. Moreover, 
the program pays the trainees a regular salary and all expenses, including childcare, if necessary, throughout the training 
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period, which is four to five years. As well, workers accrue all the entitlements they would gain in their regular positions, 
such as seniority, pension benefits, vacation leave, sick leave, and union representation.

Project objectives and effectiveness were also based on equity goals. Significant progress in hiring women had been made 
in numerous functions such as letter carriers, wicket clerks and sortation workers. However, prior to the launch of this pro-
gram, there were only 2 women out of 900 technical service employees. The union secured Canada Post agreement that 
half of the apprentice positions open to employees not already working in technical services would be offered to women, 
on the basis of seniority and test results.

IMPACTS OF PROGRAM AND PRACTICES

overall, trainees have earned extremely high marks in the college part of the program and performed very well on the 
job. Their college marks are even more remarkable because most participants have been out of school for many years. The 
colleges have consistently commended the trainees for their skill development and knowledge outcomes, both of which 
have enabled them to think critically about the tasks and functions associated with the new position. Students’ renewed 
capabilities in learning how to learn serve them well in all aspects of their lives.

EQUITY GOALS AND OUTCOMES 

The union employed numerous innovative approaches to achieve its equity objective of 50% women in apprenticeship 
positions. in 1999, it succeeded in negotiating the following language into the collective agreement: “The Committee shall 
make a particular effort to encourage women to apply for admission to apprenticeship programs and training programs.” 
(Article 40.21). it also negotiated two gender-based seniority lists to overcome the problem of women’s lower seniority 
that blocked their access to the program. This was a major step for the union with respect to the principle of seniority as 
it had never departed from a single seniority list. However, despite these measures and periodic union outreach initiatives, 
women’s participation in the program remained minimal until 2007. in that intake, women filled half of the apprentice 
positions (13 out of 26). 

SUCESSES AND AREAS FOR IMPROVEMENT 

Program results have been impressive. Since its inception, approximately 300 workers have graduated and most are work-
ing at their new Canada Post jobs. Management, despite its ambivalent participation, has acknowledged the value of the 
curriculum and the benefits of the program on the work floor. The union is particularly pleased about the opportunities 
that the program brings to members to enter skilled trades jobs, or to upgrade their abilities if they are already in the trades 
group. These opportunities simply did not exist prior to the advent of the program.

despite the leading edge practices adopted by the union, gender equity goals remain elusive, but attempts to reach specific 
targets yielded rich experience and information for the union. CuPW has a strong commitment to the goals it set and hopes 
to put supplementary supports in place that include introductory trades courses – bridging programs – that will enable 
women to familiarize themselves with both the jobs and the course, with women graduates acting as co-instructors. CuPW 
also publicizes its anti-harassment policies to ensure all members the best learning environment possible. These and numer-
ous other strategies are under discussion and are hoped to be put in place before the next courses roll out.
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WHAT’S NEXT

The current intake finishes in the summer of 2011. The September 2011 intake is on hold until a major review is finalized 
and the curriculum is updated. CPC has conveyed its concerns with respect to the costs and length of both streams. The 
union reports that the corporation’s lack of timely response is delaying intake of new apprentices. 

CuPW has identified the need for a new program on high-end electronics that it will seek to incorporate into the training. 
Current training targets the middle range of technical skill but new equipment and adaptations require technicians with 
higher skill levels.

A surge of anticipated retirements is creating both opportunities and challenges for the union, and for the program in 
general. Most of the vacancies will occur in Montreal and Toronto. Even now, Toronto has 20 technical vacancies which 
the employer has been unable to fill, even from the outside. This clearly demonstrates the need for more apprentices and 
programs. However, Canada Post is examining ways that it can reduce the number of equipment-containing plants (and 
the jobs in them) by consolidating mail processing. Achieving a successful outcome to this as well as expanding the highly 
valued training programs are top priorities for the union.

FURTHER REFERENCES

“Apprenticeship Training in the Canadian Post office: The union’s view of the union’s idea,” John Macdonald, Research 
Specialist, Canadian union of Postal Workers, presented at the Second international Conference on Training, Employability 
and Employment, Monash university in conjunction with the Centre for industrial Relations and Human Resource Manage-
ment at Leeds university business School, September 2005. 

http://www.cupw.ca/index.cfm/ci_id/5263/la_id/1.htm
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CAW WorKPLACE TrAining ProgrAm 

UNION

Canadian Auto Workers 

CONTACT PERSON

david Robertson, director of Work organization and Training, cawwork@caw.ca, 416-495-3761

PROJECT SUMMARY

The Workplace Training Program is delivered to CAW members across the “big Three” automakers (General Motors, Chrysler and 
Ford) and is focused on issues specific to the workplace, union and industry and to broader political and economic issues. 

LOCATION

“big Three” worksites and union locals across ontario 

HOW THE PRGRAM STARTED

The CAW has several educational programs in place. The Workplace Training Program is one of the most important for 
its members working for the big Three automakers and also to members employed by CAMi, Electromotive Canada and 
General dynamics. 

This program was designed to facilitate participation among all of its members by offering paid instruction during scheduled work-
ing hours. Previously, members had the opportunity to take advantage of the CAW’s “Paid Educational Leave” and its residential 
training programs. However, not all members could participate due to familial responsibilities along with other limitations. 

The Workplace Training Program is a unique initiative. in 1996 the CAW negotiated training provisions and funding from 
the big Three for all of its members. in subsequent rounds of bargaining the program grew from 8 to 32 hours of paid time 
training over the life of the agreement. 

The union faced tremendous pressure to abandon the program due to the financial hardship hitting the industry in 2008. 
However, the union demonstrated its commitment to workers’ education at a time when the industry was aggressively 
seeking concessions. Although some hours were lost, the union persisted in emphasizing the importance of training and 
maintained 24 hours of training.

The Program has three main purposes: to build awareness about the union, the industry and a broader understanding of 
how the world works. Specific topics have included: union awareness, industry overview; neoliberalism; globalization; how 
government works; environment; stress in the workplace and ergonomics. Courses are proposed by the national union and 
are negotiated with the employers in the collective agreement. 

The industry overview component is quite notable since it allows workers to be more knowledgeable about the economic 
trends, industrial developments and policy issues that impact the industry in which they work and by extension that affect 
their working lives. Workers are able to understand the economic restructuring that underpins the industry and the value of 
the work they perform as autoworkers. 

The Workplace Training Program also includes “building a Respectful Workplace” curriculum that addresses how diverse 
forms of oppression filter into the workplace and how to create a better social environment at work. Sexism, racism, re-
ligious intolerance and anti-harassment are among the specific topics discussed and analyzed at length in the classroom 
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setting. A course on “violence in the Workplace” has recently been added in response to ontario bill 168 that amended the 
Occupational Health and Safety Act to include violence and harassment as a health and safety issue at work. This is another 
demonstration of how relevant this training is to workers and the changing work environment as a result of new laws and 
economic trends. 

LOGISTICS

The Workplace Training Program is made possible by course developers, national training coordinators and 80 peer trainers. 
The training fund covers the participants’ wages, instructors, curriculum developers, outreach and administration. 

Training is on company time and is designed to meet diverse learning needs and styles of adult learners. Trainers are re-
cruited from the assembly line and local leadership by the national office. Recruitment criteria are based on facilitation skills, 
union activism and the ability to work well with others. Trainers undergo intensive training at the union’s education centre 
in Port Elgin, on how to be effective facilitators. They also undertake a 40 hour course on Human Rights and a week-long 
course-by-course training on the particular curriculum that they will be delivering in their workplaces. Trainers teach on a 
regular basis and have had to be replaced by new workers. Hence the program has also created a few new jobs to replace 
the trainers. Classes are delivered in the actual plant when possible or in a union hall. Classes last an entire day to the equiva-
lent of a work shift. Workers sign in to the classes in the same manner that they would to start their work in the plants. 

OBJECTIVES AND METHODS

The objectives of the Workplace Training Program are broad based. They are not limited to oftentimes unquantifiable no-
tions of productivity. The goal for the CAW is to engage their members in learning and to contribute to their self-realization 
as valuable workers, union members and citizens who can contribute to a better world. one participant claimed “to be 
smart enough to read between the lines” and in this way analyze for themselves their roles and place within the industry, 
workplace and society. 

Training methodology is geared to acknowledge and value all the levels of analysis among participants and the diverse ways 
that adults learn. Complex concepts are brought to life through audio visual media, case studies and news stories that are 
discussed in small groups and within the class as a whole. Trainers take their cue from the most pressing issues that partici-
pants bring with them to the class and see their roles as facilitators of collective learning. 

benefits for members are multiple. They can turn to their workplace and union to grow and learn as intellectual beings. They 
can be in the same classroom as their co-workers and learn to relate to one another outside of the assembly line. bringing 
workers together creates more unity among workers which in turn leads to an improved workplace environment. Workers 
share their knowledge with one another and challenge each other to rethink assumptions and ideas. 

All of the courses impart practical knowledge that members can use in their daily lives in their communities. For instance, 
religious intolerance was significant after the September 9/11 terrorist attacks. Through the course that dealt specifically 
with these serious issues, members were in a better position to counter racism and intolerance not only at work but in their 
public life and within their families. The course on stress and ergonomics on the other hand allows members to be more 
cautious with their health and safety at work in order to promote a better quality of life and secure their employment. 

Employers and the union, in turn, benefit from creating these learning opportunities in the workplace. Workers are more 
vested in their union since the union is relevant not only for grievances and workplace problems but also in providing them 
with practical tools that better their workplaces and understandings of themselves and society. Through the Workplace 
Training Program the CAW has clearly situated itself as an important and effective educational provider. The sustainability 
of this program however depends on employer funding that has been challenging to maintain in light of the pressures on 
the automotive industry.
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IMPACTS OF PROGRAMS AND PRACTICES

The Workplace Training Program allows members to develop awareness about their multiple roles in the workplace, union 
and society at large. individuals are not formally evaluated. Learners’ feedback about the program itself is much more 
important for the CAW in their role as educators. This program fosters a culture of learning among members who had 
left formal schooling many years ago or who have little or no post-secondary education. The classroom becomes a space 
for their voices at work and among their co-workers. Trainers report that once workers undertake training they are more 
excited, appreciative about learning and express interest in wanting to learn more. Trainers in turn are seen as educational 
representatives who members turn to for their learning needs and curiosities. 

The practice of using peer trainers is highly effective in grounding the themes of the trainings to the practicalities of the 
workplace and industry. Peer trainers have experiences, valuable knowledge and class identity similar to the rest of the 
classroom. Peer trainers derive from the same workplace culture and even language or workplace lingo to relate directly to 
participants. This translates into a more inclusionary, participatory and safe learning environment for participants. 

union activism is revitalized with members knowing more about the importance and function of their union. one learner 
for instance offered this feedback about one of the courses: “i thought the union Awareness course was really good… 
because of the training i have become more active and been inspired by the union.” Equity representatives have also noted 
a tangible difference with respect and acceptance in the workplace. one learner commented, “it’s so important to have this 
training because it makes you aware of your rights. i give our union credit for fighting for workers through the years and 
standing up for our members. i have learned that through the union we can communicate about issues like harassment 
and discrimination.” 

WHAT’S NEXT

The CAW continues to advocate for government funding to strengthen workplace learning. While governments talk about 
the importance of a competitive and effectively trained workforce, they have not supported workplace based training like 
the Workplace Training Program. 

The union notes that there is a grave need to preserve the training commitment among employers in the next round of 
bargaining and continue to lobby the federal and provincial governments to fund such initiatives. 

For CAW, workplace training is not solely about productivity to enhance employer profit but to conceptualize the worksite 
as a space for learning and development for workers in their full capacities within and beyond work. 

FURTHER REFERENCES

Worker Education & Training
http://www.caw.ca/assets/pdf/TrainingPolicy.pdf

Chapter 13: union Education and Training, CAW 20th Anniversary Collective bargaining Convention, 2005 
http://www.caw.ca/assets/pdf/Chapter13.pdf

CAW Education department
http://caw.ca/en/services-departments-caw-education.htm
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CAW LoCAL 1520 PrE-LAyoff CourSE

UNION AND EMPLOYER

Canadian Auto Workers, specifically Local 1520, St. Thomas ontario Ford plant

CONTACT PERSON

david Robertson, director of Work organization and Training, cawwork@caw.ca, 416-495-3761

PROGRAM DESCRIPTION 

A comprehensive eight-hour adjustment course delivered on paid time to all workers, designed to prepare them for the 
challenges of plant closure. 

HOW THE PROGRAM STARTED 

The CAW rose to the challenge trying to protect thousands of its members employed by the “big Three” automakers during the 
industry’s financial crisis over the last few years. Securing good jobs for workers, their families and the economic sustainability 
of local communities is a top priority for the CAW. However, despite all of the union’s efforts, the Ford St. Thomas assembly 
plant could not be saved. Ford slated the closure of the plant for August 2011 which will result in a loss of 1500 jobs. The 
closure is not only devastating to CAW Local 1520 members but as the union’s economist, Jim Stanford stated “as many as 
10,000 jobs in total could be lost due to the spinoff effects on the community of St. Thomas and surrounding areas.” The CAW 
negotiated transferring some workers to the bramalea and oakville plants but it could not accommodate all workers due to 
Ford’s aggressive cost-cutting measures and imposed concessions. The financial crisis impacting the global economy and the 
auto industry left the union with limited bargaining power to protect all the jobs in the St. Thomas plant. 

building on its long history and commitment to workplace training and education as well as its adjustment expertise and 
support of its laid-off members, the CAW customized a special pre-layoff course for its Ford members. The union pressed 
Ford to allot paid training hours to make this course accessible and mandatory for all members of Local 1520. The union 
was guided by the notion that its members need support and representation, both while they are working and also when 
they lose their jobs. The CAW also recognized the value of reaching all workers before the layoff so as to build a strong 
foundation for successful adjustment activities after the plant closes.

The eight-hour course covers the fundamentals of plant closures and adjustment in the current labour market. Key com-
ponents of the program include: 

review of closure agreement•	  outlines the bargained provisions and gives participants a sense of what’s coming in the 
period leading to the closure

Labour market information•	  provides an insight into employment, occupational, wage and workplace trends and economic indicators 

Employment insurance•	  looks at regular and special EI benefits, training supports and Employment Ontario services

adjustment Process and action centre•	  reviews CAW’s labour adjustment program for laid-off members

know your Skills•	  helps workers recognize the skills and abilities which they can transfer to future employment and other areas of life 

needs assessment •	 seeks a “snapshot” of workers’ needs and will help the Adjustment Committee and Action Centre prioritize 
and plan programs and services

Landing on your Feet•	  looks at the impact of layoff on social, emotional and physical health and how to plan and take action 
to move ahead

Another support provided to CAW members at Ford St. Thomas is the Labour Market Readiness Certificate, an innovative 
educational program offered by CAW in partnership with McMaster university’s School of Labour Studies. Funded under 
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the negotiated tuition assistance program, the Certificate offers a series of after-hour courses designed to sharpen basic 
skills (such as computers. word processing, writing), enhance understanding of the local labour market, and explore sup-
ports to manage transition into training and re-employment.   

LOGISTICS

The CAW negotiated with Ford to include this Pre-Layoff Course as part of the Workplace Training Program for workers at 
the St. Thomas plant. As with other courses within CAW’s big Three Workplace Training Program, the Pre-Layoff Course is 
facilitated by peer trainers who are experiencing the same transition. The course takes place during workers’ regular shifts 
and at the workplace.

OBJECTIVES AND METHODS 

The main objective of this course is to support workers in a critical time as they face losing their jobs. Some have been 
working with Ford for the majority of their working lives and have not had to prepare a resume or conceive of alternative 
employment for years. 

Learning methods are the same as other courses in the CAW’s Workplace Training Program which allow for the diverse 
ways that adults learn. Peer facilitators use interactive methods to provide participants opportunities to discuss issues and 
raise questions. Slide presentations, a “jeopardy” game to review labour market information, skills inventory and helpful 
handouts are among the resources used. 

The course components allow workers’ individual and collective needs to be addressed. individual follow-up with workers 
will be undertaken to ensure their needs are met after the course is complete. 

IMPACTS OF PROGRAMS AND PRACTICES 

Getting workers together in the classroom during this difficult transition has enormous impacts. Workers learn the tools they need 
to re-enter the workforce, and the classroom itself becomes a source of collective moral support. it is very common that workers 
experiencing this calamitous event in their lives suffer from anger, resentment and stress. This course provides a space to bring 
these feelings and emotions to the classroom and a structure to deal with them collectively with their peers. 

The goal of adjustment is to help workers make the transition toward “what’s next.” This varies from one worker to another. 
For most, a new job is an urgent priority. others may look to retire, while many will consider retraining. Early intervention 
– acting before the layoff actually occurs – is of proven benefit. Access to services and information right away means better 
choices. The sooner the adjustment process can get under way, the better the chance of success. 

The CAW’s pre-layoff course is an example of early intervention. its impact will provide lessons that will prove useful to other 
unions facing layoffs, and to governments which in the last 15 years have provided no or limited adjustment funding for 
pre-layoff programs and services.

WHAT’S NEXT

The course will continue to run at the workers’ Action Centre when the plant closes in the summer of 2011. Through this 
course, workers can see that CAW is committed to their well-being beyond the workplace. The union remains relevant and 
important in their lives and communities. 

The CAW will continue to press provincial and federal governments to create conditions for stable and secure jobs. At 
the moment, St. Thomas workers have to prepare for a hostile labour market where precarious and “flexible” jobs are the 
overwhelming norms. 

FURTHER REFERENCES

CAW Local 1520
http://www.cawlocal.ca/1520
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uniTE hErE LoCAL 75 inTEgrATing ESSEnTiAL SKiLLS ProJECT 

FULL TITLE

integrating Essential Skills into a Partnership-based Workplace Training Strategy for Canada’s Hospitality industry

UNION AND EMPLOYER

uNiTE HERE Local 75 and CK Atlantis inc. (1 King West), Starwood Hotels & Resorts (King Edward) and the Fairmont Royal York.

CONTACT PERSONS

Sarah Rousseau and becky McFarlane, Hospitality Workers Training Centre, srousseau@uniteherelocal75.org

HOW THE PROGRAM STARTED

uNiTE HERE represents approximately 50,000 members across Canada. Local 75 membership stands at more than 7,000 
workers, most of whom are employed in housekeeping, food, laundry and uniform services, maintenance and other pos-
itions in the hospitality industry. 

The vast majority of members are immigrants and newcomers. Jobs in the sector are commonly recognized to be low-wage, 
low status, precarious, hierarchically organized and segmented along racial and gender lines. in order to advance in their 
workplace, most workers require support in essential skills, however no industry-specific training currently exists that merges 
the two needs. Employees therefore perceive that opportunities for advancement are severely restricted.

industry forecasts note that current and imminent labour shortages are resulting from explosive growth in the sector com-
bined with an aging workforce. Workplace advancement and mobility, as well improved training and recruitment initiatives 
are central to employers and current and future workers’ economic vitality and job prospects.

Local 75 and its members have identified the following high-priority needs:

Essential and vocational skills upgrading programs aimed at improving job security and job mobility for current workers;•	

Heightened skill-based needs, especially in the area of essential skills, such as customer service/guest relations, problem solving, and •	
reading, writing, and computer skills; 

An overwhelmingly newcomer and immigrant workforce who, though often highly trained in their home country, lack the necessary •	
essential skills in English or French required for career advancement;

Limited on-the-job opportunities for employees to improve essential skills such as reading, writing, problem solving and computer literacy;•	

The historic absence of cross-training and career paths particularly for “back of the house” occupations such as housekeeping, basic •	
culinary, and food and beverage services;

A shortage of trade certification programs for currently employed culinary and skilled trades workers and;•	

A lack of pre-apprenticeship culinary programs for youth, newcomers, and other disadvantaged groups to establish successful career •	
paths in the sector. 

The current project, “integrating Essential Skills into a Partnership-based Workplace Training Strategy for Canada’s Hospital-
ity industry” flowed from earlier and ongoing initiatives for current workers. These featured both union and collaborative 
work with employers focused on workplace training programs that emphasized literacy and essential skills. Employers host 
the courses on site to give workers the easiest and most efficient access possible. in 2010-11 for example, classes were de-
livered at four pilot sites through an ontario Literacy Coalition project. Local 75 has a long and successful history developing 
and delivering curricula and partnering with provincial, federal and local agencies, educational providers and others.
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PROGRAM INITIATION 

in 2008, the union negotiated an agreement with the Fairmont Royal York Hotel to lead the industry in establishing a 
partnership-based sector-wide approach to workplace training. This approach included the establishment of a Hospitality 
Workers Training Centre modeled after the Culinary Training Academy in Las vegas which has become the most prominent 
source of training and recruitment for new and incumbent workers on the Las vegas strip.

in 2004, an “Equal opportunity Training Trust Fund” was bargained between the union and employer. As of 2011, 41 
collective agreements, representing 22 employers, contain language to contribute one or two cents per hour worked per 
employee toward the training trust fund. The training language also includes agreement to collaborate on shared priorities 
such as employee recruitment and retention; essential and job skills upgrading; recognition of foreign credentials and ex-
pansion of culinary and skilled trade programs with other organizations. 

HOSPITALITY WORKERS TRAINING CENTRE (HWTC)

The HWTC is scheduled to open in Toronto in october 2011 and will be the site for delivery and coordination of essential 
and vocational skills training. The Centre contains a full-service restaurant and classrooms and is the hub of all activities 
associated with the project, including: job placement and mentoring; employability skills such as resume writing and job 
interview skills; and settlement services. The Centre will be the portal into the industry as well as a vehicle for lateral and 
upward mobility for all workers. 

Some components of the full curricula are already underway at three hotels and other sites in Toronto. These include: com-
puter basics, literacy, training for room attendants and training for Workplace Learning Representatives. 

The HWTC will offer the following:

Essential Skills: Training will use occupational content to develop skills in oral communication, reading, writing, document use, com-•	
puter skills, and numeracy. The pre-vocational training is preparation for vocational training for Room Attendants, Food and Bever-
age Workers, and Kitchen Workers.

Vocational training in basic culinary, food and beverage services, housekeeping and maintenance.•	

Basic employability skills such as resume writing and job interview skills, assistance in obtaining recognition of foreign credentials •	
and co-ordination with existing settlement services. 

Other life skills and personal services that support successful recruitment and retention in the industry.•	

Train-the-trainer programs: There is a huge pool of instructors and trainers for the hospitality industry but not all possess the skills and •	
knowledge to deliver an integrated workplace program. Train-the-trainer will partner with industry and essential skills trainers to deliver 
an integrated workplace program. It will be offered to trainers at the Toronto District School Board, Working Women Community Centre, 
the Central Ontario Building Trades, Ontario Tourism Education Corporation (OTEC) and others identified by the union and employers. 

Workplace Learning Representatives (WLR): At least one WLR will be assigned to each workplace to assist in program promotion, •	
recruitment, monitoring of learner participation and satisfaction, on-going support and problem solving. WLRs will meet regularly to 
exchange information, problem solve, provide feedback on program delivery, and participate in evaluation processes with the Project 
Coordinator and consultants. They are the link between the Centre and the workplace, ensuring that HWTC staff are up to date on lay-
offs and job openings in their hotels. The WLRs are key workplace leaders who are currently involved in union participation programs. 

Occupational Health & Safety: No health and safety training currently exists for essential skills learners in the hospitality sector. This is •	
a serious limitation in an industry known for high rates of injury. The curricula will combine occupational health and safety and es-
sential skills to produce an integrated workplace program that meets industry standards. 

LOGISTICS 

The HWTC is governed by a board and Advisory board composed of representatives of the hotels and the union. HWTC staff 
and Workplace Learning Representatives are responsible to the board.
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The needs for pre-vocational essential skills training for Room Attendants, Food and beverage Workers and Kitchen Workers 
were identified through consultations with union and hospitality management representatives. vocational training pro-
grams will be approximately eight weeks. Pre-vocational programs will be implemented based on necessity.

Partnerships with employers, educational providers, agencies, organizations and all levels of government are critical to the suc-
cess of training and learning outcomes. Key funders include Human Resources and Skills development Canada and the ontario 
Ministry of Training, Colleges and universities as well as the Equal opportunity Training Fund. The university of Toronto’s Rotman 
School of Management, for example, gathered data on industry training needs, including those for essential skills’ learners.

in 2011 a full-day training session was held for 35 WLRs from 20 hotels. The session focused on assessing members’ learn-
ing needs, identifying and dealing with layoffs and reduced hours and how to set up Workplace Learning Committees. it 
taught interview skills and addressed bargaining and other strategies. The development of WLRs was also part of the pilot 
committees at the hotels that met to discuss the ongoing implementation and next steps of the project.

OBJECTIVES AND METHODS

The short-term goals of the project are the training of new entrants to industry standards to enable them to achieve employ-
ment and the retention of workers currently employed.

Longer term, uNiTE HERE hopes to play a leadership role in the promotion and distribution of the essential skills’ tools and 
models that it has developed to enable other sectors to achieve success. 

A “high road” economic strategy is the basis for all aspects of this project. The model is based on enhancing skill levels and 
increasing opportunities for advancement among employees, as well as higher productivity through improved performance 
for employers. The high road model is regarded as an alternative approach to low-wage, low skill, precarious work strategies 
in much of Canada’s service sector that result in low productivity, high rates of employee turnover and low morale. The suc-
cess of the high road model depends on much greater access to workplace learning for entrants and incumbent workers.

EQUITY

The hospitality sector in Toronto is often referred to as the “Settlement Sector”: almost 75% of workers who enter the 
industry are new or recent immigrants. The majority of individuals who apply to participate in training offered through the 
HWTC will therefore be newcomers to Canada.

Relatively short training cycles have been created to enable individuals to get into the workforce quickly to ensure compli-
ance with the conditions of their immigration and to meet the workers’ needs for the well-being of their families. 

Most participants will be under-housed and/or without housing (living with relatives or friends) and will be looking to enter 
the hospitality industry in entry level, full-time positions. Many of the trainees will be on social assistance and are anxious to 
move off social benefits as soon as possible. others will be unemployed with no social benefits and living with family and/
or friends while seeking training and/or employment. 

The union is examining funding opportunities to assist trainees with transportation costs, childcare costs, and other sup-
ports offered through existing social benefit programs. upon completion of the program, graduates will receive assistance 
with resume writing and interviewing and will be linked to positions that are available in partner hotels and the broader 
hospitality industry.

FURTHER REFERENCES 

www.uniteherelocal75.org
www.uniteherecanada.org
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ThE CLifforD EVAnS TrAining CEnTrE 

UNION AND EMPLOYER

Local 1977, united Food and Commercial Workers Canada and zehrs Supermarkets, a subsidiary of Loblaws

CONTACT PERSON

Marv Funk, Training and development director, mfunk@ufcw1977.ca

PROJECT SUMMARY

A worker-led training and education centre for Local 1977 members to enable them to improve their professional and 
personal prospects.

HOW THE PROGRAM STARTED

in its 1981 bargaining with zehrs, the union won one cent for every hour worked by its members for a training fund. The 
modest contribution was the catalyst for the first courses that focused on stewards’ training and included health and safety, 
grievance procedure and collective bargaining. it also represented a historic gain that Local 1977 describes as the one that 
“cracked open the door on an idea that would soon set the standards for union-sponsored training in all of North America.”

The desire for a formal training centre gave even more purpose to the 1986 round of bargaining. When zehrs agreed to 
a negotiated contribution of 10 cents/hour, the goal was within reach. The Local secured a grant of $100,000 from the 
ontario Ministry of Skills development. To qualify for federal monies, the fund was required to become jointly trusteed 
with a tripartite board to oversee the new centre. Two trustees each from the union, management and the membership 
were appointed and, as a result, the Canadian Employment and immigration Commission granted $185,000 through its 
Canadian Jobs Strategy. 

The Clifford Evans Training Centre (CETC) officially opened in 1987. by 1991, negotiated contributions were up to 15 cents/
hour. in 1998, a new and larger facility next to the original building was opened containing a state-of-the art computer lab, 
audio-visual equipment and classroom facilities.

NEEDS IDENTIFIED

The CETC was created to address professional and personal barriers. Members faced numerous obstacles in their desire for 
full-time work, promotions and other job opportunities. 

Approximately 20 years ago, part-time workers accounted for 60% of store staffing. This was identified as a problem at the 
time and over the years has developed into a larger one: today, part-time staff comprise more than 85% of the total zehrs 
workforce. 

Many positions such as front-end packers and cashiers were part-time, entry-level positions with no full-time options. Some 
departments such as pharmacy and health food held a higher status and offered workers a greater chance at full-time em-
ployment, but access was difficult. Management refused to recognize members’ skills. 

The Local addressed these impediments through its course offerings at the new training centre as well as in bargaining. it 
negotiated Letters of understanding that recognized workers’ skills, enabled them to work in more than one department 
and, in some cases, included two weeks of paid training that focused on location-specific upgrading once graduates were 
placed in the department.
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VISION OF THE PROGRAM 

The initiative sought to ensure that members gained the professional skills they needed to secure better employment. “We 
wanted to change the corporate culture so that promotions and full-time opportunities were awarded on the basis of senior-
ity and skill, not on the basis of who management’s favourite person of the week was,” said uFCW Local 1977 Training and 
development director Marv Funk. The training supported the overall marketability of members so that even during downturns, 
when fewer food dollars resulted in less available work, members could either enhance their job security or find another job. 

The core of the union’s vision was the development of marketable, portable and transferable skills. The employer wanted 
staff that were productive, knowledgeable and safety conscious. Enough common ground existed between the entities to 
concretize a vision for training that was unique in North America: a training centre focused on unionized retail workers. it 
was managed by a joint trusteeship of the union, worker representatives and the employer.

ORGANIZATIONAL PRACTICES 

There was no qualifying period of employment necessary before accessing training. Courses were made available to mem-
bers at their start date. Although seniority defined the order of enrollment, all members were promised access to their 
specified courses. The courses were developed and delivered by members who contributed their job-related knowledge to 
the design of course content and who were trained in how to teach. No outside full-time instructors were hired. Most of the 
courses were on unpaid time. The exceptions included Essential Skills offered twice/year for full-time employees, department 
managers (union members) and stewards The meat-cutter and baker courses in the new Work Skills Training program,12-
week courses established by the joint trustees, were also delivered on paid time.

LOGISTICS

Four union and member trustees were selected and educated with respect to joint trusteeship policies and regulations. 
The trustees met quarterly to review all aspects of the CETC operations. A training centre representative for every store was 
selected and trained to communicate information about the centre, its courses and processes. Web sites, bulletins, news-
letters and other communication vehicles were developed. 

Members could also request specific courses at their workplace as long as there was sufficient interest demonstrated either 
through in-store sign-up sheets, email or phone. All necessary arrangements were made by training centre staff. A Mobile 
Computer Lab traveled across southern ontario and delivered an extensive list of computer-related courses. This compon-
ent was always a challenge: members who had signed up often did not attend. The trustees grappled with the issue and 
implemented some useful practices, but it always remained a problem.

OBJECTIVES AND METHODS

The basis for the delivery of program and services was premised on workers training workers. A 75% pass rate was required 
to achieve a certificate. All course delivery was based on five principles: relevance, personal interest, worker involvement, 
workplace support, and sensitivity towards individual participants. 

The short-term goals focused on ensuring that current employees had the necessary training to be effective, safe and pro-
ductive. Long-term goals were industry specific, assessing the retail business and general economic climate to foresee the 
upcoming job categories and the specifics associated with them.

Course evaluations were keys to success and several models were used including portions of the Kirkpatrick Four Levels 
Evaluation Model, with its emphasis on the experience of participants. The evaluations and informal feedback helped to 
shape all courses and as a result they were always changing.
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IMPACTS OF PROGRAM AND PRACTICES

by 2008, there were 222 courses in three general categories: job-related such as bakery and produce training courses; 
personal development; and union/labour education. The majority of courses were a single day in length, while specific job 
training ran from 6 to 10 days. over the lifetime of the training centre, more than 15,000 certificates of completion were 
awarded to participants.

The CETC helped thousands of members to upgrade skills and move up in their careers. Many members who are now full-
time department heads at zehrs got training to advance their careers when they were still part-time workers. Many others 
acquired skills that helped them move into different store departments – floral, bakery, photolab, cosmetics, pharmacy – 
instead of being stuck in their original positions. 

The placement rate was dependent on two factors: openings and a worker’s interest in applying for the position. Pharmacy 
Assistants had 136 graduates, with an 80% placement rate; Cosmetic Technicians, 84 graduates, 20% placement; Floral 
designers, 214 graduates, 65% placement; Natural value Clerks, 192 graduates, 45% placement.

PARTNERS AND PARTICIIPANTS 

The primary partner was zehrs and the vast majority of participants were Local 1977 members; however, numerous other 
short-term relationships were also developed. The ontario March of dimes sponsored CETC to deliver retail sales training for 
those on ontario Works (social assistance); Prudential benefits Assurance Company sponsored CETC to deliver training on 
Excel and People Skills; Petro Canada in partnership with CETC offered Workplace Hazardous Materials information System 
(WHiMiS), and the Grand River Hospital with CETC featured seminars on customer service.

The union and employer’s positive working relationship on the board of Trustees resulted in a collaboration that put work-
ers at the centre. zehrs valued the Local’s expertise and for five years even paid it to deliver five-week training courses for 
non-union store managers and assistant managers. 

“For 20 years, we had a unique and valuable partnership that benefited thousands of workers, students and community 
members.” during that period, the Local never had to go to arbitration on the Letters of understanding it had bargained 
with respect to training and education. “The language was strong and, at that time, the employer respected its obligation. 
on the few occasions where we encountered problems, it was a matter of calling management’s attention to it and they 
responded appropriately,” said Funk.

“it wasn’t until about 2000 when the zehrs President stepped down and Loblaws began exerting more control through an 
internal reorganization that things began to decline,” said Funk. in 2006 the company said that it no longer had an interest 
in contributing to the CETC and by 2008, the partnership was wound down. 

The Local viewed Loblaws’ withdrawal as a casualty of the retailer’s own internal succession processes that failed to com-
municate the value of the partnership to the new management team. “The partnership delivered strong results to the em-
ployer, consumers, members and the union, but management didn’t take the time to understand its concept and benefits. 
From our perspective, we learned that the right partnerships can be a big plus for both parties. Joint training also contrib-
uted to overcoming the biggest hurdle, that is employees’ views of themselves. Certain sectors have such a low job status 
that people don’t recognize their value as a worker and therefore don’t see the value of education,” said Funk. 

The ontario March of dimes continues to offer training to those on social assistance. Networks with schools and school 
boards were developed and continue. The Local is also a member of the Canadian Grocery Human Resources Council and 
participates on the Waterloo Training and Adjustment board.
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WHAT’S NEXT

Loblaws’ negotiated contribution to the training fund is currently five cents/hour. The Local has been able to retain many 
elements and course offerings of the Clifford Evans Training Centre. The job training and union and labour courses remain. 
The Mobile Computer Lab continues to deliver programs to members across southern ontario. However, many personal 
interest courses, such as digital camera, have been discontinued. Now known as the uFCW Local 1977 Training and de-
velopment wing, it remains in the same location.

New partnerships have been developed with the Waterloo Region district School board and Wellington dufferin Catholic School 
board. The Local delivers seminars on retail sector opportunities including pharmacy, floral, health foods and cosmetics.

uFCW Canada’s webCampus has provided new and robust opportunities for the Local that has put the most important 
courses on line. Almost 100 learners, for example, have signed up for the Pharmacy Assistant course. The partnership with 
webCampus has also improved access by reducing in-class training. Learners who would have had to book off work for 
6-12 days now require only 4. 

both Health and Safety and Steward Training are slated as priorities for 2011-2012, as Local 1977 continues to explore new 
opportunities to support members in their personal and professional aspirations.

FURTHER REFERENCES

http://www.ufcw1977.ca
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Cfnu’S APPLiED WorKPLACE SoLuTionS for nurSES

UNION AND EMPLOYER

Canadian Federation of Nurses unions (CFNu) and various employers

CONTACT PERSON

Arlene Wortsman, Project Leader, arlenewortsman@rogers.com

PROJECT SUMMARY

A workplace-based initiative to increase the recruitment and retention of nurses. The 10 pilot projects are collectively known as 
Research to Action: Applied Workplace Solutions for Nurses (RTA). The CFNu represents 176,000 nurses and student nurses.

LOCATION

british Columbia, Alberta, Saskatchewan, Manitoba, ontario, New brunswick, Prince Edward island, Nova Scotia, New-
foundland and Labrador, Nunavut

HOW THE PROGRAM STARTED

Funded by Health Canada in 2008, this pan-Canadian initiative is a response to nursing shortages encountered in all jurisdic-
tions. The rationale for the project flowed from earlier CFNu projects that examined barriers to the retention of experienced 
nurses. The problems and proposed solutions were identified by nurses in focus groups, interviews and formal discussions. 
Numerous studies and reports on nursing shortages – and potential solutions – have accumulated over the years. The find-
ings, however, were not tested or enacted in the workplace. Research to Action (RTA) took the next step and brought the 
research into the workplace. 

RTA incorporated 10 workplace-based pilots with programs that addressed staffing ratios to enhance the quality of care, and 
provided resources and tools to support new nursing graduates and educational opportunities for professional development. 

LOGISTICS

All projects relied on extensive networks that were established as the main vehicles responsible for planning and implementation. 

The national steering committee included two representatives from each pilot project and representation from the CFNu and 
its national partners – the Canadian Nurses Association, the Canadian Healthcare Association and the dietitians of Canada. 
The committee provided advice and guidance to the provincial/territorial project committees. it also facilitated the transfer of 
knowledge across participating regions and professions and provided accountability to the funder, Health Canada.

Each pilot was led by its own provincial/territorial steering committee and focused on an aspect of nursing practice identified 
as relevant to the jurisdiction. The local steering committees included employers, unions and governments and in some cases 
academic partners; all of which helped to shape the pilot in collaboration with the CFNu’s national steering committee. 

MENTORSHIP

Mentorship was one of the five strategies tested as a means to increase the retention and recruitment of nurses. over 500 
nurses participated in mentorship workshops and over 140 nurses benefited from mentorship relationships across Canada. 
in particular, it was a strong component of pilots in Nunavut, Nova Scotia and New brunswick.
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Mentorship is a recognized approach to enhance the learning and professional development of individual nurses. Men-
toring involves advising, counseling, advocating and providing constructive feedback. The mentor provides advice and 
support and is paced to the development of the mentee. A mentor fosters professional and personal growth and effective-
ness and will help the new graduates acquire particular competencies for a new setting or role. Mentoring also helps more 
experienced nurses develop their own skills.

A 16-month pilot, “building Nursing Capacity in Nunavut,” used mentorship as one of the key vehicles to support new 
graduates in their transition to the workplace. Nunavut pilot partners included the Nunavut Employees union, Nunavut 
Arctic College, Nunavut department of Health and Social Services and the Qikiqtani General Hospital.

Partners in the Nova Scotia mentorship aspect of the pilot “Late Career Nurse and New Graduate Transition” included the 
Nova Scotia Nurses’ union (NSNu), the provincial department of Health, district health authorities and nursing schools. The 
27-month project addressed the transition of new graduates into the workplace. Mentorship was also incorporated into the 
professional development portion of the project.

New brunswick partners in the “development of a Web-based orientation Program and Enhancing Senior Nurses’ Men-
toring Skills” included the New brunswick Nurses union, department of Health, the vitalité Health Network (formerly 
beauséjour Regional Health Authority) and the université de Moncton. The 24-month pilot established a training program 
offered in French for senior nurses that included a 3-day mentorship training course and accompanying resources and 
handbooks in French.

OBJECTIVES AND METHODS

RTA assisted nurses to develop new skills and expertise, and helped employers increase their capacity for patient care. 
Among its objectives were improved workplace morale, the development of sustainable ongoing programs supported with 
tools, and the transfer of knowledge within and across jurisdictions and professions.

Funding from Health Canada totaled over $4.7 million over three years. The CFNu and its partner organizations provided 
in-kind support. in addition, each pilot received direct and in-kind support from their union, government and employer 
partners, bringing the value of the project to approximately $98 million. All participants, including nurses, their unions, 
employers and provincial governments have reported substantial benefits as a result of their participation in the RTA project. 
in particular, the union and health care employers worked closely together to deliver projects specific to each workplace. 
For employers, the accrued benefit of retaining experienced staff translates into a minimum saving of $25,000 in training 
costs for each new hire. it also means less monies invested in recruitment initiatives and, if staffing ratios are appropriate, 
improved patient care. 

nunavut: informal interviews with nurses at Nunavut’s Qikiqtani General Hospital (QGH) resulted in a project to enhance 
critical care training, provide mentorship programs for new graduates and professional development opportunities to en-
able nurses to improve their clinical and leadership skills. Experienced nurses working at QGH were invited to participate in 
the comprehensive mentoring skills training course. Seven responded and received mentor training. Four of five new gradu-
ate nurses from Nunavut Arctic College participated in the orientation program and were paired one-on-one throughout 
their six-month orientation. Group mentoring sessions were also held approximately once per month and teaching materials 
were developed. The mentoring built on the inuit approach to communication, which emphasizes a more verbal approach 
to problem-solving, sharing and discussion. 

nova Scotia: Mentorship program goals called for the development of evidence-based guidelines to support professional 
development for late-career nurses, and the creation of a mentorship pool. All mentors received education and training to 
enhance their ability to support new graduates; they, in turn, were supported by program leads (also nurses). Ten graduates 
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are currently receiving support from nurse mentors during their first year of practice. A province-wide “Tool Kit” for new 
graduate orientation and transition was created and disseminated to nurse leaders through the provincial nursing network. 
Nurse mentor workshops, tools and materials for ongoing mentorship training were created. To date, 75 nurses have par-
ticipated in education and training to support new graduates. 

new Brunswick: The project established a voluntary mentorship training program for senior nurses, including a three-
day mentorship training course. The program provided training on the roles and responsibilities of mentors and offered 
nurses additional mentorship professional development opportunities. because Moncton’s dr. Georges-L. dumont Regional 
Hospital provides services in both French and English, bilingual mentorship literature and guides were created and provide 
a valuable resource for francophones across the country. The 28 nurse mentors who were trained helped to substantially 
increase the confidence of the new nurses. The success of the mentorship program has led to the possibility of standardizing 
the mentorship program across the region. 

IMPACTS OF PROGRAM AND PRACTICES

The CFNu reports that results have far exceeded initial expectations. in total, 898 nurses were involved in training and professional 
development opportunities and 1,085 in retention and recruitment initiatives. Nurses were engaged on 1719 occasions.

RTA findings noted an increased capacity in all workplaces by: 

providing additional infrastructure. In Nunavut, for example, critical care simulation equipment remains on site for future training;•	

developing workshop materials that are now being shared across jurisdictions and provinces such as New Brunswick’s French men-•	
torship guides and Nova Scotia’s Tool Kit and materials for mentorship training;

providing opportunities for nurses to upgrade their skills, and acquire new competencies, and preparing trainers in remote sites; •	

improving partnerships and working relationships between different stakeholder groups. There is now a basis of mutual trust for •	
future projects across the country; 

increasing the capacity for project management and research. •	

Nurses involved in the RTA project reported higher job satisfaction. This is a critical element in lessening retention and re-
cruitment obstacles that are the basis for nursing shortages. in particular, the RTA pilots demonstrate both the need for a 
culture change to expand nurses’ opportunities to upgrade their skills, especially through professional development, and 
the positive outcomes for all parties when these strategies are employed. Healthcare units (employers) reported decreased 
overtime, absenteeism and turnover.

WHAT’S NEXT

The evaluation process is underway and will be used to further the project’s knowledge-transfer objectives. This includes a 
national evaluation and one of each of the 10 provincial/territorial pilots. 

The project stresses sustainability and was based on knowledge gathered from numerous sources for testing in the work-
place. Consistent with this approach, the CFNu hopes to launch a second Research to Action initiative to enable it to build 
on the partnerships established, accumulate more workplace-based knowledge for transfer across professions and jurisdic-
tions and implement the five strategies in more workplaces to reduce nursing shortages. 

FURTHER REFERENCES

Think Nursing Website: http://www.thinknursing.ca
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CuPE rEPrESEnTATiVE WorKforCE STrATEgy

UNION AND EMPLOYER

Canadian union of Public Employees Saskatchewan (CuPE), the Government of Saskatchewan and various employers

CONTACT PERSON

Melanie Medlicott, CuPE Saskatchewan Regional director, mmedlicott@cupe.ca; Aina Kagis, Staff Representative; Cheryl 
Stadnichuk, Research Representative

PROGRAM DESCRIPTION

 The Representative Workforce Strategy is a comprehensive employment and training initiative to improve the recruitment 
and retention of Aboriginal workers in the health care and other sectors in Saskatchewan.

HOW THE PROGRAM STARTED

Saskatchewan’s stark contrast between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal employment rates and bleak prospects for the future 
prompted CuPE’s multi-pronged Representative Workforce Strategy (RWS). Saskatchewan has the largest gap of employ-
ment rates between Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal adults. in 2007, 88.3 per cent of non-Aboriginal adults were employed, 
compared to only 66.4 per cent for Aboriginal people.

based on a 1999 paper created by three Aboriginal CuPE staff and later adopted by the national union, the authors noted 
that Employment Equity programs were not resulting in urgently needed changes to Saskatchewan’s historically low em-
ployment rates of Aboriginal workers. it called for a more focused approach to overcome long-standing systemic barriers.

Employment equity plans in Saskatchewan are voluntary: it is the employers’ decision to develop a plan and to comply with 
their stated goals. Employers submit annual reports to the Saskatchewan Human Rights Commission (SHRC) showing what 
progress they have made toward a representative workplace. The SHRC also requires that, if the workplace is unionized, the 
employer must involve the union in the Equity Plan.

Aboriginal leaders identified major regressive trends in former hiring policies, such as designated quotas in which Aboriginal 
people are hired through affirmative action. An unprepared workplace and unprepared employee too often result in failure. 
in addition, quotas restrict Aboriginal employment to only those jobs which the employers choose.

CuPE Saskatchewan had already developed a wealth of experience grappling with its own Aboriginal organizing strategy 
that had been evolving over the years. The union knew that in order to achieve the goal, comprehensive internal and ex-
ternal strategies had to be employed that incorporated education, training, equity targets and changes within the union. 
CuPE’s strategy therefore encompassed the following:

Representative Workforce Strategy agreements signed with the provincial government that triggered tri-partite agreements with the employer;•	

Education and equity training for CUPE leaders and members that encompassed Aboriginal Awareness Workshops, mandatory cul-•	
tural awareness training, meetings, educational materials and various forms of communications;

Changes to internal union structures including the formation of a CUPE Aboriginal Council, and hiring practices that resulted in more •	
Aboriginal staff whose knowledge and experience would place them at the forefront of the initiative;

Changes to Collective Agreement language to assist Aboriginal people to more effectively integrate into the workplace and union;•	

Intensive networking with First Nations and Métis organizations to establish trust and mutual respect;•	

Job training for Aboriginal people to ensure they are qualified to compete for jobs on a level playing field;•	

The provision of active support for Aboriginal workers in their workplaces to ensure equal treatment.•	
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in 2000, the first partnership agreement was signed with the government with a goal of achieving a representative work-
force where “Aboriginal people are represented in the workplace at all classifications and at all levels in proportion to the 
working age population.” 

LOGISTICS

The Partnership Agreements of the Representative Workforce Strategy help set the conditions for Aboriginal people to become 
qualified to bid on any job, and provide a healthy and accepting workplace in which employees can access training to gain 
additional skills and qualifications. Recruitment and long-term retention flourishes under the Partnership Agreement Program.

CuPE’s primary partner was the provincial government. but the success of the RWS required that all partners such as train-
ing institutions, employers and Aboriginal organizations work closely with each other to achieve the stated goals.

Saskatchewan’s health care sector was chosen as the first focus of the joint strategy. it is the largest public sector employer. 
it also has more job classifications than other sectors. The November 2000 Partnership Agreement with the provincial gov-
ernment to promote the Representative Workforce Strategy flowed into a tripartite agreement that included the Saskatch-
ewan Association of Health organizations (SAHo). A tripartite committee was then formed to promote the strategy, identify 
possible barriers in collective agreements and recommend changes to both union and employer bargaining committees.

The first partnership agreement is still viewed as historic. it resulted in groundbreaking changes to CuPE’s provincial health 
care collective agreement. These included the first language on a representative workforce, an employer commitment to 
Aboriginal awareness training, access to an Elder for Aboriginal workers, leave for spiritual or special bereavement duties 
and accommodation for hunting seasons. The agreements covered 12,600 CuPE health care workers. The new language 
was presented to the membership and endorsed by them. The union-employer bargaining committee also agreed to it 
without making any changes at the bargaining table. 

The comprehensive and focused approach combined with a demonstrated commitment from all parties helped to over-
come some of the first roadblocks: Aboriginal people had not traditionally applied for jobs with this particular employer 
because they did not have an equal chance of being hired. This perception was reinforced by the low representation of 
Aboriginal people in the workplace. 

The tripartite partners made a presentation to the executive council of government for funding of all educational programming 
needed for the strategy. CuPE also hired an Aboriginal Education Co-Coordinator whose salary was shared with the government. 

Training for specific skills is a vital component of the overall strategy. it involves working directly with other stakeholders 
such as Aboriginal and educational institutions to qualify Aboriginal people for health care positions. in order to ensure 
the availability of training courses, the colleges and institutions required assurances that jobs would be provided for the 
graduates. upcoming and open positions were identified and courses were created or tailored for Licensed Practical Nurses, 
dietary workers, cooks, Special Care Aides and other positions.

between 2002 and 2006 CuPE health care locals signed similar Partnership Agreements with the five Health Regions in 
which CuPE members work.

OBJECTIVES AND METHODS

The goal of CuPE’s strategy has been to increase the number of Aboriginal workers hired in CuPE-represented workplaces. 

in 2001, CuPE Saskatchewan was the first CuPE region to establish an Aboriginal Council at the provincial level. others 
soon followed. in 2005, a national Aboriginal Council was formed at the CuPE National convention. by 2008, CuPE had six 
Aboriginal councils at the local level in Saskatchewan.
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in the workplace, CuPE and SAHo Aboriginal coordinators worked side-by-side to develop and deliver four-hour Aboriginal 
Awareness and Misconception training for all health care workers in the workplace, including members from the Saskatch-
ewan union of Nurses, the Health Sciences Association of Saskatchewan and management. The objective is to prepare the 
workplace for Aboriginal people and to prepare Aboriginal people for workplaces. Two Aboriginal coordinators provide 
the training. SAHo reported that by 2008, 21,000 staff had participated in Aboriginal Awareness Workshops. As of 2007, 
10,500 out of 12,000 CuPE members in the workplace had been trained.

As part of the retention effort, once in the workplace Aboriginal workers can access literacy training, career counseling and 
other supports to ensure they are not stuck in entry-level positions and can advance their careers. 

in support of its work, CuPE signed a Partnership Memorandum of understanding with the Métis Nation of Saskatchewan in 
2010 that holds promise for a close working relationship focused on achieving better employment statistics for Métis people.

IMPACTS OF PROGRAM AND PRACTICES

Since November 2000, CuPE Locals and CuPE as an organization had signed 13 Aboriginal Employment Partnership Agree-
ments with employers and the provincial government. These agreements cover close to 15,000 CuPE members. The most 
recent Partnership Agreement was signed on February 25, 2010. 

When Prince Albert Parkland Health Region started its initiative, only 1.5% of the workforce was Aboriginal. by 2009, em-
ployment had increased to 20%. 

Prior to 1995, the health care sector employed less than 1% of Aboriginal employees. After the implementation of the 
Representative Workforce Strategy and since 1998, about 2,400 new Aboriginal workers were hired to increase their rep-
resentation to 6% of the health care workforce. 

CuPE Partnership Agreements have also been extended to include the education and municipal sectors. 

More than 500 Aboriginal people have taken a health care work preparation program funded by the government and 
employer. The 16-week program includes a half-day CuPE presentation that discusses the union’s structure, the collective 
agreement and addresses the concerns that Aboriginal people have about unions.

WHAT’S NEXT

in April 2010, the Saskatchewan government terminated all agreements and its commitment. All parties were advised that 
“current Aboriginal Employment development Partnership Agreements are no longer valid, anticipated agreements will not 
be entered into, and funding supports are not available.”

The government cited cost – $780,000/year – as its primary reason. The Saskatchewan institute of Public Policy calculates 
the cost of Aboriginal unemployment to be $2 billion annually and has warned against abandoning the program.

CuPE is faced with the challenge of how to continue this important work. Possibilities include renegotiating its own Partner-
ship Agreements with employers and Aboriginal organizations, and/or strengthening Equity Plans that are already in place 
and expanding them to more CuPE workplaces.
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CuPE will continue to lobby the government for reinstatement of the RWS and retains its goal of increasing the number of 
Aboriginal workers hired in its workplaces, including the continuation of Aboriginal Awareness training. 

There are plans for a gathering of Métis and CuPE leaders to develop strategic plans for implementing the Memorandum of 
understanding. Efforts are also underway to move this work forward through CuPE’s Aboriginal Council. The union notes 
that there is a need for a dedicated staff person to strengthen CuPE’s work in this area. 

FURTHER REFERENCES

don Moran “Aboriginal organizing in Saskatchewan: The Experience of CuPE,” Just Labour, vol. 8 (2006) 
http://www.justlabour.yorku.ca/index.php?page=toc&volume=8

“innovative partnership agreement bring health care jobs to Saskatchewan Aboriginal workers,” CuPE, Sept. 13, 2006
http://www.cupe.ca/aboriginal/innovative_partnersh
http://www.cupe.sk.ca/Briefs/aboriginal-issues-creating
http://www.cupe.sk.ca/news/partnership-agreements-ripped
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onTArio CoLLABorATiVE DEVELoPmEnTAL APProAChES 
(CoDA) ProJECT

UNION AND EMPLOYER 

CodA is an initiative of the ontario Literacy Coalition and its Provincial Advisory Committee on Workplace and Workforce 
Literacy (PAC) comprised of stakeholders in labour, industry and education. PAC members include the following: Canadian 
Manufacturers & Exporters; ontario Chamber of Commerce; Canadian Association of Municipal Administrators; Canadian 
union of Public Employees; ontario Federation of Labour; Canadian Auto Workers; Literacy Link Niagara; Literacy North-
west; AbC Life Literacy Canada; ontario institute for Studies in Education; Canadian Society for Training and development 
and the Work and Learning Knowledge Centre. 

LOCATION

13 workplaces throughout ontario

CONTACT PEOPLE

Sylvia Sioufi, National Literacy Coordinator, Canadian union of Public Employees, 613-237-1590 ext. 341, ssioufi@cupe.ca

John MacLaughlin, Manager – Program, business and Partnership development, ontario Literacy Coalition, 416-963-5787 
ext. 24, john@on.literacy.ca 

PROGRAM DESCRIPTION 

CodA was a provincially funded pilot project that delivered workplace literacy and essential skills training to unionized and 
non-unionized workers in collaboration with employers, labour, literacy, training and adult education partners.

HOW THE PROGRAM STARTED 

over a decade after provincial cutbacks ended funding specifically for workplace-based literacy programs, the ontario Min-
istry of Training, Colleges and universities allotted funds to the Workplace Literacy and Essential Skills initiative (2009-11). 
With project funding, CodA brought together key stakeholders committed to the goals of increasing workplace learning 
opportunities for workers and to demonstrating and articulating successful strategies and practices for workplace literacy 
and essential skills programming. The CodA partners recognized the value of inclusive learner-centred programs that enable 
workers to access learning opportunities with their peers at the workplace or convenient union or community setting.

based on documented good practice for workplace literacy and essential skills programs, the oLC and PAC developed a 
project framework to guide implementation at each pilot site, including: 

Planning committee or project team involving the key workplace partners (i.e. both workers / union and management) to decide on •	
main program elements and lead the pilot site 

Workplace Needs Assessment, consulting with all workplace parties to identify needs and provide a basis for program focus, delivery •	
and evaluation

Confidential participant assessment carried out by an instructor or education provider to ascertain the needs of program participants •	
and their personal goals including those related to education, training or employment

Support and mentoring for each pilot site provided by Learning Advisors hired by the CODA project•	

Support for access to information about resources and supports for workplace training ( i.e. employer tax credits, program resources, •	
education and/or training services), including relevant workplace literacy and essential skills resources and tools
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Support for the instructors in developing materials tailored to workplace and worker needs (emergent curriculum reflective of the •	
interests and concerns workers bring to the classroom)

Ongoing support for individuals and employers during training•	

Assistance with program evaluation•	

The oLC and PAC paid particular attention to individual assessment, developing principles and protocols that respected 
and valued:

participants’ knowledge, abilities and skills•	

work they do•	

goals•	

learning styles•	

fears and concerns •	

opinions about the assessments/evaluation tools and processes •	

a participant’s decision to withdraw from an activity•	

LOGISTICS 

The project delivered 22 programs in 13 workplaces where workers from unionized and non-unionized workplaces convened 
once or twice a week to undertake training that was specific to their needs. Pilot sites served workers in a mine in northern 
ontario, hotel workers, live-in-caregivers, public housing employees, manufacturing workers, warehouse employees, among 
others. The program focus also varied: several sites delivered basic computer programs combined with document use, others 
featured communication skills, English and math upgrading, etc. Program length ranged from 12 weeks to 36 weeks.

The Labour Education Centre (LEC) was one of the 13 sites, delivering 5-month programs that integrated English and math 
upgrading as well as computer use. LEC partnered with two advocacy groups and one community agency to deliver week-
end classes for live-in caregivers. Additionally, LEC delivered two weekly workplace classes for members of Local 112 of the 
Canadian Auto Workers employed by vitafoam, a Toronto manufacturer of foam products.

The CAW/vitafoam program provides an example of the CodA project experience. The union bargained with the employer 
to provide the classes on half company time. To improve access, two-hour classes were organized at the workplace around 
the shift change. day shift workers were released one hour early and then stayed for one hour on their own time; afternoon 
shift workers came in early on their own time, and then were released for the first hour of their shift. 

of the plant’s 85 employees, 15 workers participated in the pilot. To lessen the impact on production, two classes were or-
ganized which each met once a week for two hours. Class participants noted the importance of this access. They commented 
that they were proud of their employer’s support, and recognized the importance of their employer’s contribution.

OBJECTIVES AND METHODS 

The CAW/vitafoam pilot site established a joint union-employer steering committee and a workplace needs assessment 
(WNA) was conducted by the CodA Learning Advisor. To gain insight into needs and expectations, employer and union 
representatives were interviewed and focus groups were held with participants. The WNA highlighted written and oral com-
munication skills as a training need. This need was of special concern as the workplace was introducing new materials and 
technologies, and also wanted to improve employee interaction within the workforce, with management, and with visitors 
to the worksite. Workers and the employer also identified computer literacy skills as an area to help them participate more 
fully in their workplace, communities and homes.
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The LEC instructor gathered relevant union and workplace materials for use in the program, and consulted regularly with 
the union and employer representatives. Consistent with its learner-centred program, LEC involved the participants in 
designing the program, identifying topics of interest and specific areas of English, math and computer use that learners 
wanted to work on.

IMPACTS OF PROGRAM AND PRACTICES 

The CodA project was extremely successful. outreach revealed extensive interest in workplace programs, particularly when 
government funding can assist with infrastructure supports. Participants were universally enthusiastic and appreciative of 
the opportunity. A frequent answer regarding what participants would change for the future was: program too short, want 
to continue.

Toward the end of the project, CodA organized a gathering of instructors and program coordinators from various pilot 
sites to discuss (among other questions): “What have been the results for participants and workplaces so far?” Results for 
participants so far have included:

better communication•	

increased self esteem•	

personal growth•	

a foundation for and interest in further learning•	

more positive resonance in the workplace; less distance between workers and employer•	

some people who had never touched a computer before now have a good comfort level•	

improvement in overall skills; team feeling greatly increased, can’t underestimate team building•	

increased confidence and comfort of learners to ask questions and find out information for themselves •	

increased engagement with their communities and in their lives•	

workers want more training/learning and know how to be active participants in their own learning•	

they notice, read and understand signs and written instructions e.g. Health and Safety, WHMIS•	

participants are empowered, working together and demonstrating what they’ve learned•	

being able to learn in a safe, comfortable environment has eased many fears for students•	

programs are helping to heal past negative experiences regarding the formal school system•	

there have been positive reports from employers on learner job performance•	

The above observations are echoed in the CAW/vitafoam experience. Participants commented in the program evaluation 
that they talk with people more and are more confident in speaking; they can express themselves more clearly and have 
less fear of being corrected and criticized. At home: “i use the internet more. i started using my computer. i can be more 
independent. i can understand what my children are doing at school.” The classes encouraged workers to continue on a 
learning path: “it is a push for me to return to school, take classes in the community.”

The plant’s Human Resources manager commented that program participants were speaking up more on the job. The 
union was pleased that two of the learners became stewards, among the first women stewards at the workplace; one also 
participated in union training to be a women’s advocate for her fellow workers.
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WHAT’S NEXT 

CodA is currently engaged in finalizing its project evaluation. documented outcomes from each workplace initiative will look 
at program impacts, show under what conditions workers and employers participate in programs and the planning process, 
and what the results are for workers, employers and unions. CodA will identify and provide detailed documentation of the top 
ten common success factors (effective practices) that lead to successful literacy and essential skills programming across sites 
and stakeholder groups. The results will be shared with all stakeholders in order to facilitate further programming.

The oLC and its Provincial Advisory Committee are continuing their efforts to secure ongoing provincial government fund-
ing for workplace literacy and essential skills that can ensure program sustainability, programs which involve both employers 
and labour and which use a participatory model and effective framework.

FURTHER REFERNECES 

http://www.on.literacy.ca/whatwedo/coda
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SEiu LoCAL 800 frEnCh AS A SEConD LAnguAgE for WorKErS 
in ThE CLEAning SECTor

UNION AND EMPLOYER 

Service Employees international union Local 800 (l’union des employés et employées de service, uES-800) and multiple 
cleaning companies

CONTACT PERSON 

Louise Mercier, uES-800 Coordinator of Activities, lmercier@uieslocal800.org, 514-385-1717

PROJECT DESCRIPTION

uES-800 provides multiple levels of French as a second language courses to its members in the cleaning sector during work hours. 

HOW THE PROGRAM STARTED 

The uES-800 realized that 30% of their membership, around 4,500 workers, concentrated in the Montreal cleaning sector, 
are immigrants from Latin America, Russia, Poland and Morocco. A large number of these members had a limited capacity 
in French. The union initiated French as a second language program in collaboration with the government and school board 
in 1999-2000. The courses took place Saturdays on the workers’ own time.

At a certain point, the union realized that it was difficult for many workers to attend classes on their days off due to family 
responsibilities. Given that the union had an orientation of supporting the balance of work with family life, they developed 
a program that would take place during work hours. Since 2004, the union has offered courses during work hours in col-
laboration with the Formation de base pour le développement de la Main-d’oeuvre (FbdM).

The program includes eight different levels of French training in speaking, listening, reading and writing with approximately 
10 participants per course. The approach to training contextualizes course content in the workplace and the participant’s 
everyday life. The course content focuses on work-specific and union-related examples as well as on other aspects of life 
such as communicating with a doctor, going to the grocery store or discussing a child’s school progress with their teacher. 
The course content is based on the interest and needs of the participants. 

There is also a new course for participants who are not literate in their mother tongue, which teaches reading and writing 
skills. This was developed because teachers realized in 2009-2010 that some participants were having difficulty with the 
teaching strategies and learning, which required reading and writing capacity. This new course involves working on literacy 
skills before continuing with French as a second language courses. 

LOGISTICS 

The union provides the courses in collaboration with the Formation de base pour le développement de la Main-d’oeuvre 
(FbdM), which is a training organization whose mission is to develop the basic skills of workers, unemployed people or 
those in the process of starting a job. They provide the teachers and curriculum for the courses. FbdM is accredited by 
Emploi-Québec as a training organization.

Funding for the programs is provided by Quebec’s Fonds de développement et de reconnaissance des competences de 
la main-d’oeuvre. Employers with a payroll of over $1 million who fail to devote at least 1% of their payroll to workforce 
training are obliged to contribute that 1% to Revenu Québec which transfers the money to this fund. organizations can 
apply for grants from this fund to finance workplace training programs. A commission of labour market partners including 

47

mailto:lmercier@uieslocal800.org


unions, employers and government manage the fund. uES-800 receives money from the fund to cover the compensation 
for teachers, wages for workers and room rental fees (however, the union pays for anything in addition to these costs). 

The participants are uES-800 members in the cleaning sector who do not speak French fluently. The courses take place once 
a week in uES-800’s office building for five hours a day over the course of 36 weeks. The uES-800 takes on the manage-
ment and administration of the program. 

The union organizes and applies for funding for the courses while the employers agree to release the workers one day a 
week for classes. The employer is not involved in any other way. during the first two years of the program, many employers 
were uncooperative as it was complicated logistically to free up workers in multiple facilities where they had contracts to 
clean. The union brought up the issue at the high-level sectoral cleaning sector committee and companies are now more 
supportive of the programs.

OBJECTIVES AND METHODS 

The objectives of the course are to increase the participant’s familiarity and comfort with speaking, understanding, reading 
and writing French. More long term objectives include involving and teaching participants about their union, facilitating the 
worker’s full participation in Quebec society, improving the participant’s quality of life, improving the participant’s working 
conditions, and helping their mobility in the labour market.

The participants can provide input on the design and delivery of the program through an oral evaluation with their instruct-
ors. Furthermore, course content is geared toward topics that are of interest to participants. 

The French as a second language courses address systemic barriers of language, cultural background, race, lack of formal 
education and literacy. To ensure the accessibility of programs, the uES-800 offers reimbursement for child care expenses 
just as they do for all union education programs. Given that the course is during work hours with wages paid, many workers 
can attend who would otherwise not be able to access similar training. 

IMPACTS OF PROGRAM AND PRACTICES 

The courses help develop participants’ functional and technical skills. in level one, the worker learns to write the letters of the 
alphabet, count from 1 to 1000 and respond to questions about his or her identity and employment. While in level seven, the 
participants learn to participate in a conversation or a debate and write a basic document useful at work or in life. 

in terms of critical thinking and social analysis, the participants learn about what is happening in the union and about rights 
at work. For example, a class could discuss the negotiation of their new collective agreement. if a participant had a question 
regarding health and safety at work, the instructor could bring in a union representative as a guest speaker. Current events 
and equity are also worked into the course content sometimes. For example, on March 8, the participants discuss international 
Women’s day. These courses connect the workplace with the participant’s personal life, broader community and society. 

As a result of the courses, participants can take part in everyday life more fully and easily. it impacts every aspect of the 
participant’s life from work, to home, to community. Participants say this training gives them freedom to go to the doctor 
alone, help their children with homework and understand directions from their employer. developing language skills in 
French improves the labour market mobility and viability of participants. Most jobs in Quebec require basic French skills. 
Workers receive a certificate in French as a second language, which is recognized by Emploi-Québec. After the course, some 
participants find new and better remunerated employment. 

in terms of the relationships and networks developed, the participants develop a new relationship with the union. Further-
more, many workers are isolated working in various offices where cleaning companies are sub-contracted. Therefore, the 
French as a second language courses allow workers to develop strong bonds with other workers in the sector.
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The union benefits from offering the training because members become much more knowledgeable and involved in their 
union. Many participants come from countries where there is violence and repression against union members and activists. 
Through the courses, participants come to understand that it is safe to be an active member in their union. As the courses 
take place in the union office, participants can access union representatives easily if they’re having problems at work. Many 
course participants continue on to become shop stewards and union activists. As for the employer, they have an employee 
who is more effective as they can better communicate in French. 

WHAT’S NEXT 

The union will continue to offer French as a second language courses. if government funding becomes no longer available, 
uES-800 has contemplated approaching employers for funding. The law 101 and the Charte de la langue française specify 
that French is the official language of Quebec and that labour relations and company communications must be carried out 
in French. Many unions participate in French as a second language committees to ensure employers meet the requirements 
of the law. French as a second language training is vital to ensure workers can function effectively and safely at work and in 
society. uES-800’s program is significant in that it is one of the longest running programs, it fosters connections between 
workers and their union and it occurs during work hours to minimize the barriers to participants. 

FURTHER REFERENCES 

uES-800 website: http://www.ues800.qc.ca/accueil-E.html

FbdM website: http://www.fbdm.ca/ (French)

description of the project: http://www.cocdmo.qc.ca/medias/pdf/projets-en-cours/8_francisationfBDm_ 
fichefinaleBonsCoups.pdf (French)
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ufCW WEBCAmPuS

UNION AND EMPLOYER

united Food and Commercial Workers Canada 

CONTACT PERSON

victor Carrozzino, Executive Assistant to the President, uFCW Canada, victor.carrozzino@ufcw.ca

PROJECT SUMMARY

An interactive online training and education resource, in French and English, that provides uFCW Canada members, their 
families, and community partners free access, 24 hours/day, to the current listing of 102 courses. 

The union represents workers in supermarkets and food processing, department, drug and retail stores, security services, 
call centres, financial services, manufacturing and numerous other sectors.

webCampus is designed, delivered and funded by the uFCW Canada. it does not rely on government or employer funding.

HOW THE PROGRAM STARTED

Launched in october 2009, webCampus evolved from the earlier on-line projects of uFCW Local 175 and from a union 
culture that, from the outset, viewed education as crucial to the employment and societal aspirations of its members. it was 
created in direct response to members’ needs expressed through formal evaluations at the conclusion of training-centre 
courses, informal discussions with instructors and facilitators, direct communication with both local and national unions 
and through other avenues.

webCampus is an initiative in a larger education strategy that also includes:

15 training centres offering classroom learning; •	

Instructor and facilitator training courses provided in the main regions of Canada every two years; •	

Members, activist, youth and stewards programs;•	

25 post-secondary annual scholarships, including the •	 Canada Migrant Workers Scholarship Program for families of migrant workers.

The wealth of feedback from members and instructors has created a dynamic education environment that is pro-active in 
identifying new delivery models and possibilities in pursuit of the union’s vision: to enable all members, past and present, 
full access to the training and education they need, where, when and how they need it. 

With almost half of its 250,000 members under 30 and part of the internet generation, the preferred modalities for learn-
ing are the “new” technologies. in addition, single parents, those living in more remote areas and shift workers identified 
common barriers in their desire to upgrade skills: inconvenient scheduling of face-to-face classroom courses; distance to the 
course location, especially in winter; limited subjects on offer. For the National Training and Education department (NTEd), 
the vision of full access had always been impeded by the economic realities of delivering on-location learning, especially to 
members living in more remote areas.

About 12 years ago, in the first iteration of what was to become webCampus, the uFCW, Metro Labour Education Centre 
(now LEC), Labour university Network for Assessment of Computer Assisted Learning (LuNA) and McMaster university 
began a joint initiative. it was a steep learning curve as the organizations grappled with using technology to its maximum 
to achieve high pedagogical standards and deliver optimal outcomes for participants. it was a time of experimentation, risks 
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and rewards that proved invaluable to the development of webCampus. The uFCW concluded that technology was, indeed, 
up to the job of serving members’ needs. 

by 10 years ago, internet technology had developed to the point of becoming a viable option for the national union’s 
aspirations of full access to learning: 85% of members had a computer in their home; 93% of those had internet connectiv-
ity and the quality of the connectivity was rapidly increasing to high speed. The union calculated that web-based learning 
supported by internal union structures could succeed on a large scale. 

ORGANIZATIONAL PRACTICES 

Success on the scale of webCampus is only possible with strong union commitment, solid support structures, appropriate 
staffing and resourcing. The consensus on the need for on-line learning originally flowed from the Political and Education 
Advisory Committee of the National Council. The recommendations paved the way for the national union, its locals, their 
stewards, union reps and training centres, and the NTEd to achieve the goals. Today’s webCampus status as a global leader 
in on-line education evolved from that early consensus and subsequent collaboration.

victor Carrozzino, Executive Assistant to the President is also responsible to the President on education initiatives. He notes 
that “commitment must permeate the whole organization and its leadership. The ability to conceive and implement web 
technologies is dependent on strong structures and foundations. From these flow our ability to design, create and take risks. 
Nobody has the recipe book for on-line learning. it’s up to us to be inventive and responsive and for that we depend on the 
underpinnings that have been put in place.”

CONTENT 

There are currently 102 courses available with more added as needs are identified. At any given time, there are approxi-
mately 1100 learners and this number continues to increase. Courses are run on 30-day cycles. General categories include 
computer literacy programs; job-specific courses such as developing Sales Skills, Pharmacy Assistant, Safe Food Handling; 
union/labour movement education training; health and safety; high school and college accredited courses. Those who do 
not own a computer can take courses from any computer with an internet connection.

The long-distance learning is supplemented with real-time conversations with instructors and other participants in The Tec 
Room — a webCampus feature that enhances the learning process through live feedback from online educators. This virtual 
classroom operates at three levels: video, audio and text. 

The virtual classroom in which students meet each other has resulted in another innovation of webCampus: a “virtual hall-
way”. There, students chat, meet those from other courses and develop a sense of community and solidarity.

online forums with instructors also support the learning experience. These 24/7 bulletin boards enable students to post 
their questions or comments that are addressed by instructors and other participants. 

Finally, phone backup is provided through a 1-800 number for all learners. 

With learners in every province and territory, time zones quickly became a major challenge for the Tec Room’s interactive 
components. The union’s “Goldilocks’ approach” – not too early, not too late – solved at least half of the problems. The 
remainder were addressed through a variety of offerings of the same class at different times, including weekends.

LOGISTICS

Participants include uFCW members, past and present, employed part-time or full-time, and their families. Courses are 
also available to, and used by, temporary foreign workers in Canada and by organizations such as Migrante Canada, Peel 
Multicultural Council, immigrant Workers Centre, Mennonite New Life Centre, Workers Action Centre, Agricultural Workers 
Alliance and others. The list of participants is always growing and reflects the gender, race and class equity objectives of the 
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union. The two-way flow of communication enables NTEd to continually sharpen its equity practices so that its materials 
are maintained on a leading-edge basis.

in addition to the participant organizations, partnerships include the Avon Maitland School board that facilitates and ac-
credits high school courses and Mohawk College that accredits the college courses.

on average, no less than 10,000 emails a month generated by the 1100 students are responded to by staff within 12 hours. 
These comprise registrations, technical questions, content and scheduling queries and other requests.

Phone calls to the toll-free number must also be fielded within 12 hours. Phone lines are open weekdays, 8 a.m. – 6 p.m. 
and are at their peak at the start of every course to assist members with the online registration process.

BENEFITS 

in seeking to adapt, upgrade and respond to learners, uFCW staff, trainers and instructors have themselves developed 
leading-edge knowledge that is placed in service of members. For example, a general rule now limits students to 30 hours 
of courses within a one-month period. This is relaxed if members are going out of the country or have an urgent need to 
upgrade to secure better employment. its general implementation delivered dramatic results. in the beginning, members’ 
overly enthusiastic response and hunger for learning resulted in too many course selections and inevitable discouragement 
when they could not achieve their goals. With the 30-hour guideline in place, webCampus weighs in with an overall 75%-
80% completion rate – unheard of for free on-line courses whose comparator rates stand at only 17%. Clearly, NTEd and 
the national union have become a rich resource, particularly in the area of best practices, for other organizations. 

The initiative has also led to closer working relationships with training centres and locals. The mutual flow of information 
between the national office and locals helps to guide selection of course offerings, introduction of technological adapta-
tions and development of expertise at the local level.

GOALS AND OBJECTIVES 

in seeking to meet the stated needs of its members, uFCW educators were unable to discover any program or course to 
support the career development of its members. No career pathways existed (and still do not) at colleges or trade schools 
for retail food workers in pharmacy, bakery or meat departments, for example. instead, what is too often on offer is ad hoc 
and spontaneous and lacks the necessary thought, planning and implementation. webCampus is a response to that void. it 
has pioneered both course content and delivery and has set a standard for on-line learning. This short-term goal, therefore, 
has already been achieved and will be strengthened by the continued enhancement of both technological capabilities, more 
dynamic tools slated to be added to the Tec Room and new work-related and high school and college courses.

End-of-course evaluations produce refinements and consideration of new courses and practices; however, the daily and 
enormous feedback from members through emails, bulletin boards, phone calls and interactive classrooms more immedi-
ately direct the NTEd, often producing immediate results. This constant dialogue and feedback ensure that members’ views 
and recommendations are incorporated into all aspects of webCampus. 

The ability to respond quickly is aided by what the union considers a more organic model in which the instructor is also the 
course developer.

Gender, race, class and ability issues were a motivation for the project and in the selection of participant organizations. in 
addition, course selection also reflects attempts to break barriers with respect to race and gender job ghettos.

in the long-term, uFCW Canada’s objectives are best expressed by its vision statement: to enable all members, past and present, 
full access to the training and education they need, where, when and how they need it. For webCampus and uFCW Canada, 
this means achieving success in expanding its learner base and pioneering new methods and technology to equip members 
with the education they require. The union views the potential for the internet and for web-based learning as boundless.
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uSW WorKEr ExChAngES: TEnAriS WorKErS’ WorLD CounCiL

UNION AND EMPLOYER 

united Steelworkers and workers employed by Tenaris S.A. and their affiliated unions around the world 

CONTACT PERSON

Jorge Garcia-orgales, united Steelworkers, Global Affairs and Workplace issues department, Jgarcia-orgales@usw.ca, 
416-544-5960

PROGRAM DESCRIPTION

Worker exchanges involving rank-and file union members have become an integral part of united Steelworkers activities. 
These exchanges have proved to be powerful learning tools for Canadian workers, who use what they have learned to build 
new organizational structures and new forms of communication and worker solidarity. one example is the Tenaris Workers’ 
World Council, a global union initiative spearheaded by the united Steelworkers of Canada and supported by the inter-
national Metalworkers Federation among workers employed by the Tenaris corporation throughout the world. 

HOW THE PROGRAM STARTED 

over the last 20 years, the united Steelworkers have conducted education programs to help their members better under-
stand and function in the global economy. The course “Thinking North-South” starts with the realities of the workplaces 
and communities of participants and discusses how those realities are linked to and shaped by the global economy. The 
learning activities are designed to deconstruct the prevailing images of the South and promote a growing awareness of 
“Northern privilege.”

The courses are complemented by worker exchanges, laying the foundation for uSW involvement in networks of workers 
in the same sector or with a common transnational employer. More than 200 Canadian workers have been involved in 
solidarity visits and worker exchanges. The exchanges generate new knowledge ranging from the nuts and bolts of trade 
unionism to broad questions about global issues. New skills are developed as returning workers write and speak about their 
experiences to membership meetings, courses and conferences.

Tenaris S.A. is a transnational corporation with billions of dollars in annual profits that manufactures coiled tubes for the 
energy, automotive and agricultural industries. in addition to its manufacturing headquarters in Argentina, the corporation 
operates in italy, Romania, Japan, indonesia, Mexico, brazil, Colombia, the united States and Saudi Arabia. 

in 2000 Tenaris expanded its production into Canada by buying Algoma Steel in Sault Ste. Marie ontario and later into Cal-
gary to make further headway in the North American market. As of 2008, the company employed 1,300 Canadian workers, 
most of who are represented by uSW. internationally, Tenaris employs more than 24,000 workers who are represented by 
diverse unions. 

The Tenaris Workers’ World Council originated with informal connections among unions that represent Tenaris workers. 
The uSW established contact with the Argentine union in 2000 and consequently maintained communication for five years 
over the phone and email. 

informal networking between Argentina and Canada was strengthened through direct exchanges and contacts. in 2005 
the uSW sent a delegation to Argentina to meet face to face with union representatives and workers at the corporation’s 
main plant in Campana. The goal of these meetings was to prepare for bargaining in the Sault Ste. Marie plant. Canadian 
trade unionists wanted to compare working conditions and union power in Argentina with their own situation in Canada.  
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The delegation coincided with a Pan-American meeting of heads of states in Mar del Plata set to reopen the debate on 
the establishment of the Free Trade Agreement of the Americas (FTAA). Canadian workers were thus engaged in a global 
exchange learning experience where they were able to compare and learn from the working conditions of their counterparts 
in Argentina and also to broaden their understandings of hemispheric socio-economic trends impacting their industry and 
livelihoods. 

Participant Ray Grant: “My impression of globalisation after attending this conference and from what i know is this. The 
rich get richer, the poor get poorer and the middle class get poorer. Regardless of where a person works, the employer will 
pay just enough for that person to live. We spoke to people who said in burma they make four cents an hour. That is crazy. 
When i heard this it really changed how i understood globalisation.” (Marshall, 264)

The delegation participated in three days of educational events, including a rally in a stadium full of activists to listen to 
Hugo Chavez, president of venezuela. They marched with thousands of other delegates from all countries of the Americas. 
A fundamental learning moment was witnessing the defeat of the FTAA. At that point, the delegation understood the 
power of unity and mobilization. 

in 2006, the Tenaris worker exchanges proved to be quite advantageous to Canadian workers. Three Argentinean union 
executives travelled to the Sault Ste. Marie plant to meet with workers and the bargaining committee during negotiations 
with management. important knowledge exchange took place about Tenaris’ corporate strategy that uSW and Canadian 
steelworkers were able to use as a form of bargaining power. 

At the time Tenaris was adamant in enforcing working practices and conditions that it argued were the norms in its flag-
ship plants in Argentina. The company was seeking to institute a division of labour and job classification that were prone 
to inconsistencies and unequal treatment of workers in areas related to training, job promotion and shift scheduling. uSW 
exchanges with Argentina were crucial in countering these claims since Argentinean workers and their unions had long 
resisted these practices. 

in 2006, the Sault Ste. Marie plant went on strike against employer attempts to impose these practices. The strike drew 
powerful support from workers in Argentina who organized a rally outside of the corporation’s headquarters pressing for 
management to meet the demands of Canadian workers. This show of support and organization led the corporation to 
negotiate and promptly end the strike in order to protect its public image.

From this and other examples of worker solidarity, the impact and importance of international networks and exchanges be-
came clear for the uSW and its counterparts in Argentina, brazil, italy and Romania. in 2007 the international Metalworkers 
Federation brought these parties together in a meeting in Argentina. A consensus was reached to formalize this network as 
the Tenaris Workers’ World Council to represent workers on a global scale. 

LOGISTICS 

The Tenaris Council is comprised of unions from five countries, namely Canada, italy, Argentina, brazil and Romania. it cur-
rently represents an estimated 60% of the Tenaris workforce. The council receives political and logistical support from the 
international Metalworkers Federation (iMF). The iMF is particularly important in efforts to expand the council in other coun-
tries where Tenaris operates. The uSW in turn is fundamental in maintaining fluid communication within the international 
council through information communication technologies such as skype, email bulletins and alerts that are translated to 
ensure accessibility among its members. Alerts are issued when problems arise in one of the plants such as tragic workplace 
deaths. once a bulletin is produced by the uSW it is distributed electronically to hundreds of workers around the world. 
Workers are kept informed about their international employer and the situation of their co-workers in other countries.
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in order to strengthen its work, the council meets annually in a designated country. in 2008 the second meeting was held 
in Calgary where a statement of unity was drafted and agreed upon. This meeting also established March 3rd as an inter-
national day of action across the network to press for the formal recognition of the council on the part of the transnational 
corporation. Another practice adopted by the council to achieve this end was the purchase of five shares in the company in 
order to obtain a seat and voice in shareholders’ meetings. in 2009, a delegate from an italian union was able to attend and 
advocate for the council’s recognition and address the interests of workers on an international scale. in 2010, another dele-
gate of the council forced the shareholders’ meeting to observe a minute of silence in memory of a Tenaris worker who died 
in a tragic accident in a plant in Argentina three weeks prior to the meeting. Through these practices and infrastructure, the 
council has been able to mobilize the power of workers and knowledge sharing across Tenaris’ global assembly line. 

OBJECTIVES AND METHODS 

The main goals of this global union initiative are to promote working conditions that allow Tenaris workers and their families 
to live with dignity. The purpose of the council parallels uSW’s global strategy to counter divisive practices and competition 
between workers in the Global North and South that are often promoted by transnational corporations in an aggressive 
pursuit of profit. The aims are specifically guided by sharing of information, unifying workers and acting in solidarity. The 
council also strives for formal recognition on the part of the transnational corporation in order to formally consolidate 
workers’ power. 

Members of the council see tangible benefits for Tenaris to have its workers organized across the globe in order to promote 
the company’s production and viability in the international market through consistent practices and knowledge sharing. 
For the council it is imperative that this recognition coincides with financial support to cover travel costs and lost time in 
participating in its activities. 

Another crucial objective is the negotiation of international framework agreements to set minimum standards in work-
ing conditions, decent income, equal treatment, health and safety irrespective of the local jurisdictions in which Ternaris 
operates. The council acknowledges the variances in local laws that impacts the manner in which Tenaris plants operate 
but promotes the concept of minimum standards that all Tenaris workers, permanent or contract, could expect no matter 
where they are. 

The council’s second meeting in Calgary in 2008 also pushed for the freedom of association and collective bargaining on 
the part of all Tenaris workers. Community well-being through the formulation and implementation of environmental stan-
dards throughout all the jurisdictions where Tenaris operates were also identified as important demands and objectives. 

IMPACTS OF PROGRAMS AND PRACTICES 

Even though the council has yet to be formally recognized by Tenaris, it has proven to be effective on various fronts. Know-
ledge and information exchange among unions and workers have been instrumental on various occasions to counter the 
employer’s strategy to undermine workers. 

The council’s work in Colombia is also notable. The uSW sent a Canadian delegation to the country that was joined by 
members of Tenaris Workers’ World Council and the iMF to show support to Tenaris workers whose rights to freely associ-
ate and collectively bargain were constantly being violated by local management. on top of difficulties to achieve a freely 
negotiated collective agreement, the leaders of the Colombian union were under constant death threats. This international 
solidarity was an invaluable source of moral support to Colombian workers who have to contend with a violent political 
environment in asserting their rights. Since then the council has taken on the role of international observer and protection 
for labour activists in a country with one of the highest rates of assassination of trade unionists.
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Powerful impacts of the council’s work can be discerned in the consciousness-building and learning among workers. Work-
ers are educated not only about the financial standing and labour processes of their transnational employer but also about 
economic trends impacting the global economy and their lives at the local level. Through the council, workers are connected 
to one another and hence to diverse local realities affecting members that perform the same work across the globe. Work-
ers learn about the different faces of globalization and the inequalities between the Global South and the Global North. 
despite distance, cultural differences and linguistic barriers, the council enables workers to conceive of themselves as a 
united collective front. Through meetings, actions and correspondence they have learned and practiced solidarity in action 
by asserting their collective power. in the process they have challenged conceptions of the Global South and the North and 
constructed new practices of “globalisation from below.” 

The council’s established network presents valuable lessons for other global union initiatives that are crucial for many work-
places and industries in today’s globalized economy and production processes. 

WHAT’S NEXT 

The uSW is committed to strengthening the international council by continuing its active participation. Efforts to expand 
into other countries such as indonesia and Japan are in the works as is addressing the constant challenge of funding to keep 
the network in operation. The council will also be engaging in extensive international research to compare legal frameworks 
in each country that gives power to the union in the workplace.

FURTHER REFERENCES 

Marshall, Judith (2009) “Learning democracy from North-South Worker Exchanges” in Cooper, Linda and Walters, Shirley 
(eds), Learning / Work: Turning Work and Lifelong Learning Inside Out, Cape Town, South Africa: Human Science Research 
Council Press, pp 252-269.

iMF: Tenaris World Council
http://www.imfmetal.org/index.cfm?n=757&l=2
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B.C. migrAnT/forEign WorKEr oCCuPATionAL hEALTh AnD 
SAfETy EDuCATionAL SESSionS

FULL TITLE

Migrant/Foreign Worker occupational Health and Safety Educational Sessions

UNION AND LABOUR PARTNER

british Columbia Federation of Labour Health and Safety Centre

PROJECT DESCRIPTION

Especially designed and delivered occupational Health and Safety (oH&S) seminars for migrant/foreign workers 

LOCATION

Sites across british Columbia in communities with a high proportion of migrant/foreign farm workers 

CONTACT PERSON

Gord Lechner, director, bCFEd Health and Safety Centre, glechner@bcfed.ca, 1.604.430.1421 

HOW THE PROGRAM STARTED 

The british Columbia Federation of Labour Health and Safety Centre has been a leader in workplace and community training 
around health and safety issues since 2001. The centre’s organizational mission is to “provide the education and resources 
necessary to participate in health and safety at the workplace to prevent injury, illness, disease and death.” The centre is 
committed to empowering workers around health and safety laws and meeting and exceeding current legislation to fully 
promote safe workplaces. Workers are trained on their rights and on their employers’ responsibilities in ensuring a safe 
work environment.

The centre’s work has spanned diverse workplaces, unions, employers and workers over the years. its widespread reach is 
a testament to the centre’s unparalleled expertise, innovative strategies and commitment to eliminating barriers to training 
among workers within and outside of unions. its inventive programs include and are not limited to a focus on young work-
ers who are precariously employed and the integration of English as a Second Language with oH&S training. 

The centre realized the importance of addressing the needs of the rapidly increasing migrant worker population in the 
province that in 2010 was expected to top 60,000. Migrant workers or temporary foreign workers are non-residents who 
are authorized to work in Canada by the federal government with temporary work visas. As non-residents however, migrant 
workers experience challenges in securing their rights in the workplace. Migrant workers are subjected to the threat of 
repatriation when exercising their rights particularly when they become ill or injured at the workplace. Moreover, migrant 
workers experience structural barriers to access adequate healthcare in the province. 

Many migrant workers in british Columbia work in the Seasonal Agricultural Workers Program (SAWP) and live on the same 
farms on which they work. They have little or no access to community services or training due to linguistic barriers and 
prohibitions on the part of many employers. Since farm work is among the most health-hazardous industries in Canada, the 
bCFEd Health and Safety Centre foresaw the need to develop training sessions that addressed the particular realities and 
needs of this vulnerable group of workers. 

in 2008 the centre requested funding from the Workers’ Compensation board of bC to initiate and deliver specialized train-
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ing to migrant farm workers. A three hour educational workshop was developed to impart to workers understandings of 
oH&S, their rights and responsibilities along with that of their employers, role of the Workers’ Compensation board and 
hazard identification. All course materials were translated and the workshops are facilitated in the workers first language 
(mostly Spanish in the case of farm workers) with bilingual facilitators taking the lead role and translating for centre staff. 
The sessions are delivered in a popular education format that values the experiences and existing knowledge among partici-
pants and which promotes a participatory exchange among learners and facilitators. 

LOGISTICS 

in response to the coercive labour environment among migrant workers, the centre undertook a community organizing 
approach to reach this population. The centre sought the collaboration of community partners that already have relations 
of trust and experience working with the migrant populations. Community partners act as bridges and sources of know-
ledge on effective outreach strategies for this vulnerable population. The centre in turn offers its organizational support 
and expertise in occupational health and safety legislation as well as in pedagogical methods to deliver learning in the most 
effective manner possible. 

The centre turned to the Agricultural Workers Alliance (AWA) that runs three migrant support centres in the province 
through the united Food and Commercial Workers union (uFCW Canada) and to Justicia for Migrant Workers-bC, a com-
munity grassroots labour rights organization that started to organize with migrant farm workers in the SAWP in 2005. 

The centre also works with other migrant workers such as live-in caregivers and the increasing number of Filipino workers 
in the services and construction industry who participate in the federal government’s “Pilot Project for occupations Requir-
ing Lower Levels of Formal Training (NoC C and d).” Their partnership with Migrante has been particularly instrumental in 
accessing Filipino migrant workers. 

These community-labour partnerships are crucial when dealing with a marginalized and vulnerable workforce. For migrant 
workers, trust is fundamental when working with advocates outside of the formal structures of their guest worker pro-
grams, namely employers, consulate officials and restrictive labour contracts often signed in their home countries. Fear of 
repatriation or losing their work is a very real threat that they have to contend with in asserting their rights and keeping their 
wages to support their families in their home countries. Even though migrant farm workers have the right to unionize in 
the province, the fear of repatriation and not being called back to work in Canada impacts unionization efforts. This speaks 
to the vulnerability and power differentials workers have to negotiate as well as the structural conditions that the bCFEd 
Health and Safety Centre have had to consider in their training delivery and design. 

The community-labour partnerships also allow the centre to identify participants and community spaces to deliver training 
with the input and knowledge of community groups on the frontlines. The centre arranges and pays for the transportation 
of workers to a training site, food and all relevant materials. Trainings are conducted in workers’ first language through 
the support of interpreters who the workers already know. Churches, community centres and the AWA support centres are 
some of the locations where trainings have taken place. Trainings are sometimes held in secrecy to avoid reprisals on the 
part of employers. 

OBJECTIVES AND METHODS 

The objectives guiding this training are the same as other specialized programs that the centre carries out namely preven-
tion, safe workplaces and empowered and knowledgeable workers. When it comes to farm work, the bCFEd Health and 
Safety Centre has had to be specific to the diverse forms of agricultural work that migrants perform. The workshops cover 
specific issues such as workers’ rights and employer responsibilities according to oH&S legislation, pesticide awareness and 
ergonomics.
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Trainings with migrant workers are not formally evaluated. input is gathered informally among community-labour part-
ners, facilitators and worker participants. Most workers have reported the need and the interest to learn more, particularly 
around the proper use of pesticides. Workers can transfer the basics of this knowledge to their work and to other provinces 
and even in their home communities, where most continue to engage in farm work. 

IMPACTS OF PROGRAM AND PRACTICES 

The centre delivers highly valuable training for migrant workers. Trainings promote the health and safety of workers so that 
they return to their families healthy and whole and also indirectly benefit employers. The production process can run more 
smoothly with the prevention of accidents and lost time. 

Getting workers together who are usually isolated also has many indirect impacts and benefits. These trainings provide a 
space to create and strengthen unity and community among workers. Workers are empowered and feel valued in their host 
community for having their particular needs addressed by a centre that operates through the province’s central labour body. 
These trainings also serve as powerful meeting spaces where workers can come together across farms to discuss collective 
strategies to counter coercive power relations that undermine their rights at work. Health and safety issues are among the 
most pressing issues for migrant farm workers and thus serve to mobilize and organize workers to learn and strategize on 
how to improve their working conditions and health. 

This program is unique among centres affiliated with provincial labour federations and in the manner in which it designs and 
delivers oH&S training specific to migrant workers. As a centre it has the organizational capacity to bring diverse community-
labour groups together to maximize reach and impact of their work with this population. The centre is a leader of occupation 
health and safety training in the province which is funded by the Workers’ Compensation board. it is therefore well placed to 
secure funding for innovative programs that are currently out of reach to non-unionized workers in the province. 

Notably, the program provides a practice of learning and training not only among workers but among community-labour 
groups as well. Community-labour groups learn from the expertise of the bCFEd Health and Safety Centre. The centre is able 
to mobilize the knowledge of advocates who work on the frontlines with migrant workers and also transfer this knowledge 
to a provincial labour body that is in a position to politicize the issues and press for policy changes. Learning happens not 
only among migrant workers but among all the partners involved in carrying out this training. 

WHAT’S NEXT

There are still many more migrant workers to reach and structural barriers to address to further strengthen the impact of 
this training. However, there is already curriculum and a partnership model in place to broaden its scope and impact. These 
training sessions and program model could also be adapted and duplicated in other provinces to include some of the most 
excluded workers in Canada today. 

The bCFEd Health and Safety Centre plans on securing funding from the Workers’ Compensation board to continue and 
expand its trainings with migrant workers in diverse industries throughout british Columbia. The idea is to turn this start-up 
pilot into a more sustainable program within the centre. 

FURTHER REFERENCES 

Health and Safety bC website, Migrant Workers
http://www.healthandsafetybc.ca/migrant-workers
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nAVigATing your WAy: A guiDE To WorKErS’ ComPEnSATion 
in noVA SCoTiA

UNION AND EMPLOYER 

Nova Scotia Federation of Labour (NSFL) and the office of the Worker Counsellor, Workers’ Compensation board of Nova Scotia

The NSFL represents approximately 70,000 members of affiliated unions in more than 350 locals.

CONTACT PERSON

Linda Wentzel, NSFL Literacy Project Coordinator, lwentzel@nsfleducate.ca

HOW THE PROGRAM STARTED

The training and education course “Navigating Your Way” evolved from the NSFL’s literacy initiative, “Lighting the Way with 
Workplace Education.” When, in 1996, the Nova Scotia government was unable to make headway with unions in its promo-
tion of workplace education programs, it appealed to the NSFL for help. The department of Education was offering funding 
for English and basic skills instructors, but unions were suspicious and refused to participate. The NSFL saw potential in the in-
itiative and began to promote it. However, the federation quickly realized it had tapped into a huge literacy need that required 
much more than promotion. More than 50% of adults in Atlantic Canada do not have the literacy skills needed to meet the 
challenges of today’s world. Education initiatives need to factor this in to ensure the possibility of successful outcomes. 

in 1999, the federation hired a Literacy Coordinator with funding from the National Literacy Secretariat. in 2004, Literacy Co-
ordinator Linda Wentzel met with the NSFL’s occupational Health and Safety/Workers’ Compensation Committee to grapple 
with the problems associated with delivering technical information to workers. She had funds available and asked the com-
mittee to identify materials that would assist workers to better navigate the Workers’ Compensation board (WCb) system. The 
meeting included a half-day of literacy training at which two projects were identified: a full-day WCb training course and a 
wallet card explaining workers’ rights and obligations. A full-day literacy workshop followed to teach “Clear Language and 
design” principles to the committee members who used the wallet card and development of a course pilot as their projects.

Testing of the Navigating Your Way pilot course took place at a 2005 conference. Registrations were three times the normal 
volume. The NSFL’s Literacy Coordinator and the chair of the committee delivered the five-hour pilot. The evaluations and 
feedback helped to shape the final course, “Navigating Your Way, A Guide to Workers’ Compensation in Nova Scotia.” it is 
a nine-hour workshop encompassing the following topics: 

The History of Workers’ Compensation•	

Compensable Injuries•	

How to Calculate Earnings•	

Structure of the Workers’ Compensation Board•	

in 2009, a major breakthrough occurred when the office of the Worker Counsellor (oWC) was established. Funded by the 
Workers’ Compensation board as a two-year pilot, it was placed under the direction of the NSFL and substantially boosted 
the capacity for training and education. Part of the oWC’s mandate was to work with the NSFL to develop and deliver 
training programs. From the beginning, the close working relationship between the Worker Counsellor and the NSFL’s 
Literacy Coordinator resulted in classroom teaching and course materials that combined the best practices in literacy with 
high-quality content.
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LOGISTICS

The office of the Worker Counsellor and the NSFL share responsibility for the WCb-related training program. The NSFL’s Lit-
eracy Coordinator and the Worker Counsellor share an office and work closely together to achieve the program objectives. 
The Worker Counsellor provides her legal and legislative expertise to the development of content. The federation’s Literacy 
Project Coordinator adapts the content to meet literacy criteria. They co-instruct the workshops. They have developed a 
strong working relationship and value the “cross-pollination” that results from the shared space, saying that “it facilitates 
innovation and a much more efficient use of time.” The WCb Accident Fund pays the Counsellor’s salary and provides fund-
ing for the course. The Literacy Coordinator’s position is funded through various federal government literacy projects. The 
provincial government contributed a small amount of money through the Skills and Learning branch of the department of 
Labour and Advanced Education.

The NSFL created a steering committee to oversee the project, comprised of three executive council members. ultimate 
responsibility for the program’s success rests with the NSFL Executive Council. 

The workshops are held in all parts of the province. Participants include union and non-union workers; union activists and staff. 

OBJECTIVES AND METHODS 

The project uses Clear Language and Clear design principles to achieve its goal of enabling workers, no matter what their 
reading level, to learn about their rights and obligations under the Workers’ Compensation Act of Nova Scotia. 

The nine-hour course is co-instructed by the Coordinator and the Counsellor, and recently by newly trained union facilitators 
in combination with injured workers who act as resource persons and contribute their expertise. 

Participants’ formal evaluations and comments produce changes to the course as do the opinions and recommendations of 
the co-facilitators. The flow of information results in adjustments to ensure the course always meets learners’ needs. 

Some recommendations, especially those that cost money, cannot be implemented. other requests for changes, such as the 
one to cut the course time by removing the module on WCb history, were not done. The subject material was assessed as 
too integral: “it’s critical that workers understand where there rights came from and how they developed. if we are discon-
nected from history, we can’t appreciate or understand the overall subject,” said Wentzel. The history section of the course 
always produces an “A-ha!” moment when learners understand that they cannot sue their employer and why. 

BENEFITS 

The interconnection between literacy and training in this initiative has resulted in two levels of benefits for participants. All 
course materials are written in clear language, giving learners the best opportunity to absorb the complicated details of 
the Workers’ Compensation Act and board practices. Even for those with extensive education, this has been a plus. Course 
teaching also incorporates other literacy practices. For example, materials that supplement each module are handed out 
just after the lesson so that learners do not have to take extensive notes. instead, they are able to focus on the information 
and participate much more extensively in the discussion. This approach always produces positive feedback from learners of 
all language levels.

Workers who never thought they could learn such complex information or develop expertise in WCb policies and govern-
ment legislation are conquering their fears, and many are new advocates. All learners have developed much more aware-
ness about the need to prevent injuries in the first place and the steps they must take if an injury does occur. New confidence 
levels are particularly evident in learners with low literacy skills.
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Literacy teaching techniques are integrated into all sections of the course. These precepts call for learners to achieve suc-
cess and a feeling of accomplishment at the start of class and at regular intervals throughout the instruction. The course, 
therefore, starts by immediately grappling with one of the most complex components, the Act. instructors ask the class for 
a definition of “worker” which goes up on a flipchart. The learners are then directed to Section 2 of the Act and asked to 
find the legal definition on their own. Co-instructor Linda Wentzel calls this “the first of many ‘A-ha’ moments. diving right 
into what is perceived to be the scariest part takes away a lot of fear and insecurity. We continue to add new and complex 
information in much the same way. “

IMPACTS OF PROGRAM AND PRACTICES

Workers with low literacy skills have learned that they can learn, even materials that are technically difficult. Seven union 
volunteers have been trained as facilitators and four injured workers have received training as resource people. More than 
100 workers have been trained as WCb advocates. This increased capacity has resulted in more frequent workshops. 

At the end of the course, learners with various language levels know what the Workers’ Compensation Act covers, where to look 
for answers within the Act, how to file an accident report, claim and appeal and how to factor in other regulations and policies.

The majority of those who take the course, especially union stewards, executive members and activists, are able to assist 
others with this knowledge. They also become more keenly aware of the importance of safety in the workplace and are 
better able to communicate this to the employers.

The co-coordinators also feel an enormous sense of accomplishment and have described it as the ability to change the 
world, 20 people at a time. 

The project has been responsible for building strong relationships with injured workers and their groups, and between 
injured workers and current employees. The participation of injured workers in the course has resulted in a much stronger 
understanding of the importance of safety in the workplace. 

“For me, the best experience is to see able-bodied workers and injured workers sitting beside each other. At the beginning 
of the course, you’ll often see a bit of impatience directed at the injured workers when they need some kind of class ac-
commodation,” said Wentzel. “by the end of the workshop, there always comes a moment when other learners realize how 
quickly an injury can occur and how devastating it can be. it can happen in a flash and through no fault of your own. At 
that point, there is an incredible awareness that takes place and a sense of how important safety in the workplace is. it is 
wonderful to watch.”

New relationships with smaller unions and locals and their members have also developed. Many of them do not have either the 
funds or staff time to develop their own WCb training and rely solely on the Navigating Your Way course. in these cases, costs 
are kept very low ($35/person). Sometimes, a small honorarium is offered to the instructors, but the facilitation is free.

The course is in high demand. The provision of a comprehensive list of all WCb caseworkers and their phone numbers en-
ables workers to immediately apply what they have learned and begin to advocate in real-life situations.
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The decision to use literacy principles in all aspects of the training has resulted in extremely positive evaluations and is par-
tially responsible for the increasing number of workers who want to take the course. both the NSFL and WCb note that the 
power of language can either keep people out or provide an opportunity through which training and education goals can 
be achieved. They view the use of literacy as a critical tool in capacity building.

Project difficulties focus on lack of funding for the NSFL’s Literacy Coordinator position. The federal government has not 
renewed its commitment to the position, which is scheduled to end March 31, 2011.

The Workers’ Compensation board will likely make the office of the Worker Counsellor a permanent program, upgrading it 
from its temporary status. The program has received high praise from the WCb, the NSFL and the unions. 

WHAT’S NEXT 

Three new workshops are now available or in development. They are three hours each and include:

The WCb Appeals System: three law students are donating their time to help structure this workshop. This is a notable 
contribution since no law school offers a course on Workers’ Compensation.

REFERENCES

Stress in the Workplace
The Early and Safe Return to Work Program: A Guide for unions 
A June 2011 conference “Healthy Workers, Healthy Workplaces,” will feature the forum: “Work as Therapy: dealing with 
issues in return-to-work programs.”
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AnALyzing ThE EConomiC, orgAnizATionAL & finAnCiAL 
SiTuATion of A ComPAny

TITLE

Analyse de la situation économique, organisationelle et financière d’une entreprise 

UNION AND EMPLOYER

Fédération des travailleurs et travailleuses du Québec and affiliated unions from different industries and their members and 
representatives 

CONTACT PERSON

Louise Miller, union representative in the education department, Fédération des travailleurs et travailleuses du Québec (FTQ), 
lmiller@ftq.qc.ca; (514) 383 8015

PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

This course covers how to understand and evaluate the economic, organizational and financial status of a company in order 
to minimize the negative impacts of technological, economic and regulatory changes on workers.

HOW THE PROGRAM STARTED 

The course “Analyzing the Economic, organizational and Financial Situation of a Company” was developed in response to 
requests from local and regional union representatives. The FTQ, the largest labour central in Quebec, realized that many 
union representatives had never faced an economic crisis and lacked the skills to effectively analyze the economic and 
financial state of companies. This was especially relevant given demands from many employers to reduce labour costs. 
union representatives and local union officials were not sure whether employer demands were based on a real financial 
crisis within the corporation or not. it was especially difficult to know the status of the company if no financial figures were 
given to the union. The course was developed in 2008-2009 and launched in 2010 with four courses already having been 
delivered and another four planned for 2011. 

The content of the course for union representatives and local union officials includes:

preparing for negotiations •	

understanding and evaluating the operation of a company including its structure and organization, human resources management •	
and labour relations, production of goods and services, marketing, and finances

evaluating the financial situation of a company•	

acting as a union including getting involved, responding to crisis and•	

crisis prevention•	

The exact content of the course changes every time it’s given because the facilitator ensures relevant examples are included 
for all course participants. if participants are from the service sector, examples from that sector are used. 

one course is given to union representatives and another is given to local union officials. The FTQ decided to create two 
slightly different courses because there were different learning needs in the respective groups. 

The difference between the course for union representatives and the course for local union officials is the scale at which the 
issues are explored. union representatives learn about issues at a more macro, sectoral level while local union officials learn 
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at a company-specific level. For example union representatives will look at their sector of the economy, what’s happening 
with competitors and whether there are global changes which may impact on the local context. Local union officials will 
learn to evaluate the operation of their company by questioning the quality of the materials used in production, whether the 
equipment is being maintained, whether customers are staying or leaving and whether workers are receiving training. 

LOGISTICS 

The FTQ and the Fonds de solidarité FTQ, Canada’s largest labour-sponsored investment fund, developed and deliver the 
course. The FTQ covers course content on how companies function including human resources, labour relations and pro-
duction as well as union action. The Fonds de solidarité FTQ covers material on the technical financial aspects. 

The course is given in residence and lasts two and a half days for union representatives and three and a half days for local 
union officials. 

OBJECTIVES AND METHODS 

The long-term goal of the course is to equip unions and workers to have increased power and voice in their workplaces. 
They help local union officials and union representatives in minimizing the negative impact of changes in technology, 
economics and regulations on workers. The course connects broader global changes with the workplace and the needs of 
workers. This includes equipping workers with training that meets their needs but also understanding and responding to 
economic, political and technological changes. The broad long-term goal of the course is to increase union power and to 
protect jobs.

The primary long term objective of the courses on analyzing the economic, organizational and financial situation of a com-
pany is to prevent difficulties that are on the horizon and develop solutions before the crisis manifests itself. The premise 
is that union representatives and local union officials will be able to work together to predict and respond to difficult eco-
nomic, organizational and financial situations affecting companies where members are employed. it tries to teach union 
leaders what questions to ask and how to analyze the status of a company. 

in terms of more short-term objectives, the courses aim to: 

familiarize participants with the financial vocabulary and information, including financial statements•	

equip local participants to analyze the operation of their company in order to evaluate its financial situation •	

develop approaches to involve locals in the work of analyzing their environment •	

support the work of negotiators, and •	

help participants mobilize members in developing a preventative approach to changes in the workplace•	

The FTQ funds the development of courses as part of their core services for affiliated unions. For courses given through the 
Fonds de solidarité FTQ, the fund covers accommodation and transportation costs as well as 75% of the participants’ salar-
ies. The affiliated union sending the participant is only responsible for 25% of the participant’s wages. 

The participants can impact the design and delivery of the course through the evaluation process. Courses are often revised 
based on participants’ feedback. There is a committee with representatives from affiliated unions that regularly looks at 
whether course objectives could be better met and whether the course is meeting the needs of participants. 

The benefit of the course for participants is that they are better able to fulfill their roles in the union. This type of training 
helps all union members because their representatives are equipped to minimize the impacts of organizational, economic 
and financial crisis on workers.
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The course addresses the systemic barriers of class and lack of formal education. The courses are given in residence in Ma-
gog, Quebec, which is an accessible location. in terms of the program participants, affiliated unions select who will attend 
the courses so the FTQ cannot assure that participants from equity seeking groups are taking the courses except through 
human rights committees.

IMPACTS OF THE PROGRAMS AND PRACTICES

Participants in the company analysis course gain concrete skills in analyzing their company or sector’s economic, organiza-
tional and financial health. Participants learn how to evaluate financial statements by understanding the income statement 
and balance sheet. 

Through the course, participants are better able to connect their work environment to broader global economic, political 
and technological changes. The course encourages participants to develop critical thinking skills to analyze and strategize 
for coming changes. Participants in the course on analyzing a company are encouraged to explore how events and pro-
cesses can affect the company and the sector in which they work.  

The course helps unions deal with difficult situations with the least negative impact on workers. An outcome is that unions 
could potentially prevent layoffs and maintain a high quality of jobs for members.  

The course emphasizes workers learning about and understanding the companies and sectors in which they work. This can 
affect the overall learning culture of the workplace. implementing training clauses in collective agreements, which ensure 
workers can and do access training impacts the entire learning culture. As workers take courses, they often want to learn more. 
Recognizing the workplace is a valuable environment for learning impacts the worker, the union, the company and society. 

The new course on analyzing companies will respond to participant feedback in order to ensure the content meets the 
needs of participants. So far there is a lot of interest from affiliates in taking the course from both local union officials and 
union representatives.

WHAT’S NEXT 

The course will continue to be offered as long as there is demand and interest from affiliated unions. Courses will be up-
dated to reflect the changing needs of affiliated unions. 

FURTHER REFERENCES 

FTQ. un projet éducatif rassembleur: Programme d’éducation 2010-2011. 
http://www.ftq.qc.ca/librairies/sfv/telecharger.php?fichier=6443&navid=3&item_id=38

bélanger, Paul and Robitaille, M. (2008). A Portrait of Work-related Learning in Quebec. Work and Learning Knowledge 
Centre: ottawa, Canada. 74 pages.
www.ccl-cca.ca/pdfs/WLKC/WorkplaceTrainingQuebecEn.pdf
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BEComing inVoLVED AS A union in ThE EDuCATion 
of our mEmBErS

FULL TITLE 

S’impliquer syndicalement dans la formation de nos membres 

UNION AND EMPLOYER

Fédération des travailleurs et travailleuses du Québec (FTQ) and affiliated unions representing diverse workplaces

CONTACT PERSON 

Louise Miller, union Representative, Education department, Fédération des travailleurs et travailleuses du Québec (FTQ), 
lmiller@ftq.qc.ca; (514) 383 8015

PROJECT DESCRIPTION 

This course covers how to evaluate the training needs of union members and negotiate training provisions and training 
committees into collective agreements. 

HOW THE PROGRAM STARTED 

“becoming involved as a union in the Education of our Members” was developed when many changes were occurring in 
the regulatory structure of work-related education in Quebec. The government passed bill 90 requiring employers with a 
payroll of $1 million or more to allocate one per cent of their payroll to employee training. This was phased in from 1995 
to1997. A commission of labour market partners, which includes unions, employers and the government, was also formed 
to advise on policy issues related to workplace training as well as sectoral committees to discuss training issues related to 
specific sectors of the economy. 

This course arose from the understanding that unions needed to become more involved in defining the educational needs 
of workers. it fused the idea that workers should have access to basic skills and literacy training as well as professional and 
vocational training. The course covers how to identify workers’ needs, negotiate education clauses into collective agree-
ments and follow-up on the implementation of these clauses.

The first pilot courses were delivered in 1994-1995 and the course was officially launched in 1996. it was offered several 
times a year for the first few years. Now the five and a half day course is offered every few years. However, there are annual 
sessions explaining updates to the workplace education framework and programs. The FTQ suggests that union leaders 
understand this topic and integrate that understanding in their practices. unions now request specific modules of the 
course such as developing an apprenticeship program, defining the education needs of members, recognition of workers’ 
skills and competencies or how to negotiate an education clause, which can be covered in a few hours to a day.

The full course covers:

analyzing workplaces and the impact of job changes on training requirements•	

evaluating changes in manufacturing plants•	

determining training needs of members, and implementing training clauses•	
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LOGISTICS 

The FTQ delivers this course to union officials who are responsible for training issues and members who are on union-
employer education committees. 

The full course on union involvement in education lasts five and half days. it is usually given in residence, however, shorter 
portions of the course are given at diverse locations upon the request of affiliated unions. 

There is also a new version of the course, which lasts three and a half days. The Fonds de solidarité FTQ pays the transpor-
tation and accommodation costs for the course. They reimburse 50 per cent of the salary for all participants except union 
representatives. Affiliated unions cover the costs for union representatives.

OBJECTIVES AND METHODS 

The long-term goal of the course is to equip unions and workers to have increased power and voice in their workplaces. 
They train local union officials and union representatives in minimizing some of the adverse impacts of economic and 
technological change and accompanying laws and regulations that affect workers. The course connects broader global 
changes with the workplace and the training needs of workers. This includes equipping workers with greater skills to secure 
their work and also imparting understandings of economic, political and technological changes. 

The course is guided by several objectives. The principal ones are to support unions and their members to develop training 
plans and to negotiate them into collective agreements with their employers. 

The short-term objectives of the course are to: 

equip participants to analyze how the changes in their workplace and the economy will affect jobs •	

identify the training needs of their members, especially new qualifications required by employers to secure their work•	

know the programs and resources available for work-related training•	

mobilize the union structure and members around a union training plan•	

develop arguments to prepare for negotiations with their employer and •	

explore ways of following up after negotiations•	

The broad long term goal is to increase union power and to protect jobs.•	

The FTQ funds the development of courses as part of their core services for affiliated unions. The participants can impact the 
design and delivery of the course through the evaluation process. Courses are often revised based on participants’ feedback. 
There is a committee with representatives from affiliated unions that regularly assess how course objectives could be better 
met and whether the course is meeting the needs of participants. 

The benefit of the course for the actual participants is that they are better able to fulfill their roles in the union. This type 
of training helps all union members because their representatives are equipped to minimize the impacts of organizational, 
economic and financial crisis on workers. The benefit of the course on union involvement in training is an increased and 
more democratic access to education and training. The course challenges the idea that employers should have sole discre-
tion over workers’ training. With joint union-employer training committees, workers can have more of a say in the type of 
training they need and receive. The course also emphasizes that training is not generally distributed equally with profes-
sional and technical workers often receiving more than production and service workers. With joint-education committees, 
there is the potential for this general tendency to shift. Furthermore, greater union involvement could ensure development 
of transferrable skills that enhances the labour market possibilities and job security for workers.

case studies

BEComing inVoLVED AS A union in ThE EDuCATion of our mEmBErS

68



Courses are delivered in residence in Magog, Quebec, which is an accessible location. in terms of the program participants, 
affiliated unions select who will attend. The FTQ cannot assure that participants from equity seeking groups are taking the 
courses except through human rights committees. 

IMPACTS OF THE PROGRAM AND PRACTICES 

The course equips participants with the concrete knowledge of the laws and regulations related to workplace education in 
Quebec. it covers the law of 1% as well as the national, sectoral and regional structure for workplace education in Quebec. 

Through the course, participants are better able to connect their work environment to broader global economic, political 
and technological changes. The course encourages participants to develop critical thinking skills to analyze and strategize 
for coming changes. The course explores how technological change, mergers and rationalizations, new regulations or eco-
nomic changes can impact the training needs of members. it also challenges participants to explore how training can be of 
good quality, relevant and useful to members. 

The union involvement in education course considers how to ensure the accessibility and inclusion of people with disabilities 
in workplace training. in case studies, the course also questions how to recognize and assess the training needs of equity 
seeking groups such as immigrant, women and older workers.

The training of union representatives in union involvement in workplace education can have an impact on the labour market 
prospects of all their members. With education clauses in collective agreements, members could have increased access to 
training and education, which increases labour market mobility for workers. The course also emphasizes the recognition of 
workers’ existing skills and competencies that they bring and have gained to the workplace, which can help members find 
new positions if necessary, particularly in times of economic adjustment. With a joint committee, training can meet the 
members’ needs and the employers’ needs. 

A recent study noted that collective agreement clauses dealing with training, retraining and skills development have doubled 
over the last ten years (bulletin de l’observatoire Compétences-Emplois, 2010). This can be linked to the new regulatory 
structure in Quebec around workplace training and to the role of the FTQ and other labour centrals in promoting the in-
volvement of affiliated unions in members’ education.

WHAT’S NEXT 

The course will continue to be offered as long as there is demand and interest from affiliated unions. Courses will be up-
dated to reflect the changing needs of affiliated unions. 

FURTHER REFERENCES 

bulletin de l’observatoire Compétences-Emplois, vol. 1, no 2, october 2010. La place de la formation dans les négociations 
patronales-syndicales au Québec et en Europe. p. 15. 
http: / /www.c i rdep.uqam.ca/ index.php/ les -bul let ins /28-format ionconvent ionscol lect ives .
html?catid=5%3Aoctobre-2010-volume-1-numero-2

FTQ. un projet éducatif rassembleur: Programme d’éducation 2010-2011. 
http://www.ftq.qc.ca/librairies/sfv/telecharger.php?fichier=6443&navid=3&item_id=38

bélanger, Paul and Robitaille, M. (2008). A Portrait of Work-related Learning in Quebec. Work and Learning Knowledge 
Centre: ottawa, Canada. 74 pages.
www.ccl-cca.ca/pdfs/WLKC/WorkplaceTrainingQuebecEn.pdf
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PCS union LEArning rEPrESEnTATiVES (uK)

UNION AND EMPLOYER

Public and Commercial Services union (PCS) and the department of Work and Pensions, England, uK. 

CONTACT PERSON

david McEvoy, National Learning officer – Tel: 020 7924 2727 E-mail: Davidmc@pcs.org.uk

PROGRAM DESCRIPTION

The Public and Commercial Services union is the fifth largest trade union in the uK with members throughout the civil 
service and in the private sector in former government services that have been privatized. The union introduced the union 
Learning Representatives in collaboration with the department of Work and Pensions to promote training and lifelong 
learning in the workplace. 

HOW THE PROGRAM STARTED 

PCS’s union Learning Representatives project emerged in a policy context where government turned to labour as partners 
in workplace training and learning after years of Conservative party rule that undermined its role. The New Labour govern-
ment elected in 1997 restructured the way training and learning was organized in the uK. it was during this time that the 
model of union Learning Representatives was introduced by the Trade union Congress (TuC) through the Learning and 
Services Task Group. 

This task group produced a ground-breaking report which formalized and identified the need for learning advocates within 
union ranks. TuC introduced the novel concept of uLRs “to create demand and supply” for workplace training and to resitu-
ate labour as a key learning and skills stakeholder in a time of globalization and changing labour market demands. uLRs 
were introduced to foster cooperation among unions and employers for training and learning needs. 

A project commissioned by the department of Education and Employment (dfEE) allowed the TuC to further conceptualize 
the roles and functions of uLRs to the following: to identify learning needs such as literacy and numeracy and relay them to 
employers; advocate around lifelong learning and make learning accessible through negotiations with employers; cooperate 
with employers around learning needs; provide individual, one-on-one support to encourage enthusiasm for learning among 
workers; provide confidential guidance and to emphasize the transferability of vocational and personal development skills. 
Learning needs were not restricted to the workplace but promoted personal development and broad career development. 

The New Labour government responded favourably to this concept and undertook important measures to support the 
establishment of uLRs. The union Learning Fund (uLF) was created to support a network of uLRs and to fund diverse edu-
cational projects. The fund started with £2 million and had increased to £26.7 million by 2008. Currently the uLF is run by 
unionlearn which is TuC’s learning and skills organization. 

unionlearn was established in 2004 by the labour movement and is run by the Trade union Congress with public monies to 
support union led learning and skills initiatives such as uLRs. in 2007 this learning organization counted on over 140 staff 
to support learning initiatives and the training and ongoing professional growth of uLRs across diverse unions and regions 
throughout the uK. it also maintains a one stop website and hub of online training, resources and research for uLRs and 
learning initiatives in the uK. 

Another key development toward the institutionalization of uLRs within the labour movement in the uK was their legal 
recognition. in 2002, the government amended the Employment Act to grant statutory rights to uLRs in order to secure and 
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promote their roles and functions within unionized workplaces. Without statutory rights it had become difficult for unions 
to elicit cooperation from management to create the necessary conditions and spaces for uLR activity. bert Clough explains 
that the amendment gave the right to uLRs for “reasonable paid time off to train and carry out their functions on the similar 
lines as union representatives in general. The condition to be granted paid time off for uLR work is that they are sufficiently 
trained to carry out their duties, through accessible relevant training. A union member also has the right to take time off in 
working time to contact his/her uLR, although their employer is not obligated to pay them during the contact time.” 

Although these statutory rights did not completely resolve the issue of securing work time for the activities of uLRs it did 
give unions more leverage to negotiate with employers to make this work possible. These statutory rights also make the 
uLRs in the uK unique since countries such as New zealand that took the uK’s lead in experimenting with these representa-
tives do not have such a favourable industrial relations framework to promote uLRs. 

Lastly, the roles and functions of uLRs needed to be standardized through specialized training to meet the conditions set 
out by amendments to the Employment Act. The TuC along with a research body produced set standards for the training 
of uLRs. Researchers John dwyfor davies, Alex Alexandrou and John Lee explain that there are six key standards, each with 
a sub-set of standards. The key standards deal with promoting learning; developing a learning agenda and strategy for the 
promotion of learning; supporting members in planning and managing their learning; enabling learners to access learn-
ing opportunities and resources; enhancing the role of union learning representatives and assessing people’s progression 
towards, and achievement of, National vocational Qualifications. 

According to the unionlearn website, “National vocational Qualifications are work based qualifications in England, Wales 
and Northern ireland. People are assessed on the basis of their competence in defined tasks.” There are five levels of NvQs 
that assess the skill level of specific occupations with set criteria in various industries such as business and administration, 
health care, and food, catering and leisure services. uLRs are to be fully versed in these qualifications in order to support 
and guide individual workers. Their training as uLRs is also accredited through the NvQs, mainly level 3 or 4. Training usually 
leads to an NvQ for Advice and Guidance and more recently, this can be used towards gaining a diploma in Contemporary 
Trade unionism or Employment Law. The training infrastructure developed by the TuC through unionlearn resulted in the 
training of 6500 uLRs in 2003 and by 2009 this number had multiplied to 23,000. 

it is within this favourable framework that the Public and Commercial Services union was able to introduce and secure the 
uLR model within its ranks, including in the worksites of the department of Work and Pensions. 

LOGISTICS 

The department of Work and Pensions looks after uK’s welfare and pension policies. it has three branches, namely the 
Jobcentre Plus, the Pension and disability Carers Service, and Shared Services. Employees range from frontline information 
officers to lawyers and economists who perform various functions and duties. in 2000 the PCS initiated a program for uLRs. 
However, it was not until 2003 when statutory rights for these representatives were established that they became more 
important and relevant. 

At the time the PCS turned to the uLF to initiate a more structured project to expand and formalize uLRs. According to the 
PCS website, the rationale for the introduction and expansion of uLRs was to “improve access to learning opportunities that 
are available throughout the department and promote the educational and cultural well-being of PCS members.” 

in a dWP worksite in the North-East of England that is documented in a report commissioned on behalf of the TuC by bill 
Lee and Catherine Cassell, eight uLRs were in place in addition to a full-time learning coordinator for a branch of 4000 
members. uLRs are nominated by their union local to undertake their role. They receive paid training to qualify for the pos-
ition of uLRs and “reasonable time” to perform their duties.
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uLRs in this particular branch are supported by a full-time officer of the PCS who is funded by the uLF. uLRs in turn are 
connected to TuC’s unionlearn networks and infrastructure for ongoing support. A uLR conference is held once a year to 
exchange experiences and build on skills and capacities. Local colleges also partnered with uLRs in this branch to support 
the work of conducting individual learning assessments. Spaces at work are also negotiated to carry out the tasks of uLRs 
and to house onsite training. 

OBJECTIVES AND METHODS 

The principal objective of the uLR model for PCS and the dWP is to create an environment for learning and development at 
the workplace. objectives and cooperation are formalized through a Joint Learning Agreement that promotes the role of 
uLRs to this end. The main purposes of the agreement entail the following:

“2.1 This Agreement reflects the commitment of dWP and the PCS union to work together to implement the government’s 
policy on skills development and to adopt a collaborative approach to meeting the learning needs of dWP employees. For 
example, addressing the requirements of Skills for Life/ Skills Pledge in conjunction with dWP recruitment policy and training 
provision and ensuring employees achieve level 2 in numeracy and literacy. 

2.2 This agreement provides a framework for uLR activity and the means of coordinating it with the learning and develop-
ment provided by dWP. it establishes procedures for notifying the appointment of uLRs, deciding their time off and measur-
ing success. it gives clearly defined guidelines on the role of the uLR and the management of that process.”

The objectives of this agreement are carried out by uLRs across dWP worksites. bill Lee and Catherine Cassell explain that 
their functions are to “conduct surveys of members’ learning interests and needs, make links with local colleges and provid-
ers and act as a channel of information for members on available courses, so their main role is providing information and 
advice to members.” one of the first surveys conducted at this site reflected members’ desires to learn a foreign language, 
obtain iT training and to undertake a leisure photography course. 

Aside from these types of surveys, one of the uLRs at this site counseled workers around literacy and numeracy skills. Members 
were also directed to courses and training in local colleges or to the dWP Learning and development department to obtain the 
training they need. When that department cannot meet the needs of an individual employee, they would direct them to uLRs 
for further assistance and guidance. Therefore, employer and union learning support systems are generally complementary. 

Through the formal partnerships with colleges, some training is offered onsite. This is quite beneficial to members because 
it makes training more accessible wherein they do not have to spend time and transportation costs to undertake training 
elsewhere on a busy work day. it also means that members can undertake training with peers unlike at a local college where 
the learning environment is not always conducive to adult learners who have been away from formal schooling for a long 
time. Furthermore, uLRs work to ensure accessibility by identifying and negotiating training and learning opportunities that 
are affordable for members. To this end, a database of skills was developed that featured the names of members who could 
potentially teach a course themselves on-site after work. impressively uLRs also undertook skill needs assessment of 1244 
workers that was fed into a database.
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IMPACTS OF PROGRAMS AND PRACTICES 

The impacts of the PCS uLRs are multiple. uLRs provide important information and make possible training that is not 
otherwise readily available to workers. For example, courses are offered onsite between 4:30 and 6:30 in this particular site 
in England thus making training more accessible and possible for workers who would normally not pursue training op-
portunities on their own. Workers in turn can turn to a union representative to discuss and identify their learning needs in 
confidence. For instance, some members discuss their challenges with literacy, ESL and numeracy with uLRs and strategize 
on solutions and upgrading to ensure job security and growth. Members gain confidence and enthusiasm for learning and 
growth that is transferred into their work and personal lives.

Members are also able to grow professionally and personally through a renewed sense of purpose and enhanced skills and 
knowledge in their work and training as uLRs. Many uLRs report a passion for learning and excitement for their work that 
inspires their members. The site in England led to 68 uLRs becoming registered for Level 3 NvQ for Advice and Guidance. 
This training can certainly be transferred within and beyond the dWP and into daily life. 

The union sees an important impact with a renewed role in meeting the personal development needs of its members. one 
union official stated, “i think it’s raised the profile of the union in workplaces, so, you know, all these people that are doing 
the learning that wouldn’t have been in contact otherwise and they see the union in quite a positive light. You know, it’s 
not just for problems. They’re not passive recipients of the service by definition.” 

uLRs have even promoted the recruitment of new members. one member explained that, “when i did Spanish i wasn’t in 
the union and i did not realise i could do it, but they did state that it was open to everyone and then after that i then joined 
the union. So it did show them in a different light because i thought it was all about like strikes and just like disputes and 
things like that. i did not realize they put things on.” 

Lastly, the impact of uLRs is promoted by a learning agreement between the employer and the union where they work in a 
complementary fashion alongside their own learning and training support systems for employees. 

between 2006 and 2009 uLRs in the dWP conducted 2083 Skills for Life screenings with all of those screened and more 
going on to complete a first full Level 1 or Level 2 qualification in literacy, numeracy or iCT. Coupled with the admission by 
dWP management that they have a large skills deficit and that they don’t have any provision for meeting their Skills Pledge 
targets, PCS is now not only leading the way in encouraging adults back into learning but also helping the dWP to meet its 
own targets. PCS is hoping that further talks with dWP management will result in further improvements for staff who wish 
to engage in gaining their first full level 2 qualification.

one of the biggest challenges facing a uLR within the dWP is the current climate in the department. An ever increasing 
staff reduction has the effect of less time being made available for uLRs and ultimately less uLRs. This makes it increasingly 
difficult for branches and uLRs to ensure that all staff have access to the services of a uLR, especially if uLRs become con-
centrated in a particular workplace. PCS is working hard to ensure that branches understand that the time for uLR work is 
limited and that they should ensure that if they are not afforded enough time for at least one uLR per site, that they ensure 
sites can be covered by uLRs from other offices.

There is also an issue with uLRs experiencing difficulty in accessing the time they have been allocated to perform their dut-
ies. This is an issue which is intrinsically linked to staff reductions as it leaves less staff to undertake the same workloads. 
Local managers are placed under greater pressure for their teams to meet their targets and some see union learning and the 
role of a uLR as being a role which can be sacrificed to meet these targets. PCS has approached this by highlighting to the 
department that by reducing staff they are essentially creating more work for uLRs as staff who are facing a termination of 
contract or layoff are keen to seek help with Cv writing skills, interview techniques etc. using negotiations with Employee 
Relations, PCS has been able to ensure that uLRs are able to access their time given sufficient advance notice.
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WHAT’S NEXT 

The PCS continues to promote uLRs in the dWP and in other workplaces that they represent. A remaining question for the 
labour movement in the uK is how to position itself as training and learning advocates at the workplace without comprising 
its bargaining power with employers as cooperation is further entrenched through agreements and models such as uLRs. 

REFERENCES 
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tives: Challenges and Opportunities, New York: Routledge, pp. 5-28. 

davies, John dwyfor, Alexandrou, Alex and Lee, John (2006) union Learning Representatives: A Case Study of the Public and 
Commercial Services union. Research in Post-Compulsory Education, 11.2 pp. 175-190.
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Lee, bill and Cassell, Catherine (November 2009) “Learning Representative initiatives in the uK and New zealand”, union-
learn, Research Paper 10, pp. 1-28.
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UNIO

Educational institute of Scotland (EiS)

CONTACT PERSON

dr. Alex Alexandrou, A.Alexandrou@uel.ac.uk, The Sir John Cass School of Education, university of East London

PROJECT SUMMARY

The Educational institute of Scotland (EiS), the largest trade union representing Scottish teachers, introduced union Learn-
ing Representatives in 2003 to promote continuing professional development. 

LOCATION

Scotland 

HOW THE PROGRAM STARTED 

The emergence of EiS union Learning Representatives (uLRs) was made possible by a policy framework at the level of the 
uK government and within Scotland. in 1997 after a long era of Conservative Party rule and aggressive neoliberal reforms, 
a “New Labour” government was elected in the uK that re-shifted social policies to the centre left of the political spectrum 
or as it was coined at the time to a “third way” that promoted social welfare in an era of globalization. New Labour’s 
educational policies were guided by a vision of a “learning society” through lifelong learning. “The Learning Age” policy 
document produced by the new government called for partnerships among workers, employers and unions to promote 
lifelong learning at the workplace. unions and workers (i.e. not only employers) were seen as key agents in the process. This 
commitment was given form with investment and funding to make lifelong learning possible for workers in the uK. The 
New Labour government established the union Learning Fund. Through the recommendation of the Trade union Congress 
(the central labour body in the uK), uLRs were introduced as new union representatives to carry out various roles and re-
sponsibilities in relation to continuing education and training at the workplace. 

A reinstated emphasis on lifelong learning, partnerships and the important role of unions promoted by the New Labour 
administration coincided with notable developments in Scotland. The devolved Scottish government, referred to as the 
Executive at the time, created a learning fund of its own, the Scottish union Learning Fund (SuLF) and started to promote 
the uLR model. Moreover these developments coincided with changes in the teaching profession mandated by the Scottish 
Executive Educational department (SEEd). An increase of hours and new standards for continuing professional develop-
ment (CPd) along with the introduction of a charter teacher status linking CPd with salary increases were among the 
notable changes that SEEd introduced in the “McCrone Report and the “21st Century Agreement” (2001). These included 
a requirement that teachers undertake an additional 35 hours of CPd per annum as a contractual commitment and condi-
tion of service for all teaching staff. “Chartered teachers are classroom practitioners, who achieve professional recognition 
and an enhanced salary because they have earned a qualification based on a national professional standard.” Many of these 
recommendations reflected the vision of lifelong learning sweeping the uK at the time but since they emerged from the 
public employer they were not all easily welcomed by teachers. 

The EiS which represents nearly 80% of teachers in Scotland at the primary, secondary level as well as college lecturers 
responded to these developments by introducing uLRs among its local associations (or union locals) throughout Scotland. 
The goal was to have 50 uLRs throughout the union’s 32 locals. The EiS turned to the SuLF for funding to train enthusiasts 
of the uLR model among its ranks. The SuLF made public money available for an initiative that would have been burden-
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some or impossible for many unions to fund otherwise. According to Alex Alexandrou and Jim o’brien “the aim was that 
these representatives work to advise, broker, and facilitate improved CPd opportunities for their colleagues.” 

LOGISTICS

The EiS worked with the Scottish Executive, the General Teaching Council of Scotland (the independent regulatory body for 
Scottish teachers) and the university of Paisley (now called the university of the West of Scotland) to phase in uLRs in every 
school and college that the trade union represented. in addition a charter guides the roles and responsibilities of uLRs that 
have to be agreed upon by all stakeholders. An accredited undergraduate training program through the university was set 
up for those interested in becoming uLRs. interested teachers apply to become uLRs, and the EiS through the SuLF pays 
for their training. The duties of the uLRs are carried out at the workplace for a few hours at a time at the same rate as the 
teaching work. 

Currently this program involves intensive online instruction of over 150 hours and also mentoring at the level of the work-
place on the part of seasoned uLRs. Specifically the program consists of the following components:

the Web and on-line Learning•	  deals with the effective use of the internet for learning and information and addresses the 
limits and possibilities of online learning. 

the training cycle and the development Spiral •	 introduces concepts of the systemic training cycle and models of 
development and learning in order to assess the training needs of colleagues 

Lifelong Learning and the role of the union Learning representative•	  delves into the debate of lifelong 
learning and how ULRs fit into that context along with the value they add to their union and profession in relation to other trade 
union lay positions 

the Skills required of a union Learning representative •	 strengthens the capacity of trainees in interpersonal com-
munication, facilitation, mentoring and negotiation to be effective ULRs

The knowledge attained is assessed through practical exercises that are conducted in the workplace of the LR trainee. An 
EiS publication explains that “each trainee LR is allocated a mentor (a current Learning Representative) who gives guidance 
and support throughout the LR Course. There is also an induction day held prior to the commencement of the course where 
trainee LRs can get ‘hands-on’ experience of the blackboard system, meet their mentor and also the university and EiS staff 
involved with the LR course.”

Currently there are over 100 uLRs who are part of this EiS initiative. The majority of uLRs are women; for many this is the 
first union representative position they have held. 

OBJECTIVES AND METHODS 

According to the EiS “the main role of LRs is to inform, advise and support colleagues who are involved in, or likely to be 
involved in, continuing professional development (CPd) opportunities. This includes researching suitable courses and giving 
support as appropriate throughout the CPd undertaken.” LRs also support colleagues in achieving Charter Teaching status 
and through the partnership and negotiation efforts of the EiS, this status may also lead to a Master degree with the uni-
versity of the West of Scotland. 

Through this uLR initiative the EiS repositioned itself as a union that was committed to lifelong learning as much as to bread 
and butter issues such as working conditions and wages. The EiS also expressed its commitment to working in partnership 
with employers and key educational stakeholders to phase in changes to the profession in a way best suited to its members. 
A chief executive of the General Teaching Council (as noted by Alex Alexandrou and Jim o’brien) observed that 
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it appeared to me that Learning Representatives indicate that the EiS is well aware that a new world of CPd is emerging and 
that the EiS must be at the centre of it. i feel that Learning Representatives continue to operate at a level which is of critical 
importance to the practising teacher. They will know the needs of classroom teachers better than anyone. it is in that critical 
area then that Learning Representatives are crucial. They will have credibility in the classroom that others will not…

Through the new layer of uLRs the EiS created a bridge between employers and teachers that garnered leeway of influence 
in consultation, brokerage and mentoring with CPd standards. 

The viability of uLRs is dependent on monies from EiS and also the discernible outcomes and impacts on the part of all 
stakeholders involved. Public monies help deliver additional activities such as CPd events and seconding LRs to try and ne-
gotiate and facilitate learning agreements with employers. The uLR model is dependent on a policy environment of lifelong 
learning together with funding and investment. 

IMPACTS OF PROGRAMS AND PRACTICES 

one uLR explained that their motivation to embark on this union representative role was to be in a position to advocate for 
better learning opportunities to promote excellence in teaching: 

“...i had always held the view that the courses for teachers should be of a high academic standard and should be applicable 
to the classroom-teaching situation. As my years in teaching rose the lack of continuum of learning became apparent and 
courses became repetitious and i stopped attending. i thought that by becoming a Learning Representative i would have 
an input to in-service courses.” 

uLRs are well vested in their roles from their personal experience of disillusionment and pressures for CPd that has not 
fulfilled their needs or expectations. As frontline teachers and lecturers they can relate to their colleagues in ways that em-
ployers cannot or other third parties cannot in relation to the imposition of CPd. 

uLRs find themselves in a position to advocate for their profession and their colleagues. Alex Alexandrou and Charlie Nay-
lor’s case study of “Karen’s” journey as a uLR clearly speaks to this impact. Karen was engaged with the idea of becoming a 
uLR for her own personal development. Her roles and responsibilities gradually steered her to leadership positions of influ-
ence on CPd standards. She became a committee member of her local (known as local association in the uK), a member of 
the EiS CPd Working Group and holds various positions outside of the EiS. interestingly, Karen had never had a union role 
before. Through her training and involvement as a uLR, she was even elected to the General Teaching Council of Scotland 
to represent the EiS. Karen describes the changes brought about by her experience:

“before, i was a classroom teacher and now i have a genuine interest not only in the classroom but the school and the Local 
Authority and even nationally. i am more aware of policy, much more confident because i have more knowledge of different 
areas; meeting more people in the education sector and having an opportunity to talk to people, help them and put their 
views forward when they can’t. i have developed skills in relation to confidence, communication and because i am juggling 
two or three positions, i am organised.”

Early evaluations demonstrated that many EiS uLRs became empowered union and teacher activists. The uLR model pro-
moted union renewal through advocacy for lifelong learning and advocacy for the teaching profession. Teachers in turn 
could turn to a union representative whom they can trust and who are knowledgeable and updated about CPd for their 
learning needs and growth as teachers and lecturers. 

The uLRs were also instrumental in organizing successful CPd events, featuring workshops as well as speakers at the highest 
level, people that ordinary teachers would never normally have access to. The events motivated and encouraged participants 
and raised their awareness of just what was possible for them to achieve in terms of CPd.
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The impact on those who have undertaken CPd is not only on a professional level thereby improving the classroom practice 
of teachers and lecturers, but also on a personal level. Participants have reported that CPd has increased their confidence 
generally which also impacts on the pupils and students they teach now and in the future. Some of the events not only 
raised awareness but also provided in-depth knowledge of how to assist pupils with specific learning difficulties. Teachers 
indicated that this type of information is not always readily available to them and the events have played an important role 
is ensuring that those who attend are able to consider different types of practice which will benefit their pupils.

Challenges have also coincided with positive impacts of the EiS uLR model. in the initial stages of this initiative, there was 
still a discerned lack of awareness of the functions and purpose of uLRs on the part of the local school authorities. Head 
teachers for instance regarded uLRs with suspicion and resisted dealing with another union representative. Time to carry 
out their functions as uLRs was also a contentious issue. initially few colleagues would turn to uLRs due to lack of time to 
see them and of awareness about their roles. However, the EiS has sought to overcome these challenges by reaching out to 
its members and local school authorities in more effective ways. 

WHAT’S NEXT 

A recent evaluation of EiS uLRs pointed to the importance of learning agreements with employers to ensure LRs are given their 
rightful place and time within the locals to carry out their roles. At the moment, many uLRs are set to retire and the EiS will 
continue to promote this position among interested learning advocates. A short online introductory course is being piloted to 
encourage new uLRs and to explore continuing professional development and lifelong learning as a union priority. 

FURTHER REFERENCES 

Alexandrou, Alex and o’brien, Jim. (2007) “union Learning Representatives: Facilitating Professional development for Scot-
tish Teachers.” international Electronic Journal for Leadership in Learning, university of Calgary, 11.9.
http://www.ucalgary.ca/iejll/vol11/brien

Alexandrou, Alex. (2009) Community out of Partnership: The Evolving Story of the Learning Representatives of the Educa-
tional Institute of Scotland. Glasgow: Humming Earth. 

Alexandrou, Alex. (2007) Partnership out of Conflict: The Emergence of The Educational Institute of Scotland’s Learning 
Representatives. Glasgow: Humming Earth. 

EiS SuLF, “Final Report: Partnership through Professional development” (November 2008 to March 2011).
http://www.eis.org.uk/images/sulf7reportweb.pdf

Naylor, Charlie, Alexandrou, Alex and o’brien, Jim. “developing teacher leadership in unconventional contexts: The experi-
ence of teacher trade unionists” Paper presented at the American Educational Research Association (AERA), denver, Co, 
April 30-May 4, 2010: 1-25.
http://bctf.ca/uploadedfiles/Public/issues/Teacher_Leadership/AErA2010.pdf
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ThE nEW zEALAnD CounCiL of TrADE unionS LEArning 
rEPrESEnTATiVES ProgrAmmE

UNION AND PARTNERS

New zealand Council of Trade unions (NzCTu), funded by the Tertiary Education Commission (subsidiary of government’s 
Ministry of Education) and supported by business New zealand and the industry Training Federation (iTF) 

CONTACT PERSON

Sandy o’Neil, Manager, Learning Representatives Programme Akoranga Ngãtahi, Nz Council of Trade unions Te Kauae 
Kaimahi, phone 04 385 1334, ext 847, sandyo@nzctu.org.nz

PROGRAM DESCRIPTION 

The New zealand Council of Trade unions (CTu) Learning Representatives Programme Akoranga Ngātahi is an initiative aris-
ing from a pilot project undertaken by the CTu 2004-2008. it expanded from late 2008, to contribute to the Literacy, Lan-
guage and Numeracy Action Plan 2008-2012 and other related government initiatives (e.g. the previous Nz Skills Strategy 
implementation Plan) until the current government’s change of focus. 

The program’s core is training and supporting elected Learning Representatives to advocate learning among their peers and 
build learning cultures in workplaces, through work with peers, unions and employers. The Learning Representatives Pro-
gramme builds participation in structured workplace learning and general up-skilling of the workforce, contributes to rais-
ing workforce awareness of literacy, language and numeracy skills and supports literacy, language and numeracy training. 

Guiding principles for this work include: 

acknowledging the importance of working alongside (or within) other initiatives, so that there is an understood context for the •	
Learning Representatives Programme; 

finding points where the program can strengthen workforce development and complement the Tertiary Education Strategy; and •	

recognizing the value of workers in a collective setting supporting lifelong learning. •	

The program is funded by the Tertiary Education Commission Te Amorangi Mātauranga Matua (TEC) to train and support 
elected representatives to advocate a learning culture within the workplace, contribute to raising workforce awareness of 
literacy, language and numeracy skills and to work collaboratively with unions, employers and other relevant parties. 

HOW THE PROGRAM STARTED 

A Labour Party government was elected in New zealand in 1999 and was instrumental in reshaping training provisions for 
the workforce. Government reinforced the importance of unions and the labour movement as key stakeholders in work-
place training. Re-strategizing training policies and assigning labour more of a say in workplace skills was seen as necessary 
in tackling low productivity. (New zealand has one of the lowest productivity rates among countries in the organization for 
Economic Cooperation and development).

in 2003, the NzCTu recommended the phasing in of workplace learning representatives. The Council based their proposals 
on the positive impacts of the union Learning Representative model in the uK where the concept originated in 1998. Learn-
ing representatives (LRs) operate in a manner similar to health and safety representatives and union stewards, but with a 
focus on learning and training within and sometimes beyond the workplace.

79

mailto:sandyo@nzctu.org.nz


A NzCTu publication explains that “learning reps encourage workers to seek advice and guidance in order to improve their 
skills. They are trained to find out workers’ learning needs and aspirations and advise them about opportunities.” They are a 
support mechanism for other workers to turn to for their learning needs and also work in conjunction with employers and 
training providers to address these needs. 

The Tertiary Education Commission (TEC) is responsible for all matters of post-secondary and vocational training in the coun-
try and was further consulted about this idea. The proposal was subsequently approved and Nz$1.12 million was allocated 
to the planning and piloting of learning representatives over the course of four years, 2004-2008. The TEC contracted the 
NzCTu to design and carry out the training of learning representatives. The NzCTu is a registered and accredited training 
provider; it is therefore eligible for funding from the TEC. 

Sectors where learning representatives were mostly needed had to be determined along with the training curriculum for 
learning representatives and guidelines for competency levels. Competency and training of learning representatives were 
accredited and formalized through the New zealand Qualifications Authority’s National Qualifications Framework in ac-
cordance with the aims of the pilot. The competency levels of LRs were set to similar standards as that of other union rep-
resentatives in order to carry out their work in the most effective manner. 

The NzCTu structured the role and purposes of learning representatives according to the country’s particular context. over 
40% of the workforce in New zealand does not have sufficient foundational learning skills to engage in continuing edu-
cation and training. Even though the country has a long-standing and extensive vocational learning framework, training 
has been inaccessible and disconnected from the needs of many in the workforce. Learning representatives were therefore 
initially intended to work with existing agencies to promote learning that is reflective of workers’ and workplace needs, 
focused on industry training programs. 

Labour through the role of the NzCTu was critical in all stages of this pilot from its original proposal, to gaining employer 
support for the program, to defining the roles and conducting the training of learning representatives. After the pilot years, 
the Learning Representative model in New zealand became a formalized program and expanded with the undertaking of 
specific initiatives related to workplace skills. The program currently “builds participation in structured workplace learning 
and general up-skilling of the workforce, contributes to raising workforce awareness of literacy, language and numeracy 
skills and supports literacy, language and numeracy training.” Through this program the NzCTu has made a recognized 
contribution to the acquisition of workplace skills, emphasizing in particular literacy and numeracy needs. 

The guiding principles behind the roles and responsibilities of learning representatives are to work in partnership with key 
stakeholders to enhance productivity at the workplace and to stimulate economic growth. Specific functions of these rep-
resentatives include the following: 

promote learning in general and industry-specific training in particular•	

provide information and advice about learning and training to workers•	

advocate for the learning needs of workers and the accessibility of training•	

work with co-workers to identify and access appropriate support for language, literacy and numeracy issues in learning•	

work with others to explore additional learning issues, including those related to more effective participation at work and beyond•	

work in cooperation with employers, unions, industry training organizations (ITOs) and Modern Apprenticeship Coordinators to pro-•	
mote training and learning and facilitate first contact for new learners

maintain a link with the appropriate ITO as part of its stakeholder group•	

coordinate activities with local ITO agents and assessors and with union representatives on ITO boards and standards committees •	

advocate and give initial advice to workers on the National Qualifications Framework (NQF) and pathways towards qualifications.•	
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LOGISTICS 

The training program is conducted through a two-day workshop, with a one day follow-up workshop. The initial workshop 
includes sessions on perceptions of learning, the role of the Learning Rep, overcoming barriers to learning, identifying 
learning opportunities, principles of adult learning, literacy and numeracy, and workplace relationships. The workshop ends 
with the Learning Reps developing an action plan for their workplace. in addition, further support is provided through at-
tendance at learning committees until these are well established, and through providing mentoring and other individual 
assistance as needed.

Training is structured to equip Learning Representatives to “improve completion rates for industry training, other in-house 
and workplace training, encourage personal and work skills development and improve workers’ access to literacy, language 
and numeracy support where needs are identified.” in addition, the NzCTu explains that Reps learn about the connection 
between skills and productivity, what is on offer from the iTo or local providers, how to encourage workers into learning 
opportunities and, in particular, how to take the important first step towards qualifications. Reps learn the fundamentals of 
adult education, how to handle literacy issues and how to promote learning as a group activity. of importance is the session 
on the personal, structural and institutional barriers to learning and ways to step over the barriers. 

There are over 400 registered Learning Reps from a range of sectors including Health and Community Services, Food, Trans-
port, Storage and Manufacturing. Members of 13 unions have been trained.

Three unit Standards that are recognized by NzQA are offered on a non-compulsory basis to those undergoing Learning 
Reps training. unit Standards are accredited once participants have completed the assessment workbooks to the required 
standard. These unit standards may also be credited towards a National Certificate in Employment Relations (union Rep-
resentation). The NzCTu conducts the training at no cost to the learning representatives. However, employers are required 
to release participants from work in order to attend training and sometimes they have to substitute them with another 
worker to cover their shift. 

Learning representatives in New zealand are highly dependent on the cooperation of employers. The best mechanism to 
solidify this cooperation is through the collective agreement since learning representatives are not mandated by the state 
and have no statutory rights as in the case of the uK. The time allocated to perform Learning Representative functions also 
has to be negotiated between the union and the employer. initially the roles of LRs were not always understood and in some 
circumstances management saw them as a threat to existing in-service training, advice and support offered by employers. 
Therefore, clear expectations and clarity on the roles of LRs had to be agreed to by both labour and management. 

OBJECTIVES AND METHODS 

The NzCTu states that the “programme’s core is training and supporting elected Learning Representatives to advocate learn-
ing among their peers and build learning cultures in workplaces, through work with peers, unions and employers.” At the 
level of the workplace, this program sets out to prepare learning representatives who promote the particular learning needs 
of workers in their respective occupations. For example, idEA Services was one of the first organizations to participate in the 
pilot years. idEA is a community-based health care provider for persons with intellectual disabilities. its support workers were 
not being adequately prepared to complete the iTo’s set standards that would allow them to qualify for higher level National 
Qualification in Community Support Services. Therefore the Service and Food Workers union (SFWu) representing support 
workers who worked with idEA in various regional sites suggested the integration of learning representatives to bridge with 
these challenges at a time when the LR model was being initiated by the NzCTu and the TEC. The learning representative in-
itiative proved to be timely as the organization was seeking to resolve its training challenges and clearly saw the benefit of LRs 
to prepare workers to meet the pressures of the training standards. it provided an opportunity for management and labour 
to come to the table to address learning and training issues for workers through a supportive structure facilitated by the 
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NzCTu and TEC through learning representatives. SFWu and idEA negotiated and outlined the roles and function of learning 
representatives that were formalized in the collective agreement and in policy guidelines that set out how the program would 
be implemented. This policy is currently being reviewed now that the company, the union and the trained learning reps have 
a history of the program in action, and a better understanding of what works well or not.

Labour and management agreed that the learning representatives would liaise with the organization’s existing training cen-
tre and bring forth the particular needs of the support workers. This included identifying appropriate language, literacy and 
numeracy support and maintaining an up to date listing of resources on learning opportunities in the sector. Cultural learn-
ing needs of Maori and Pacific island peoples were also to be addressed and promoted by the learning representatives. 

IMPACTS OF PROGRAM AND PRACTICES 

The impacts of the learning representative model in the New zealand context have been positive in many cases. Primarily, 
the LR model brought labour back into the equation of workplace literacy and learning. it made concrete labour’s role as an 
important stakeholder and source of knowledge and expertise on workplace skills. The NzCTu created a model of learning 
representatives that would fit the economic and industrial relations framework of New zealand while drawing on lessons 
learned from the uK model. 

At the worksite, learning representatives from the idEA example were able to guide and mentor workers into the new set 
of qualifications for their occupations. Learning representatives also focused on support workers who had not completed 
previous training and strategized with them to successfully complete the training. The implementation of learning repre-
sentatives as part of the workplace and collective agreement fostered a positive environment for learning. Certainly, the 
training promoted by learning representatives allows workers to build on their skills, prepare themselves for promotion and 
transfer their skills to other types of occupations. one of the learning representatives at idEA expressed: 

“i thought it would be good to pass on the knowledge to those that struggle to learn anything, just to help other people, 
really. i think that it is a good idea, learning reps... there’s a lot of people in the service who aren’t really literate and that 
and they’re quite shy about coming forward about things and so to be a sort of mouthpiece for them. it sort of ties in with 
being a delegate [steward]. Learning reps goes hand-in-hand with that.”

Success stories and powerful impacts of this program abound with LRs growing personally and professionally with new 
skills and also among the co-workers who they advocate for. For instance, a worker from a manufacturing company was 
mentored and supported by a Learning Representative in ways that benefitted not only his work but his life. At only 28 
years old he had completely dismissed the possibility of continuing with learning and training. However he was inspired 
by a LR to continue growing professionally and even to become a LR himself. He was guided and supported to achieve all 
three unit standards as a LR and was able to develop a more clear industrial training plan and goals for himself. His learning 
journey led him to become a LR and a workplace learning activist with the confidence and capacity to formulate and carry 
out training strategies for the benefit of his co-workers. 

informal observations and evaluations of this program since the pilot years have considered the feedback of participants to 
ensure the diverse needs of learners are taken into consideration. Training materials and practices have evolved accordingly 
and have also integrated literacy and numeracy. 

While the program has many discernible positive impacts, as a workplace training model spearheaded by the labour move-
ment it is not without its challenges in the often tenuous industrial relations framework within a capitalist economy. Sus-
tainability of the program is dependent on ongoing support from unions and employers and stable financial commitment 
that is immune from changing governments. Since LRs do not have statutory rights in New zealand as they do in the uK, 
carving time and commitment for these representatives and for their co-workers to engage in training and learning support 
at the workplace is a constant challenge. This is significant considering that unions in the more favourable policy context in 
the uK experience the same issue. 

At the level of the workplace, sustainability is dependent on the willingness of the employer to continue to engage with the 
LRs and to develop a systematic approach to workplace learning. involvement of the union organizers and support from 
union structures are key factors in sustaining learning reps programs in organizations.
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WHAT’S NEXT 

in 2010 under a more conservative government and in a time of increased unemployment, funding for the LR program was 
reduced. At the time of this report, there is a formal evaluation of the program under way that could serve to mobilize and 
lobby support for this work within New zealand. The NzCTu continues to be committed to this program and has proceeded 
to run it albeit with reduced staffing capacity and outputs. 

FURTHER REFERENCES 

Ako Aotearoa (2010) “Request for Proposal - Evaluation of the NzCTu Learning Representatives Programme”: 
http://akoaotearoa.ac.nz/ako-aotearoa/ako-aotearoa/news/request-proposal-evaluation-nzctu-learning-repre-
sentatives-programme

Ako Aotearoa (2008) “Tertiary Education Report: Learning Representative initiative pilot – evaluation: pp 1-7. 
http://akoaotearoa.ac.nz/download/ng/file/group-4/tec-evaluation-report-of-learning-representatives-pilot.pdf

Learning Reps: Akoranga Ngãtahi.
http://learningreps.org.nz/

Lee, bill and Cassell, Catherine (November 2009) “Learning Representative initiatives in the uK and New zealand”, union-
learn, Research Paper 10, pp. 1-28. [focused on pilot stages of the program]
http://www.unionlearn.org.uk/files/publications/documents/171.pdf

NzCTu (2009) “Learning Reps: Workers Helping Workers Learn”.
http://learningreps.org.nz/files/final.Lrep%20Pamphlet.14%20oct%2009.pdf
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