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The following glossary definitions are adapted from the Guide to the Labour
Force Survey and Employment Insurance: 1999 Monitoring and Assessment Report.1
census metropolitan area (CMA) A CMA is a labour market area with
an urbanized core (or continuously built-up area) having at least 100 000 inhabitants. A CMA is generally known by the name of the urban area (normally a city) forming the urbanized core. Ontario has 11 CMAs, and there are
25 across Canada.
direct purchase of training Training is purchased for unemployed individuals by HRDC under federal-provincial agreements. This training can include vocational training, basic skills, employment preparation, language
training, apprenticeship training and occupational orientation. Under direct
purchase of training, HRDC provided training dollars directly to training
providers. Block purchase of training occurred when HRDC purchased
blocks of training seats from training providers for unemployed individuals.
economic regions
These are groups of census subdivisions, such as
counties and districts, used in the LFS.
Statistics Canada, Guide to the Labour Force Survey (Ottawa: Minister of Industry, 2000); Canada Employment Insurance Commission, Employment Insurance: 1999 Monitoring and Assessment
Report (Ottawa: Human Resource Development Canada, December 20, 1999).
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EI Part I benefits These benefits are income benefits or what is called
income support. However, with the establishment of a new benefit structure
and new rules for frequent claimants, the role of income support has shifted
towards insurance principles.
EI Part II benefits EI Part II benefits supplement the “passive” measures of EI Part I income support and provide more “active” measures designed to get people back to work. These active measures are called employment benefits and support measures. People who have received regular benefits in the past three years or maternity or parental benefits in the past five
years, as well as people who are currently eligible for EI Part I benefits, are
eligible for the active measures.
employment assistance services
These HRDC programs assist community-based organizations to provide services such as counselling to unemployed individuals.
labour force In the LFS, “labour force” refers to the population (not in
military or in institutions) 15 years of age and over who, during the survey
reference week, were employed or unemployed.
labour market development agreements (LMDAs) LMDAs are partnership agreements between the federal government and provinces or territories to respond to specific needs of unemployed Canadians in each province or territory and to conditions of individual labour markets. LMDAs
have been signed between the federal government and Alberta, New Brunswick, Manitoba, Quebec and the Northwest Territories. Newfoundland,
Nova Scotia, British Columbia, Prince Edward Island and the Yukon have
opted to sign co-management agreements with the federal government. This
means that the Government of Canada and these provinces and territory will
jointly assume responsibility for “the planning, design and evaluation of active employment measures while HRDC continues to deliver programs and
services through its service delivery network.”2
not in the labour force In the LFS, “not in the labour force” refers to the
category of individuals who are neither employed nor unemployed during
the survey reference week.
participation rate In the LFS, “participation rate” refers to total labour
force expressed as a percentage of the population aged 15 years and over.
reachback EI reachback clients are unemployed clients who have had an
EI claim in the three years before they asked for assistance or have received
maternity or parental benefits in a period that began no more than five years
before they asked for assistance.
Skills Development Employment Benefit (SDEB)
Formerly called
Skills, Loans and Grants, the SDEB is a program to assist unemployed persons in obtaining the skills they need for employment. It does so by provid2
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ing them with financial assistance to help pay for the costs of skills-training
courses and programs.
third-party service deliverers These are service providers under contract
with HRDC to provide services to clients.
unemployment rate
In the LFS, “unemployment rate” refers to the
number of unemployed persons expressed as a percentage of the labour
force.
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Executive Summary
Training has become harder and harder for unemployed individuals to access
since changes were made to employment insurance (EI) legislation in 1996.
Political decisions that have restricted EI eligibility criteria, eliminated targeted funding and cut dollars for training have had the effect of decreasing
the numbers, year after year, of who can access publicly funded training.
Over the years, a greater emphasis has been placed on short-term interventions rather than long-term interventions to enable the re-entry of individuals into the labour market. The direct purchase of training (including block
purchase of training)1 was gradually replaced by the provision of financial
assistance to individuals to gain access to training.
The Skills Development Employment Benefit (SDEB) program came into
effect on July 1, 1999, and signalled a shift in the funding of training for EIeligible clients. Under the SDEB program, clients are given direct financial
assistance by Human Resource Development Canada (HRDC) to obtain
skills for employment. The SDEB program places the ownership and responsibility for selecting, arranging and purchasing training directly in the
hands of the client.
While it may be too early to fully assess the impact of the SDEB’s implementation on the system of training, there are already signs of problems and inequities in the system of funding and delivering training that need to be addressed.
This groundbreaking study by the Toronto Training Board2 highlights emerging issues from the implementation of the SDEB program in Toronto. In
addition, regional statistical information provided by HRDC regarding the
SDEB is described and analysed. While the qualitative and quantitative research was conducted with a lens on Toronto, the research provides insights
into problematic areas with regards to the SDEB that may likely be experienced in other areas of Ontario.
In this report, the Toronto Training Board makes a number of recommendations addressed to federal and provincial governments to make improvements to SDEB and the system of funding training through EI. Such improvements would create a more equitable system of distributing training
dollars and delivering training, increase the choice of training that would be
eligible for such dollars and better define the roles of all participants in planning, arranging and delivering training.
At the time this report was written, HRDC was conducting its own internal
evaluation of the implementation of the SDEB in Ontario. The Toronto
Under direct purchase of training, HRDC provided training dollars directly to training providers once a client’s training was approved. With block purchase of training, HRDC purchased blocks of training seats directly from training providers.

1

For more information on the mandate and composition of the Toronto Training Board,
see Appendix A.
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Training Board is confident that this preliminary look its implementation in
Toronto will inform HRDC’s provincial initiative and promote wider dialogue on the issue of publicly funded training across Canada.
Key Issues and Recommendations
The approval process for SDEB funds
Recommendation 1
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC simplify the process
by which clients are informed about the SDEB and then receive dollars. Currently the process by which the client is reviewed, finds out about the SDEB,
conducts research on available training, is assessed for finances and then receives full or partial dollars for training is long, convoluted and arduous.
Issues in distributing, receiving and sharing information
Recommendation 2
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC
• provide clear, open and ongoing communication and equitable distribution of information about the SDEB to all training providers,3 and
• ensure consistency in information about the SDEB provided by assessment centres and training brokers to clients.
Recommendation 3
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC
• work with assessment centres and training brokers to find a way to communicate information about the SDEB more effectively to clients,
including clients’ roles and responsibilities before, during and after training;
• present SDEB information to clients in such a way as to recognize that
many clients encounter problems with understanding and retaining information;
• construct documentation about the SDEB around the client’s situation
and goals so that it is relevant to them; and
• make information on the SDEB available to clients with clear language
and design.
Recommendations 1 and 2 address all training providers; however, the process for approval
of training institutions needs to be looked at in depth and is beyond the scope of this project.

3
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Recommendation 4
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC, in partnership
with the Ontario Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities
(MTCU),
• provide counsellors, training providers and clients with access to current
labour market information (LMI) with a local focus; and
• provide access to current, plain-language LMI to assist in employment
decision making, training and assessment.
Assessments generally involve a combination of assessing technical ability as
well as employability in the current labour market. Furthermore, counsellors
have suggested that a good use of federal dollars would be to extend the
level of assessment to enable counsellors, when necessary, to engage in dialogue with the client about overall employment needs.
Access to training
Recommendation 5
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC address the national
crisis in training that has been created and inject more dollars into training.
Fewer and fewer Canadians are eligible for EI benefits and, in turn, fewer
and fewer are eligible for publicly funded training programs. Short-term
measures to address unemployment are being favoured over long-term training interventions.
Recommendation 6
As cited in the Toronto Training Board’s recent report on tax incentives and
disincentives to training, the Board “recommends that reachback eligibility be
expanded to include a) workers who have been enrolled in English-as-asecond-language (ESL) or literacy courses within the past three years and
who have not been enrolled in other full-time education or training for two
or more years; b) workers who have been underemployed for two or more
years and who have not been enrolled in full-time education or training for
two or more years (with the exception of ESL or literacy courses); and c)
workers who have been home with children for five or more years and who
have not been enrolled in full-time education or training for two or more
years (with the exception of ESL or literacy courses). This policy change
would have the effect of allowing persons without access to training to acquire skills to expand their employment opportunities beyond marginal occupations. By definition, this policy change would benefit newcomers who
are experiencing underemployment.”4

Andrea Demchuk, Rebalancing the System: 7 Tactics to Reduce Barriers and Enhance Training in
Toronto (Toronto: Toronto Training Board, 2000) pp. 21–22.
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Recommendation 7
The Toronto Training Board recommends the following:
• HRDC should provide clear guidelines to assessment centres on the
availability and expenditure of dollars under the SDEB so as to prevent
excess or lack of dollars at any time in the fiscal year. Doing so will ensure that assessment centres will not come up short or end years with a
surplus. Assessment centres do not benefit when information on available dollars is changed midway through a fiscal cycle.
• HRDC should ensure consistency in the process of how each assessment
centre is allocated money. Consistency in service should be ensured while
allowing for some flexibility based on individual client needs. To strike a
balance between consistency and allowance for flexibility will require
some careful thought and planning. Having clear information will also
prevent assessment centres from being in the difficult and uncomfortable
position of informing clients that they are unable to consider their needs
for skills training at a certain time because of lack of funds. This also
causes difficulties for training providers if they are unable to plan for and
administer their programs because of fluctuations in funding.
Recommendation 8
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC inform training providers, clients, assessment centres and training brokers how much money is
being given to each HRDC region within the province under the SDEB. Further, information on how this money is distributed across all the human resource centre (HRCC) areas and across the assessment centres in each area
should be provided. This would allow for a transparent system to track the
flow of training dollars and the flow of clients being served and approved
for training dollars under the SDEB. This would begin to address the lack of
equitable distribution of dollars across the system.
Recommendation 9
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC and Statistics Canada
work together to ensure that their labour market statistics and regional
boundaries are comparable. A rational, comprehensive system and consistent
method of collecting and documenting data regarding the labour market and
the SDEB is needed in order to be able to accurately compare and analyse
figures across regions and over time.
Recommendation 10
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC expand its collection
of data and statistics to include data that is valuable in evaluating the effectiveness of SDEB, including: the number of SDEB applicants who did not
qualify for funds under SDEB; the top 10 training courses accessed by clients
under the SDEB; the top 10 kinds of jobs SDEB clients obtained after train4
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ing; the rate of non-compliance (i.e. the percentage of clients who did not
spend the SDEB funds on training costs); the number of defaults reported
by training providers due to clients not paying tuition owed to the training
provider;5 and the number of defaults reported by training providers by type
(e.g. community-based programs, training schools, community colleges).
Creating a more equitable skills training system
Recommendation 11
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC, in conjunction with
the Canada Customs and Revenue Agency (CCRA), remove the taxable
status of SDEB tuition funds so as not to penalize clients through taxation
for having sought training. Furthermore, by removing the taxable status of
SDEB tuition funds, clients (especially single-income-support parents) will
have an improved likelihood of accessing the Canada Child Tax Benefit and
GST rebates.6
Recommendation 12
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC address the inequity
that occurs when clients’ training costs are capped, which in turn necessitates
them going to programs with lower tuition rates because less expensive programs result in a lower personal financial contribution. Meanwhile, there are
no assurances that clients are getting the training that best meets their needs.
Recommendation 13
Given further talks of a Labour Market Development Agreement (LMDA)
between the federal and provincial governments, the Toronto Training Board
recommends that HRDC and MTCU consider developing a hybrid or composite funding model that supports all training sectors. Such a funding model
for training should allow for both client ownership and expanded choice
while ensuring that training providers receive tuition dollars directly.
Block purchase of training addresses the needs of clients who require life
skills training in conjunction with work skills training—clients who are often
the most marginalized members of society.7 The problems associated with
the SDEB highlight the need to reassess the current model of “client ownership”—the principle vs. the practice. The original good intentions of placing
decision-making control and dollars in the hands of the client has, as we have
seen, had serious implications for training providers (e.g. coping with defaults
and potential program shutdowns) and for clients if clients do not spend
The information particular to defaults would have added to discussions that have taken
place around OSAP defaults.

5

6

Demchuk, supra, footnote 4, p. 22.

This is not to say that soft skills only benefit the most marginalized of society. With work
increasingly being project-based, employers are seeking people with the ability to communicate effectively and interact with others.
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their SDEB dollars on training, but on something else (e.g. EI fraud resulting
in stiff penalties).
Confusion about roles
Recommendation 14
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC provide greater clarity
in distinguishing between the roles of the training brokers and the assessment centres. This would benefit the client who may be confused as to the
role of the respective counsellors and in determining who has the final say
about the training dollars and what kind of training the client may be approved for. Greater co-operation between training brokers and assessment
centres should be encouraged in order to provide ongoing support to clients.
Recommendation 15
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC provide training institutions with maps that locate assessment centres throughout Toronto, York,
Peel–Halton–Dufferin and Durham regions and clear guidelines on the process used to determine to which centres clients go.
Addressing conflict of interest
Recommendation 16
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC address concerns about
conflict of interest in consultation with assessment centres, training brokers
and training providers in all sectors. There is a perception of conflict of interest when assessment centres and training brokers are funded through agencies
that also provide training and employment services to clients—the concern
being that clients will be more likely to obtain training through the institution
where the assessment or brokering services are provided. In addressing the
issue of conflict of interest, HRDC should consider the way in which it has set
up the system of determining how a client obtains approval for funds for skills
training and ultimately where the client ends up receiving skills training.
Issues of accountability and monitoring quality of training
Recommendation 17
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC develop guidelines
with training providers to establish a process by which clients can provide
feedback, register complaints and make grievances regarding the quality of
training that they are receiving. Client input should be incorporated into a
larger process of internal and external program evaluation that includes an
assessment of quality of training.
Currently there is no consumer protection or “buyer beware” support for
purchasers of training. Furthermore, there is no advisory body that investi6
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gates quality of training. These measures will begin to address the need for
the ongoing maintenance of high quality in training.
Recommendation 18
Given further talks about an LMDA between the federal government and the
province, the Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC and MTCU
• establish an impartial non-governmental body—one that does not deliver
direct services in training—to take on the role of assessing client complaints and grievances, investigating the complaints and ensuring that the
complaints are adequately addressed; and
• establish a formal mechanism that provides an ongoing channel from the
training providers, assessment centres and training brokers to HRDC and
MTCU. This will facilitate input and discussion about how the SDEB and
other programs are working and will enable a process for troubleshooting.
Accountability structures would ensure that trainers provide the kind of
training that they told clients they would provide and that feedback or complaints submitted by clients to training providers, assessment centres and
training brokers can be filed and investigated by a third party. This accountability structure should also address the issue of maintaining quality controls
throughout the training system—whether before, during or after training.
Recommendation 19
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC, in order to better assess the outcomes of SDEB training, ensure that all parties have access to
information regarding not only the kinds of skills a client will receive
through training but the success rate of clients in finding jobs after training is
received. In addition, all parties need to be aware of the kinds of jobs and
workplaces in which clients find employment after completing training. This
information would help reveal how training programs are meeting the needs
of industry in the local economy and if they are also meeting the skills needs
of clients. This information, in combination with labour market information,
could be used by counsellors/case managers to assist clients to make decisions based on facts.
If the goal of skills training is to move people into employment, training
programs should consider integrating proven work-search programs with
skills training or at least include job-search segments into the training curriculum. Additional funding should be made available to allow for this integration in service delivery.
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Introduction

The Skills Development Employment Benefit (SDEB) program marks a
turning point in the history of employment insurance (EI) legislation, where
EI-eligible clients are directly given dollars to arrange and purchase training.
Gone is the federal government practice of direct purchase of training (including block purchase of training).8
Now a full year into its implementation, the SDEB has already experienced
key inequities and miscommunication in the system of training delivery. The
roles of all key participants—training providers, training brokers, assessment
centres and clients—are confusing and complex. The guidelines for implementation of the SDEB are, to a large extent, open for interpretation. The
SDEB, while designed with good intentions of client ownership and client
focus, has affected not only access to training dollars for clients but also the
delivery of training programs.
This groundbreaking study highlights issues emerging from the SDEB’s implementation program in Toronto. In addition, regional statistical information provided by Human Resource Development Canada (HRDC) regarding
the SDEB is described and analysed. While the qualitative and quantitative
research was conducted with a lens on Toronto, the research provides insights into problematic areas with regards to the SDEB that may likely be
experienced in other areas of Ontario.
The analysis of the implementation of the SDEB is conducted within the
framework of key changes that have occurred to EI since 1995/96—changes
that have resulted in a national crisis in training. In order to address this ongoing crisis, the Toronto Training Board9 has made a number of recommendations addressed to the federal and provincial governments to improve the
SDEB and the system of funding training through EI. Such improvements
would create a more equitable system of distributing training dollars and delivering training, increase the choice of training that would be eligible for
such dollars and better define the roles of all participants in planning, arranging and delivering training.
The recommendations made by the Toronto Training Board in this report
are presented for serious consideration by federal and provincial governments. Although the Labour Force Development Agreement (LMDA) discussions between the province of Ontario and the federal government are on
hold, neither government should shy away from co-operating in order to address the current problems associated with funding and delivering publicly
funded training today.
Under direct purchase of training, HRDC provided training dollars directly to training providers once a client’s training was approved. With block purchase of training, HRDC purchased blocks of training seats directly from training providers.

8

For more information on the mandate and composition of the Toronto Training Board,
see Appendix A.
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Background

Scope of the Research Project
Purpose of the project
The Toronto Training Board’s SDEB research project developed out of concerns among members of the Board’s directors and its Educators/Trainers
Reference Group. Central to their concerns was the question of equitable
implementation of the SDEB. The Board established a working group in the
fall of 1999 in order to develop a research project that would analyse the implementation of the SDEB in the Toronto region. The SDEB Working
Group consisted of board directors, members of the Educators/Trainers
Reference Group and members of the public.
The purpose of this project, also the mandate of the SDEB Working Group, was:
• to conduct research into the implementation of the new SDEB program,
highlighting any problems encountered by training providers and prospective and actual clients; and
• to develop a position paper that outlines the nature of the policy, the
problems encountered in its implementation and areas for improvement.
In order to meet the objectives of the project, the Board’s Policy Research
Analyst conducted primary and secondary research and wrote a report. This
report is a consensus document developed by the Board in consultation with
the SDEB Working Group and the Board’s planning committee. The Toronto Training Board has proposed recommendations for serious consideration by HRDC and the Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities
(MTCU) in order to ensure the future success of the SDEB program.
The Skills Development Employment Benefit Working Group
The SDEB Working Group of the Toronto Training Board comprises the
following members:
Bernadette Beaupré Executive Director, ONESTEP
Gail Benick
Educators/Trainers Director, Toronto Training Board
Kay Blair
Visible/Racial Minorities Director, Toronto
Training Board
Susan Brown
Executive Director, Toronto Training Board
Lesley Buresh
Federal Government Representative (HRDC),
Toronto Training Board
Jane Cullingworth
Co-ordinator, Scarborough South Community
Employment Centre, YWCA
Liz Fong
Labour Director, Toronto Training Board
Andy Gaul
Chief, Evaluations and Program Support, Economic Analysis and Information Directorate, Ontario Region, HRDC
Toronto Training Board / Commission de formation de Toronto
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Mazher Jaffery
Paul Kitchin
Max Lacob
Laurie-Ann Payne
Rebecca Sugarman
Barbara Toye
Lois Willson
Leela Viswanathan

Business Director, Toronto Training Board
Executive Director, Ontario Association of Career Colleges
Business Director, York, South Simcoe Training
and Adjustment Board
Labour Director, York, South Simcoe Training
and Adjustment Board Director
Women’s Director, Toronto Training Board Director
Toronto District School Board; Educators/Trainers Reference Group member
Humber College; Educators/Trainers Reference
Group member
Policy Research Analyst, Toronto Training Board

Data collection and analysis
A number of research methods were used to collect qualitative and quantitative data for this report. These methods included collecting documents and
statistical data on the SDEB from HRDC and other sources and conducting
focus groups and interviews with key stakeholders involved in the implementation of the SDEB. For a detailed explanation of the research methods used
for this project, please refer to Appendix B.
Research Parameters
The Toronto Training Board, following recommendations made by the
Board’s Educators/Trainers Reference Group, has provided initiative by taking a preliminary look at the SDEB program. Although the SDEB only came
into effect on July 1, 1999, and while it may be too soon to make a definitive
statement about the success or failure of the program, the Board considered
how a project on the impact of the SDEB would add value to the training
field’s discussion of the SDEB. No public research reports have yet been
made regarding the impact and implementation of the SDEB in Toronto. At
the same time, this report is only the beginning of what may lead to more
detailed discussions about the overall impact of the SDEB.
Data restrictions
As noted in Appendix C, not all the data requested from HRDC was available in their management information system. If it had been available, some
of the information requested would have shed light into a number of areas
of concern, namely:
• the number of SDEB applicants who did not qualify for funds under
SDEB;
• the top 10 training courses accessed by clients under the SDEB;
• the top 10 kinds of jobs SDEB clients obtained after training;
12
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• the rate of non-compliance (i.e. the percentage of clients who did not
spend the SDEB funds on training costs);
• the number of defaults reported by training providers due to clients not
paying tuition owed to the training provider;10 and
• the number of defaults reported by training providers by type (e.g. community-based programs, training schools, community colleges).
Client demand for training under the SDEB program cannot be determined
from the statistical data made available by HRDC. This is unfortunate as
much of the concern around the fair and equitable implementation of the
SDEB program relates to access of EI clients to the program and their demands for funding for skills training.
It was noted by HRDC when providing the data to the Board that some of
the data is “very preliminary and is obtained on an ongoing basis on all clients
referred to employment benefits as part of HRDC’s jobs and savings tracking but cannot be used at this point as a success measure.” Furthermore, it
was noted that, when assessing data such as the number of SDEB clients
employed, “system lags, the time frames within which case management takes
place and the average length of training must be taken into consideration.”11
Lack of client involvement
There were no clients directly involved in the focus groups or informant interviews for this project. Originally, the research design for the project included focus groups and a survey of clients. However, given the short timeframe of the project, it was not possible to develop a representative sample
of clients across all training providers. The qualitative information collected,
therefore, is from training providers as well as other stakeholders in the system, but not clients.
HRDC’s involvement in the SDEB Working Group has been beneficial in
providing information to the Working Group about the development of
HRDC’s own internal evaluation of the SDEB program in Ontario. The
Working Group was informed that HRDC would be able to provide the
group with findings from HRDC’s interviews of a random sample of SDEB
clients. The Working Group was also given an opportunity to give HRDC
input into the kinds of questions that could be posed to SDEB clients either
through interviews or focus groups as part of HRDC’s evaluation. HRDC
will be providing the Board with the findings from their interviews and focus
groups by the fall of 2000. At that time, the Board may develop a supplementary report to this one. If developed, the supplementary report will take
a look at HRDC’s research findings within the research framework of this
larger report.
The information particular to defaults would have added to discussions that have taken
place around OSAP defaults.

10

Letter from Deborah Wallace to Leela Viswanathan (March 28, 2000) [reproduced in Appendix C].
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Overview of the SDEB Program

The Context for Skills Development Funding
Changes in federal funding for skills training
Beginning in 1996, HRDC began phasing out the direct purchase of training
such that by July 1999 the Government would no longer be purchasing training. Part of this process also entailed shifting from a model of direct service
delivery to a model in which other governments, community-based agencies
and third parties would provide employment services. HRDC’s primary contribution to skills development and training would be through providing income support and access to services for EI-eligible clients.
The Employment Insurance Act, adopted in June 1996, replaced the Unemployment Insurance Act and the National Training Act. According to 1996 reports,
the EI Act aimed to secure $1.2 billion dollars in EI savings by 2001 and to
ensure that EI clients would be able to find work as quickly as possible.12
Other key conditions under the EI Act included an extension of benefits to
“reachback” clients, those who have received EI benefits in the three years
preceding the claim or who were entering the labour market after starting a
maternity or parental benefit in the five years preceding their claim. Furthermore, at this time the Human Resources Investment Fund (HRIF) was established to provide funding for training.
Changes under EI legislation have had the effect of limiting EI eligibility. In
1988, unemployment insurance (UI) claimants were roughly 70% of the
GTA’s unemployed population. In 1996, only 40% of unemployed individuals in the GTA could claim EI.13 This is consistent with national statistics that
show 42% of unemployed Canadians were eligible for EI in 1997, compared
to 1989 when 87% were eligible for UI benefits.14 Coverage was lower for
women, with only 32% of unemployed women receiving EI in 1997.15
Labour force survey information: Toronto and regional comparisons
In order to understand skills development under EI and, in particular, under
the SDEB program, it is useful to get a sense of basic population and labour
force statistics for Toronto and other Ontario regions. This statistical data for
1999 and for the first three months of 2000 describes the context in which a
12 Human Resources Development Canada, Employment Insurance: A Guide to Employment Insurance (Ottawa: Minister of Supply and Services, 1996).

City of Toronto, Community and Neighbourhood Services, “Ontario Works Caseload
Profile” (August 23, 1999). See also Dan Clement, Toronto at a Turning Point: Demographic, Economic and Social Trends in Toronto (Toronto: United Way of Greater Toronto, November 1999).
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Caledon Institute of Social Policy, Statement, “The Social Fundamentals” (February 1999).

Caledon Institute of Social Policy, Caledon Commentary, “Employment Insurance: Small
Bang for Big Bucks” by Sherri Torjman (February 2000).
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discussion of the SDEB can take place. This data was obtained from reports
of the labour force survey (LFS) for Ontario economic regions.16 LFS information was obtained for Eastern Ontario (which includes the Ottawa, Kingston–Pembroke and Muskoka–Kawarthas economic regions), Northern Ontario (which includes the Northeast and Northwest economic regions),
Greater Toronto Area (GTA, which incorporates the entire Toronto CMA17)
and Southern Ontario (also called Southwestern Ontario, which includes the
regions of Kitchener–Waterloo–Barrie, Hamilton–Niagara Peninsula, London, Stratford–Bruce Peninsula and Windsor–Sarnia).
Table 1—Labour force for the GTA and selected labour force economic regions, unadjusted data for 1999 and January to March, 2000
AREA
Eastern Ontario
Population 15+
Labour force
Not in labour force
Unemployment rate
Participation rate
Northern Ontario
Population 15+
Labour force
Not in labour force
Unemployment rate
Participation rate
GTA
Population 15+
Labour force
Not in labour force
Unemployment rate
Participation rate
Southern Ontariob
Population 15+
Labour force
Not in labour force
Unemployment rate
Participation rate

JANUARY 2000a

FEBRUARY 2000a

1 726 900
1 135 800
591 000
6.8%
65.8%

1 737 900
1 117 600
620 300
5.8%
64.3%

1 739 000
1 119 400
620 200
6.4%
64.3%

1 741 300
1 123 400
617 900
6.8%
64.5%

644 000
396 700
247 300
9.0%
61.6%

643 000
395 000
248 000
8.0%
61.4%

643 000
395 900
247 400
8.7%
61.5%

643 000
393 100
249 900
8.8%
61.6%

3 938 000
2 673 800
1 264 200
6.1%
67.9%

3 980 700
2 667 000
1 313 800
5.0%
67.0%

3 988 100
2 666 700
1 321 000
5.1%
66.9%

3 995 600
2 679 000
1 316 600
5.5%
67.0%

3 027 300
2 021 600
1 005 700
5.7%
66.8%

3 049 100
2 020 400
1 028 100
5.0%
66.3%

3 052 400
2 024 900
1 027 500
5.4%
66.3%

3 055 700
2 025 900
1 029 800
5.9%
66.3%

ANNUAL 1999

MARCH 2000a

This data is not adjusted; it is three-month moving average data.
The values for January to March 2000 were calculated manually from values provided for each of the
economic regions in Southern Ontario.
Source: www.on.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/english/lmi/eaid/ore/lfs/lfsgeo_e.html.
a

b

In 1999, Northern Ontario had an unemployment rate of 9%, roughly 3 percentage points higher than other regions. In 1999, the GTA’s unemployment
rate was slightly higher than that of Southern Ontario; however, the unemployment rates of these two regions were the same in the first month of
2000. The numbers of individuals in the GTA who are not in the labour
According to HRDC’s Web site, economic regions “are defined by groups of census subdivisions, such as counties and districts.” Labour market variables for these regions include
any census metropolitan areas (CMAs) within a region’s boundaries. A CMA is “a labour
market area with an urbanized core (or continuously built-up area) having at least 100,000
inhabitants. A CMA is generally known by the name of the urban area (normally a city)
forming the urbanized core. Ontario has 11 CMAs, and there are 25 across Canada.”

16

17

Includes the City of Toronto and the regions of Halton (less Burlington), Peel, York and Durham.
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force was higher in March 2000 than the 1999 average. In fact, the same is
true for all regions except for Northern Ontario.
As shown in Table 2, Ontario’s labour force makes up almost 40% of Canada’s labour force and roughly 38% of Canada’s population of people aged
15 and over. In 1999, Ontario’s unemployment rate was 1.3 percentage points
lower than the national unemployment rate.
Table 2—Labour force for Canada and Ontario, unadjusted data for 1999 and
January to March, 2000
AREA
Canada
Population 15+
Labour force
Not in labour force
Unemployment rate
Participation rate
Ontario
Population 15+
Labour force
Not in labour force
Unemployment rate
Participation rate

ANNUAL 1999

JANUARY 2000a

FEBRUARY 2000a

MARCH 2000a

23 969 000
15 721 300
8 247 800
7.6%
65.6%

24 111 900
15 620 300
8 491 600
6.8%
64.8%

24 136 300
15 608 000
8 528 300
7.0%
64.7%

24 161 000
15 624 300
8 536 700
7.3%
64.7%

9 111 100
6 070 800
3 040 300
6.3%
66.6%

9 183 800
6 048 700
3 135 100
5.8%
65.9%

9 195 400
6 055 100
3 140 300
5.7%
65.8%

9 207 200
6 069 200
3 138 100
6.1%
65.9%

a
This data is not adjusted; it is three-month moving average data.
Source: www.on.hrdc-drhc.gc.ca/english/lmi/eaid/ore/lfs/can_ont_lfs1999annual.html.

Describing the SDEB Program
The shift from direct purchase of training to the SDEB
The Employment Insurance Act required that the direct purchase of training be
phased out by June 30, 1999. Essentially, it was replaced by a new approach to
provide financial assistance to individuals to access training through the SDEB,
formerly known as Skills, Loans and Grants; Transitional Skills Grants and Enhanced Feepayer.18 The SDEB program provides direct financial assistance to
clients to obtain skills for employment. Under the SDEB, clients are responsible
for arranging training and making payments directly to the training provider.
The SDEB is considered a long-term intervention under HRDC’s employment
benefits and support measures. Other long-term interventions include: selfemployment, targeted wage subsidies (TWS) and job creation partnerships.19
What HRDC training information documents reveal about the SDEB
Two key documents that outline the training options available to clients eligible under HRIF are the “Training Information Sheet for Training ProvidEnhanced feepayer was an earlier form of SDEB and refers to clients who were receiving
Part I EI benefits and Part II EI benefits. Part I EI benefits are income support measures
and Part II EI benefits are employment benefits and support measures.

18

An analysis of long-term interventions is provided in section 4. Under EI’s employment
benefits and supports measures, short-term interventions include employment assistance
services (EAS), counselling and group services.
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ers—HRCCs of the Greater Toronto Area” and the “Training Information
Sheet [for Clients]—HRCCs of the Greater Toronto Area.” These documents, dated August 1999, provide a description of the SDEB as well as the
eligibility criteria and roles and responsibilities of those involved in its implementation. As will be noted, while much of the information is the same in
both documents, there are some details that appear only in one or the other.
Appendix D includes copies of these brief information sheets.
According to the “Training Information Sheet [for Clients],” the SDEB “is a
program to assist unemployed persons in obtaining the skills they need for
employment. It does so by providing them with financial assistance to help
pay for the costs of skills training courses or programs.”20
Eligibility criteria
The “Training Information Sheet [for Clients]” states that individuals are eligible
for financial assistance to attend skills training if they meet the following criteria:21
Unemployed individuals
• for whom an Employment Insurance (EI) benefit period has been
established or
• whose EI benefit period ended within the last 36 months or
• who are re-entering the labour force after having left to care for newborn or adopted children. These individuals must have a benefit period
that began within the last 60 months and included a maternity or parental claim.

The client’s individual circumstances, financial needs, resources and other
sources of income will be assessed. Based on this assessment, the client may
be eligible to receive partial or full coverage of their training tuition. Boxed
and highlighted in bold on the information sheet is the note that “written
approval for training must be obtained prior to starting any training course.”
A client with a disability is eligible for SDEB dollars if the client did not receive training dollars under the Ontario Disability Support Program (ODSP)
within the previous two years. If the client did receive training under ODSP
within this period, the client will have to wait until the end of the period before being considered for training dollars by HRDC. A client who is in receipt of ODSP income supports but has not sought access to training under
ODSP’s employment supports and who meets the other EI eligibility criteria
is also eligible for training under the SDEB. The person must have selfdeclared as having a disability as defined by the federal Employment Equity Act
and not be currently employed for more than 20 hours per month.
Client role and responsibilities
In the process of obtaining approval for funding under the SDEB program,
the client must meet with a case manager/counsellor through an HRDC asHRDC, “Training Information Sheet [for Clients]: Human Resource Centres of Canada
(HRCC) of the Greater Toronto Area” (August 1999), p. 1.

20

21

Ibid.
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sessment centre and, subsequently, with a training broker consultant. The
client’s commitment to pursue training and to “take ownership of his/her
training decision” is emphasized under the SDEB program.
First, the case manager/counsellor at the assessment centre identifies that skills development makes sense for that client. Then, the client is expected to research training providers and curriculums in accordance with the client’s training needs outlined in their “employment action plan” (also informally referred to as a “return-towork action plan”). The client is given a copy of the training research package to
complete before the case manager/counsellor can discuss the terms of the SDEB,
as well as a budget worksheet that determines the client’s individual financial contribution. The client is advised that the research package will be forwarded to the
training broker and that the client is to work with the broker to determine the exact
training location and amount of financial assistance that will be provided.22
The client does not have to repay any of the financial assistance unless the client
has received an overpayment or the client has received a refund of all or part of
the tuition because of the course being cancelled or the client’s withdrawal from
the course. In these cases, the client would have to repay the overpayment or
repay all or part of the contribution that was made towards the tuition costs.
The client is responsible for negotiating all payment arrangements with the training provider as well as remitting all tuition payments to the training provider.
The dollars received by the client under the SDEB to cover tuition costs (either
partially or fully) are taxable. The client will have to declare these monies on their
tax return in the year they receive this financial assistance. In order for the client
to claim a tuition tax credit, the client must obtain a receipt from the training
provider—this is provided that HRDC had certified the training program.
When the client is approved for financial assistance under the SDEB, the client must sign an agreement that sets out the terms and conditions under
which the financial assistance will be provided. By signing the agreement, the
client agrees to accept the funds based on the terms and conditions outlined.
Under section 65.1 of the EI Act, a client may be subject to monetary penalty
if the application for SDEB was made under false or misleading representation or declarations made were false or misleading because not all facts were
disclosed. Under the same legislation, a client may be subject to penalties if
the client received financial assistance but failed to attend the course, failed
“to carry out and complete it without good cause” or was expelled from the
course. A client has the right to appeal if any monetary penalties are imposed.
Assessment centre role and responsibilities
According to the “Training Information Sheet for Training Providers,”23
HRDC contracted the delivery of the common assessment process to third
This being said, the training broker is not responsible for choosing the training provider
for the client. This is the client’s responsibility.

22

HRDC, “Training Information Sheet for Training Providers: Human Resource Centres of
Canada (HRCC) of the Greater Toronto Area” (August 1999).
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parties. The process entails a case manager/counsellor working with the client to develop the client’s employment action plan. If in the plan “training is
identified as the most effective route to employment,” the client is expected
to research at least three training providers and complete the paperwork provided in order to document the information obtained through the research.
On completion of the employment action plan and the research on training
programs, the case manager/counsellor reviews the documentation, introduces the SDEB program to the client and then refers the client to the training broker.24 The client is not approved for training by the counsellor/case
manager until all the research is completed.
Training broker role and responsibilities
According to the “Training Information Sheet [for Clients],”25 the assigned
consultant at the training broker must fulfill a number of responsibilities—
namely:
• to give the client an overview of the roles and responsibilities of the
training broker while the client is in training;
• to discuss client obligations while attending the course of instruction;
• to discuss the tax implications with the client;
• to conduct a financial needs assessment with the client, based on the client’s financial need and “incremental costs associated with that training;”26 and
• to negotiate with the client his or her contribution towards the tuition
fee, if deemed appropriate.
The “Training Information Sheet for Training Providers” notes that the
training broker will “inform the client of his/her obligation to negotiate with
and pay the training institution directly”; this is not noted in the information
sheet for clients. Furthermore, according to the “Training Information Sheet
for Training Providers,”27 the assigned consultant at the training broker is
also expected to discuss with the client “other issues relating to the appropriateness of the training methodology and curriculum, etc.”
Additional supports available to SDEB clients
Based on an assessment of financial needs, resources, other sources of income and individual circumstances, in addition to partial or full coverage of
Furthermore, “training providers are not to discuss client contribution with the client.”
Ibid., p. 2.

24

25

“Training Information Sheet [for Clients],” supra, footnote 20, p. 2.

The portion in quotation marks is not included in the “Training Information Sheet for
Training Providers.”

26

27

“Training Information Sheet for Training Providers,” supra, footnote 23.
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tuition costs, the client may be eligible to receive funds for “incremental
costs,” that is, extra costs that the client incurs as a result of attending training. These incremental costs may include:
• weekly basic living costs;
• the cost of dependant care (including child care);
• other instructional costs;28 or
• the costs of daily transportation to and from the course.29
A person with a disability may also gain access to funds to cover the cost of
accommodation-related supports—the costs of special arrangements or assistive devices that the client may require in order to take the training.
Describing the SDEB in numbers—Toronto and regional comparisons
The Toronto Training Board and the SDEB Working Group requested from
HRDC data regarding the implementation of the SDEB. This statistical data
would add to the qualitative information collected from the focus groups as
well as to HRDC’s descriptive documents on the SDEB. Although not all the
information requested could be obtained through HRDC’s management information system, the information that was obtained assists in providing a
clearer description of who is gaining access to training under the SDEB,
where they are obtaining training and in what numbers. The information has
been provided for all HRDC Ontario regions: East, North, Toronto (which
represents only the City of Toronto), York and the Southwest. It is important
to note that, in Tables 3 to 6, the GTA is not the same geographic area as the
Toronto CMA. In Tables 3 to 6, the GTA includes only City of Toronto and
York Region data rolled together. Peel and Halton regions are included in the
Southwest Region, and Durham is included in the East Region. Because of
the differences in geographic boundaries between Statistics Canada’s LFS and
the SDEB numbers noted below, it is not possible to make direct inferences
or comparisons between the data in Table 1 and the data in Tables 3 to 6. All
statistics regarding the SDEB that are cited below are for the period between
July 1, 1999, and February 29, 2000 (except for Table 7).
Total number of SDEB clients
As described in Table 3, between July 1, 1999, and February 29, 2000, there
were 2047 SDEB clients in training in Toronto and 275 in York Region, for a
total of 2322 in the GTA. During the same time period, there were 10 780
SDEB clients in training in Ontario. The Southwest Region had the most
SDEB clients in training, followed by the East, GTA and North regions.
Other instruction costs may include the costs of instructional materials such as books,
student card fees and “equipment essential to the course,” not including computers.

28

Furthermore, if the client lives a long distance from where the training is being provided
and must live away from home in order to take the course, the cost of periodic travel to and
from the client’s home and temporary residence will be covered.

29
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Table 3—Total number of SDEB clients in training by client type for Ontario
and regions, July 1, 1999, to February 29, 2000
REGION
CLIENT TYPE

EAST

NORTH

TORONTO

YORK

GTA

SOUTH-

TOTAL

WEST

EI Non-SARa
EI SARb
RB Non-SARc
RB SARd
Unidentified
TOTAL

2 170
21
588
179
191
3 149

724
12
195
77
99
1 107

1 392
34
546
5
70
2 047

227
0
35
11
2
275

1 619
34
581
16
72
2 322

2 946
14
598
124
520
4 202

7 459
81
1 962
396
882
10 780

a

Receiving EI but not social assistance
Receiving EI and social assistance
c
EI reachback but not receiving social assistance
d
EI reachback and receiving social assistance
Source: Human Resources Development Canada, Ontario Region (March 2000).
b

The majority of SDEB clients in training in Ontario (69%) received EI but
not social assistance (“EI non-SAR”), whereas 18% fell under the category
of EI reachback and were not receiving social assistance (“RB non-SAR”). In
the GTA, 3% of SDEB clients in training are unidentified, in that they are
not identifiable by any of the other EI-, reachback- or SAR-type categories.
In the Southwest Region—the region with the most SDEB clients in training—12% of all clients fell under the “unidentified” category.
Number of SDEB clients by training provider
As described in Table 4, roughly two-thirds (66%) of SDEB clients in Ontario were approved for training given by private training providers. This
proportion is higher in the GTA, where 1784 SDEB clients (77% of clients
in the GTA) were approved for training given by private trainers. In addition, 292 SDEB clients (13% of SDEB clients in the GTA) were approved
for training in public institutions, i.e. community colleges, and 245 clients
(11% of SDEB clients in the GTA) were approved for training given by
other institutions. The category of “other” covers training offered by
community-based organizations, boards of education, universities and union training centres.
Table 4—Number of SDEB clients by training provider type for Ontario and
regions, July 1, 1999, to February 29, 2000
TRAINING
PROVIDER
TYPE
Publica
Privateb
Otherc
Unidentified
Total

EAST

NORTH

841
1 856
447
5
3 149

317
634
155
1
1 107

REGION
TORONTO YORK GTA
273
1 555
218
1
2 047

19
229
27
0
275

292
1 784
245
1
2 322

SOUTHWEST

TOTAL

788
2 799
610
5
4 202

2 238
7 073
1 457
12
10 780

a

Public means community colleges.
Private means private training providers.
c
Other includes community-based organizations, boards of education, universities and union training centres.
Source: Human Resources Development Canada, Ontario Region (March 2000).
b
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Average cost of training
In terms of training costs, the average client contribution towards tuition
under the SDEB in Ontario regions ranged from $1255.06 for the GTA Region to $2135.90 for the East Region. Table 5 notes that the average client
contribution towards tuition was $1752.96 for Ontario.
Tuition fees include the basic fee charged by the training institution for the
course and, where applicable, course-related costs such as:
• course application fees,
• charges for use of the library or laboratory facilities,
• examination fees,
• academic fees, or
• mandatory computer service fees.
Table 5—Average client contribution toward tuition for Ontario and regions,
July 1, 1999, to February 29, 2000
EAST
$2135.90

NORTH
$1422.17

TORONTO
$1294.97

REGION
YORK
GTA
$1024.62 $1255.06

SOUTHWEST
$1823.72

ONTARIO
$1752.96

Source: Human Resources Development Canada, Ontario Region (March 2000).

Table 6—Average cost of training paid by HRDC (tuition only) for Ontario
and regions, July 1999 and February 2000
PERIOD

EAST

NORTH

REGION
TORONTO
YORK

GTA

SOUTH-

ONTARIO

WEST

Jul. 1999
Feb. 2000

$5777.16
$3973.44

$3190.87
$3848.93

$4129.22
$3314.08

$2663.35
$2217.52

$3969.77
$3197.03

$4227.06
$3624.17

$4432.85
$3646.09

Source: Human Resources Development Canada, Ontario Region (March 2000).

The average cost of training paid by HRDC in Ontario for tuition only was
less in February 2000 than in July 1999. Table 6 shows that, in February
2000, HRDC paid on average $3646.09 for tuition for SDEB clients in Ontario; this is in comparison to $4432.85 in February 2000—a difference of
approximately $787 or roughly 18%.
Number of SDEB clients employed after training
Although the numbers are very preliminary, Table 7 shows that, effective
January 28, 2000, there were 678 SDEB clients in Ontario who obtained
jobs after training. In the GTA, there were 67 SDEB clients who were
employed following training. The numbers are unpredictable as there
are many clients who would still be finishing up their training in January.
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Table 7—Number of SDEB clients employed effective January 28, 2000, in
Ontario and regions

Number
of Clients

EAST
169

NORTH
103

REGION
TORONTO YORK
GTA
44
23
67

SOUTHWEST
339

TOTAL
678

Source: Human Resources Development Canada, Ontario Region (March 2000).
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The SDEB’s Implementation: Issues and Recommendations

Context
Discrepancies between what should happen and what is happening
Focus group participants agreed that the background information provided
by HRDC outlines the process by which skills training under the SDEB program should take place. However, they had concerns that there is a discrepancy between what should be happening and what is happening in the process
of obtaining skills training under the SDEB program.
The following are issues that were identified in the process of researching the
SDEB, analyzing the statistical information available and discussion with focus groups. A description and analysis of the issues is followed by recommendations put forward during the focus group sessions and then supported
by the Toronto Training Board in order to improve the conditions under
which the SDEB is currently being implemented.
Approval Process for SDEB Funds
Barriers facing clients
Focus group discussions noted that clients find the process of obtaining
funding under the SDEB to be difficult and arduous. This is primarily the
case because of the research involved by the client and the time it takes to be
granted approval for training dollars.
One would assume that most clients, when eligible and given the option to
apply for training funds, would do so. However, some training providers suggested that certain clients, after considering the approval process for SDEB
funds, would not bother applying. Some clients might consider the process
not worth going through if they have to pay part of the training costs anyway—for a few, the amount that would be covered they could afford themselves. Other clients, as noted by a consultant with a training broker, are not
“doers” and may feel discouraged by the process if they encounter glitches
along the way. These individuals may also be intimidated by difficult terminology and language. The problems faced by clients in gaining access to
SDEB gives insight into why clients may not even bother.
Doing the training research
Some focus group participants noted that not all clients have the skills to research training options on their own. Some clients are self-starters and so will
take less time to research. Other clients may require some assistance in learning how to do the required background research. Clients are expected to collect various documents as part of the research package. Assessment cenToronto Training Board / Commission de formation de Toronto
The Implementation of the SDEB Program: A Preliminary Look, June 2000
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tre (AC) counsellors are put in the role of providing such assistance, short of
choosing a particular training program for the client.
Other training providers suggested that some clients are equipped to do the
research on their own, “to shop the market.” However, once the client undertakes the task, the client needs additional support and often poses questions about research to the training provider they are researching (e.g. What
questions should I be asking? Who else should I be talking to? Who else
gives training like you?), rather than asking their AC counsellor. Training providers will then either refer the client back to their counsellor or simply give
the client as much information about their program as they can. Some training providers in all training sectors sit down with the client and help them fill
in their research documents to ensure that they understand what the training
program can offer. This takes time on the part of the client as well as the
training provider.
Time it takes for clients to be approved for training dollars
Training providers stated that it could take a client anywhere from six weeks
to six months to obtain approval for training. A consultant with a training
broker estimated that it took on average two to three months. The length of
time is also affected by whether the client takes a break during the research
process.
The approval time may vary according to whether or not the client obtained
all the required documents in their research. Some other scenarios relayed in
focus group discussions included: a situation where a client is told to go back
to get the rest of the information or that their research is incomplete, thereby
delaying the approval process; a case where a client had been on EI for a
long period of time before seeking information about the SDEB and therefore ran out of EI by the time training was approved. In some cases a client
may still be researching programs after their EI funds have run out. There
may also be a lag period between the time the client finishes research and the
time when the course starts and the EI funds could run out in that period.
Furthermore, clients may not be entirely clear on the extent of their responsibilities once they receive training dollars.
As one focus group participant noted, “Running around doing research takes
away from the time a client can spend training. At the end there may not be
26 weeks left for a client to get training.”30
Access to prior learning assessment and recognition (PLAR)
According to training providers and counsellor/case managers who work
with recent immigrants, newcomers to Canada feel there are a large number
of hurdles for them to overcome in order to access training dollars. These
hurdles include language barriers, unfamiliarity with the system of services
and programs, and lack of support in clearly assessing skills and capacities of
persons with international training. Some focus group participants noted that
30

Focus group with private-sector training providers (February 29, 2000) Toronto.
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there might be cases where a person has skills and competencies and only
lacks certification or recognition, rather than needing new training. In other
cases certification is there; however, skills training may be needed in the current Canadian environment. Training providers asked how PLAR tools could
be adequately incorporated into the SDEB assessment process.
Life skills training and career changes are not options
There are clients who in addition to technical skills development also require
development of soft skills and improvements in life skills—training that is
not eligible under SDEB. Some community-based training providers noted
that this ability to combine life skills training with technical skills training in
clerical or service-based work, for example, is a strength of the communitybased sector. However, the ineligibility of this kind of training under the
SDEB has led many marginalized clients, many of them women and recent
immigrants, to fall through the cracks. Some community-based training providers have argued that the lack of recognition for integrated training provision (i.e. linking life skills training with work skills training) has led to the
decimation of the community-based training sector. Currently, career
changes are considered only under certain guidelines (e.g. if they are underemployed, their current occupation is obsolete or they cannot return to their
former occupation for medical reasons). This limitation further restricts client choice.
Recommendation 1
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC simplify the process
by which clients are informed about the SDEB and then receive dollars. Currently the process by which the client is reviewed, finds out about the SDEB,
conducts research on available training, is assessed for finances and then receives full or partial dollars for training is long, convoluted and arduous.
Issues in Distributing, Receiving and Sharing Information
Need for consistency in information
At the focus groups with both the private and community-based training
providers, the majority of participants had not been aware of the existence
of the background materials on the SDEB from HRDC (see Appendix D,
Item 2). They were familiar with much of the information provided, but
most had not seen the document before the focus group meeting. Others
had received this information but were concerned that there was nothing
more recent than the August 1999 document and wondered if the information was still up-to-date.
Training providers and assessment centre and training broker representatives
noted that there is a lack of consistency in the information about the SDEB
throughout the training system. This lack of consistency ranges from the information that is available to any one of these groups, to the kind of information relayed about the SDEB within each of these groups. That is to say,
Toronto Training Board / Commission de formation de Toronto
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none of the training providers in the focus groups could agree on the role of
the assessment centres and training brokers in spite of the information outlined in the HRDC training information sheets. Training providers also noted
that they had heard of clients who received different information about the
SDEB depending on which assessment centre they visited.
While representatives of assessment centres stated that their role was clearly
outlined in the HRDC training information sheets (see Appendix D, Item 2),
they agreed that information relayed by each centre about the SDEB might
not be consistent across the system. They also noted that this lack of consistency is not only frustrating for clients and training providers, but for counsellors as well. AC counsellors may not have access to the same breadth of
information about particular careers that a client may be interested in researching.
Many training providers in the focus group discussions noted that they do
not feel that they are permitted to play an active role in sharing information
about the SDEB with clients who come to their programs to collect information as part of the research process. The “Training Information Sheet for
Training Providers” notes that “training providers are not to discuss client
contribution with the client.”31 Training providers in the focus groups felt
that this statement contradicted the statement that clients are responsible for
negotiating the payment of tuition with the training provider. The training
providers were unclear as to how in-depth their response could be to a client’s question, “How much do I have to pay to take this training course?”
Current labour market information: Availability and use in counselling
and assessment
Some focus group members felt that the labour market information that they
had on hand was not as current as it could be. They believed that 1996 census statistics were already outdated and that while it may be helpful to a certain extent to outline trends, it would be more useful to also have information that deals with the current status of particular careers and industries.
The question remained of how to make this information relevant to their
work as counsellors and training providers and then how to make it accessible to clients. There is often a big leap to make between being informed of
the existence of information and making sense out of it.
Retention and understanding of SDEB information by clients
Focus group participants noted the client must understand in detail the information about the SDEB—not just about the program itself, but also their
roles and responsibilities.32 Training providers agreed that a client’s ability to
understand and retain information about the SDEB has a lot to do with the
stage of unemployment or underemployment the client is in (i.e. is the person at a later stage of unemployment or did she or he just lose a job); the
31

“Training Information Sheet for Training Providers,” supra, footnote 23.
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The issue of the client’s roles and responsibilities are noted on pages 40–43.
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client’s ability to understand technical, financial and legal information; their
ability to navigate the system of employment and support services and their
comfort level in asking questions.
Timing and quantity of information received
Focus group participants had different things to say about the timing at
which clients receive information about the SDEB. Training providers, assessment centre representatives and training broker consultants agreed that
most unemployed individuals feel economically and emotionally vulnerable.
Clients may lack self-esteem and be at a particularly vulnerable point when
they first become unemployed or at a time when they are concerned about
their EI dollars running out. This, combined with the need to secure dollars
for training, compounds the feeling of “being at the mercy of the system.”33
Some clients may also feel overwhelmed with the information received regarding the SDEB and its gravity when they are trying to cope with being
unemployed.
Making important technical information client-friendly
Training providers agreed that the responsibility for training dollars that is
placed on the shoulders of the clients is very important information for the
clients to understand. The technical nature of the information regarding
taxation and other legalities may be as difficult to relay as it is for the client to
retain. However, training providers felt that it was essential for the clients to
receive this information in a format that is user-friendly. There are a number
of pieces of information that they must understand, training research that
they must undertake and financial and legal repercussions to consider. This is
a lot of information to understand and retain for the client, and the assessment centre representatives and training broker consultants shared a concern
that they could never be completely certain that their clients actually retained
all the information required. However, they were certain that clients would
call them if and when they did not receive a tax receipt at tax time or if they
became confused about the outcomes of their decisions after training had
been approved.
Recommendation 2
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC
• provide clear, open and ongoing communication and equitable distribution of information about the SDEB to all training providers,34 and
• ensure consistency in information about the SDEB provided by assessment centres and training brokers to clients.

33

Focus group with private-sector training providers, supra, footnote 30.

Recommendations 1 and 2 address all training providers; however, the approval process
for training institutions needs to be looked at in depth and is beyond the scope of this project.
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Recommendation 3
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC
• work with assessment centres and training brokers to find a way to communicate information about the SDEB more effectively to clients, including clients’ roles and responsibilities before, during and after training;
• present SDEB information to clients in such a way as to recognize that
many clients encounter problems with understanding and retaining information;
• construct documentation about the SDEB around the client’s situation
and goals so that it is relevant to them; and
• make information on the SDEB available to clients with clear language
and design.
Recommendation 4
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC, in partnership with
the Ontario Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities (MTCU),
• provide counsellors, training providers and clients with access to current
labour market information (LMI) with a local focus and
• provide access to current, plain-language LMI to assist in employment
decision making, training and assessment.
Assessments generally involve a combination of assessing technical ability as
well as employability in the current labour market. Furthermore, counsellors
have suggested that a good use of federal dollars would be to extend the
level of assessment to enable counsellors, when necessary, to engage in dialogue with the client about overall employment needs.
Access to Training
A national crisis in training
While many unemployed workers are able to make the move back to employment with the basic income support of EI benefits, there remain unemployed workers who need additional intervention—provided by publicly supported and delivered programs—in order to re-enter labour market.35 According to the 1998 draft report on the state of labour market programs and
services by the Canadian Labour Force Development Board (CLFDB), Canada is experiencing a national crisis in training with roots going back to 1995.

Canadian Labour Force Development Board (CLFDB), “The First Annual Report of the
CLFDB on the State of Labour Market Programs and Services in Canada” (draft work in
progress) (Ottawa: CLFDB, December 1998).
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According to the report, there are a number of factors that have contributed
to this crisis in training. These factors include the following:
• Between 1995 and 1998, a total of $3–4 billion was removed from education, training and employment systems by the federal and provincial governments, representing an “approximately 20% reduction in spending on
adult education and training and the related supports.”36
• Provinces have been scrambling since 1995 to finalize or negotiate
LMDAs with the federal government and in the interim continue to provide and maintain access to programs and services, including training.
The CLFDB has argued that this chaos has impeded spending on training. While all provinces and territories except Ontario have signed
LMDAs with the federal government, the impact of this transition is still
being determined.
• Approximately $1 billion (1998 estimates) in cuts were made to the Consolidated Revenue Fund (CRF) for programs and services for individuals
who were not eligible for assistance under the former UI legislation and
the current EI legislation.
• The changes in EI eligibility criteria have considerably reduced the numbers of individuals eligible for EI income benefits (Part I benefits) and
consequently to Part II benefits. From 1993 to 1998, there has been a
drop from 83% to 36% in the beneficiaries to unemployed (B/U) ratio.37
• Eligibility rules under Part II of the 1996 EI Act covering employment
benefits and supports measures mean that a client must first be a current
or past (i.e., EI reachback) claimant of EI income (Part I) benefits. This
means “current EI claimants [and EI reachback] are the only significant
pool of unemployed persons with access to training and employment
services.”38 As the years go by, this pool becomes smaller and smaller. In
terms of the SDEB, this means that, in order for an individual to have
access to SDEB dollars for training, a client must first be eligible for
Part I benefits.
• Access to targeted funds by women and visible minorities has been
eliminated. Women are largely disadvantaged under EI eligibility rules, as
many are self-employed, contract, contingent, part-time or casual workers. This makes it difficult for many women to accumulate the number of
hours needed to gain access to EI benefits and, in turn, training dollars
under Part II. Some immigrants, while disadvantaged by the labour market, receive access to services through monies from Citizenship and Immigration Canada (CIC). However, no monies are set aside for visible
minorities traditionally disadvantaged in the labour market (whose unemIbid., p. 6. The report notes that these figures do not include the dollars that were removed from the income support systems of UI/EI and social assistance.
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ployment rate in 1996 is nearly twice as high as that of the general population in Ontario).
The trend in decreased spending on training and the long-term impact of the
restrictions to EI and dollars for target groups (e.g. women, visible minorities, older workers) leads to the conclusion that the state of crisis in training
in Canada identified by the CLFDB in 1998 is still in effect today.
The decline in long-term interventions
Long-term interventions under HRDC’s employment benefits and support
measures are defined as being more than a few weeks in duration and provide financial assistance to employers, third parties or individuals with the
objective to prepare clients for employment. According to the Canada Employment Insurance Commission’s EI 1999 Monitoring and Assessment Report,39
“the trend is toward a declining percentage of long-term interventions.” The
report reveals that, on a national scale, long-term interventions accounted for
41.5% of all interventions in 1998/99, compared to 45.4% in 1995/96.
Training purchases (or block training) was the most frequently used employment benefit, at 34% in 1998/99; however, as a percentage of all long-term
interventions, they showed a decline since 1995/96 when training purchases
stood at 51%. Enhanced feepayer, the precursor to the SDEB, was the next
highest of the long-term interventions at 28%.
The Canada Employment Insurance Commission’s analysis further shows that,
on a national scale, short-term interventions such as EAS, counselling and group
services accounted for 57.5% of all interventions in 1998/99, a significant increase since 1995/96. While short-term intervention services are generally geared
to the more job-ready, such services as counselling precede entry into training and
therefore are also used by people involved in long-term interventions.40
It would be worthwhile to observe if long-term interventions have continued
on a course of decline and if numbers of individuals gaining access to SDEB
in 1999/2000 are lower than the total number of clients who gained access
to training under the block purchase of training.
Long-term vs. short-term interventions—EI budget and expenditures
National figures show that, over time, HRDC expenditures on long-term interventions have declined while expenditures on short-term interventions
have risen. According to the EI 1999 Monitoring and Assessment Report, in
1998/99 $2.5 billion was budgeted for and spent on employment benefit
support measures nationally.41 Approximately 67% of these total expendi39

Canada Employment Insurance Commission, supra, footnote 1.
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According to the Canada Employment Insurance Commission, of this amount, $2.25 billion
was allotted for active measures under LMDAs and for Ontario, while the remaining $250 million
was slated for pan-Canadian labour market activities and activities administered through regional
bilateral agreements for Aboriginal peoples and activities supporting youth employment.
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tures (roughly $1.68 billion) was spent on long-term interventions, a decrease
since 1995/96. Among the expenditures for long-term interventions in
1998/99, approximately $594 million was spent on training purchases and
$517 million on enhanced feepayer.
Short-term interventions, however, accounted for 12% of total expenditures
in 1998/99 (roughly $310.5 million), a 30% increase since 1997/98 and more
than triple the expenditures since 1995/96. The remaining 21% of total expenditures in 1998/99 (roughly $516.4 million) was spent on the administration costs of LMDAs or other costs, including research innovations, labour
market boards, labour market partnerships and pan-Canadian costs.
Regional comparisons
Focus group members have questioned how decisions about HRDC dollar
allocations for skills development are made and how much skills development money is allotted to each region by HRDC. Some focus group members have argued that these decisions have an effect on how many clients can
be approved for SDEB dollars in each region, by each HRCC area within
each region and by each assessment centre within each HRCC area. Following this argument, one could then conclude that discrepancies between regions in terms of dollar allocations for skills training would affect the numbers of SDEB eligible clients who are approved for training. One can only
speculate since, as noted previously, HRDC’s management information system does not collect the actual demand for training dollars under SDEB, i.e.
the number of clients who have applied for SDEB but who were not eligible
or, as noted by a training provider, “whose application for training dollars
was turned down.”
Some focus group participants estimated that, prior to October 1999, 50% to
70% of their clients received funding, whereas closer to the end of the fiscal
year, the numbers of clients approved for training dropped drastically, to the
point where no more clients could be approved. These clients were turned
down, not necessarily because they did not qualify, but because “dollars had
run out.”42 Some representatives from assessment centres also noted that
only when new dollars were approved by HRDC could clients be approved
for SDEB. This places counsellors at assessment centres in the uncomfortable role of having to inform clients that, because of fiscal constraints of the
time, their application for training dollars cannot be processed. And it places
clients eligible for training under EI and requiring financial assistance in a
position where they have nowhere to go.
Others have questioned whether the distribution and allotment of skills
training money is based on the unemployment rate in each region. Another
question posed was if the intake of SDEB clients was higher in regions with
higher numbers of unemployed persons than in regions with lower numbers
of unemployed persons. That is to say, are the intake numbers of SDEB clients related to the economic circumstances in a particular area?
42
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It is not possible to do a comparative analysis of numbers of unemployed
persons with numbers of SDEB clients using the data we have available in
this project. It is not possible to directly compare numbers of unemployed
with the numbers of SDEB clients by region (see Table 3) for a number of
reasons. First, the geographic boundaries of the regions are not the same for
both variables and, furthermore, the unemployed numbers do not adequately
reflect all SDEB clients (i.e., SDEB clients can be EI or EI reachback).
With the concerns of focus group members and the statistical information
provided, the question arises: Why does Toronto have such low numbers of
SDEB clients compared with Southwestern Ontario and Eastern Ontario?
More detailed information needs to be collected in order to answer these
questions and to provide more clarity in understanding the flow of dollars
going to skills development, as well as to make more sense out of the relationship between skills development, demand for skills development and regional economic circumstances.
Caps on SDEB training dollars
Representatives from a number of assessment centres suggested that there
was a disparity between the amount of dollars that they could approve for a
client at the beginning of the implementation of the SDEB (July 1999) and
at the end of the 1999/2000 fiscal year. The figures in Table 6 (Section 3)
show that, between July 1999 and February 2000, HRDC tuition-only contributions to training dropped by 19.5% in the GTA and by 17.7% in Ontario.
So, while it may be difficult to tell how much money has been provided to
assessment centres for SDEB clients over time, it is clear in Table 6 that, with
the exception of Northern Ontario, HRDC’s contributions to tuition costs
under SDEB was greater in July 1999 than in February 2000.
Recommendation 5
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC address the national
crisis in training that has been created and inject more dollars into training.
Fewer and fewer Canadians are eligible for EI benefits and, in turn, fewer
and fewer are eligible for publicly funded training programs. Short-term
measures to address unemployment are being favoured over long-term training interventions.
Recommendation 6
As cited in the Toronto Training Board’s recent report on tax incentives and
disincentives to training, the Board “recommends that reachback eligibility be
expanded to include a) workers who have been enrolled in English-as-asecond-language (ESL) or literacy courses within the past three years and
who have not been enrolled in other full-time education or training for two
or more years; b) workers who have been underemployed for two or more
years and who have not been enrolled in full-time education or training for
two or more years (with the exception of ESL or literacy courses); and c)
workers who have been home with children for five or more years and who
have not been enrolled in full-time education or training for two or more
34
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years (with the exception of ESL or literacy courses). This policy change would have
the effect of allowing persons without access to training to acquire skills to expand
their employment opportunities beyond marginal occupations. By definition, this
policy change would benefit newcomers who are experiencing underemployment.”43
Recommendation 7
The Toronto Training Board recommends the following:
• HRDC should provide clear guidelines to assessment centres on the
availability and expenditure of dollars under the SDEB so as to prevent
excess or lack of dollars at any time in the fiscal year. Doing so will ensure that assessment centres will not come up short or end years with a
surplus. Assessment centres do not benefit when information on available dollars is changed midway through a fiscal cycle.
• HRDC should ensure consistency in the process of how each assessment
centre is allocated money. Consistency in service should be ensured while
allowing for some flexibility based on individual client needs. To strike a
balance between consistency and allowance for flexibility will require
some careful thought and planning. Having clear information will also
prevent assessment centres from being in the difficult and uncomfortable
position of informing clients that they are unable to consider their needs
for skills training at a certain time because of lack of funds. This also
causes difficulties for training providers if they are unable to plan for and
administer their programs because of fluctuations in funding.
Recommendation 8
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC inform training providers, clients, assessment centres and training brokers how much money is
being given to each HRDC region within the province under the SDEB. Further, information on how this money is distributed across all the human resource centre (HRCC) areas and across the assessment centres in each area
should be provided. This would allow for a transparent system to track the
flow of training dollars and the flow of clients being served and approved
for training dollars under the SDEB. This would begin to address the lack of
equitable distribution of dollars across the system.
Recommendation 9
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC and Statistics Canada
work together to ensure that their labour market statistics and regional boundaries
are comparable. A rational, comprehensive system and consistent method of collecting and documenting labour market data and the SDEB is needed in order to
be able to accurately compare and analyse figures across regions and over time.
Recommendation 10
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC expand its collection
of data and statistics to include data that is valuable in evaluating the effec43

Demchuk, supra, footnote 4, pp. 21–22.

Toronto Training Board / Commission de formation de Toronto
The Implementation of the SDEB Program: A Preliminary Look, June 2000

35

tiveness of SDEB, including: the number of SDEB applicants who did not
qualify for funds under SDEB; the top 10 training courses accessed by clients
under the SDEB; the top 10 kinds of jobs SDEB clients obtained after training; the rate of non-compliance (i.e. the percentage of clients who did not
spend the SDEB funds on training costs); the number of defaults reported
by training providers due to clients not paying tuition owed to the training
provider;44 and the number of defaults reported by training providers by type
(e.g. community-based programs, training schools, community colleges).
Creating a More Equitable Skills Training System
Current inequities across the skills training system
In each focus group session, representatives across all training sectors made
arguments for how their particular training sector was unfairly treated under
the SDEB program. A closer analysis of the statistics and the qualitative information received makes it clear that training providers across all sectors have
reasons for being disillusioned with the training system, albeit for many different reasons. However, the one problem shared by all training programs across
all sectors and client groups was that providing clients with direct dollars to
spend on training makes it that much harder for training programs to get the
tuition dollars owed to them and therefore could be (and has been for many
training institutions) the death knell for their programs. The factors that render
such inequities in the training system are elaborated in the sections that follow.
Where clients are going to get their training
As noted in Table 4 (see section 3) and in Figure 1 below, the majority of
SDEB clients across Ontario (approximately 66%) are in training with private
training providers, with approximately 21% in training with public training
providers (i.e. community colleges) and the remaining 13% in the category of
“other,” comprising community-based organizations, boards of education,
universities and union training centres. The proportion of SDEB clients in
Toronto and York region combined who are in private training programs is
77%, while just over 10% are in the category of “other.”
Figure 1—SDEB clients by provider type for Ontario, July 1, 1999, to February 29, 2000

Public (20.7%)
Private (65.6%)
Other (13%)
Unidentified (0.1%)

Source: Human Resource Development Canada, Ontario Region (March 2000).

The information particular to defaults would have added to discussions that have taken
place around OSAP defaults.

44

36

Toronto Training Board / Commission de formation de Toronto
The Implementation of the SDEB Program: A Preliminary Look, June 2000

It would be inaccurate to conclude that these numbers reflect client choice—
a preference for programs given by private training providers over those in
the other sectors. In the focus group sessions, some college representatives
noted that SDEB clients might feel deterred from going to colleges because
it is difficult for a college to give a program that is less than 26 weeks in
length.45 College representatives also noted that, during block purchase of
training, there were approximately 50% to 60% of UI/EI-eligible clients enrolled in one of their training programs. Now, in the same program, there are
only two EI clients. The same college stated that this program was getting
more “fee-payer clients” than they did in the past.
What is it, then, that accounts for the high numbers of SDEB clients going
to private training programs? Is it a matter of private training providers having access to marketing dollars that makes more clients aware of the existence of these programs? Is it the relationship that some private training
providers have been able to foster with employers seeking newly trained employees? Is it the emphasis on shorter-term training that private schools are
able to cater to? Whatever the answers to these questions, it is clear that private training institutions are attracting more clients than all the other categories of training providers combined.
Certification of training institutions for tax receipts
Not all training providers are authorized to issue tax receipts. Only HRDCcertified post-secondary or training institutions that furnish students with
skills, help improve their skills for employment or provide clients with skills
directly related to employment (e.g. janitorial work, clerical, food services,
etc.) are able to give tuition receipts to clients for the purposes of a tax
credit. Academic upgrading, however, is not eligible for tax tuition credit.
Courses also have to issue receipts for over $100.00 in order for them to be
used to reduce taxes.
According to HRDC’s certification program, certification of a training institution by HRDC does not guarantee that the Canada Customs and Revenue
Agency (CCRA, formerly Revenue Canada) will automatically accept for tuition tax credit purposes receipts for all courses or programs offered by the
training institution.46 The process for training providers to obtain authorization to provide tax receipts is a lengthy one.
Without such a receipt, a client will not be able to reduce the income tax they
have to pay on the SDEB money they receive to cover tuition costs (in part
or in full). As part of the training research they undertake, clients are expected to find out whether or not the training institutions they consider can
provide tax receipts. Training providers, including school board representaColleges deliver diploma and degree programs regulated by MTCU and these programs
are generally at least 32 weeks in duration. HRDC guidelines stipulate that training should be
less than 26 weeks in duration under the SDEB. For this reason, SDEB clients may not be
gaining access to college courses.
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tives in the focus groups, noted that SDEB clients favour training institutions
that are able to provide tax receipts over those who cannot. According to
school board representatives, school boards used to be able to give receipts
for their adult classes, but no longer can. This puts them on an unequal footing with training programs that can give such receipts. Further details on the
tax implications of the SDEB on clients and training providers are elaborated
later in this section of the report.
When clients don’t pay—The “risky business” of training
While most SDEB clients are going to private training programs, trainers in
all sectors are taking the risk of clients not spending their SDEB dollars on
tuition. Many HRCC offices do not issue a cheque to a client until after it has
been verified that a client has started training. HRDC’s SDEB payments to
the client are often made in instalments. Clients are encouraged to seek out
training institutions that will entertain the possibility of a client remitting tuition costs by instalments.47 While payment in instalments reduces the risk for
HRDC, it adds to the potential risk of training providers who have to wait
for tuition payments owed to them. Training providers must then negotiate
special circumstances for clients who pay in instalments and plan accordingly,
trusting that they will receive all the tuition owed to them by the client. Consequently, the training provider must play the role of “bill collector,” following up with clients regarding delayed payments. If the client does not show
up for class or decides to drop out of the program, it is too late for the training provider to fill the space. The cost to run a program at less than full capacity is higher than if all the class seats are filled with paying students. In
many cases, training providers have to shut down entire programs because
they cannot absorb the extra cost of running a program at less than full capacity. And when this happens more frequently to training institutions over
time, without additional dollars, programs eventually close. Smaller training
providers lose their businesses. Larger training institutions shut down programs or program locations.
This framework also has a negative impact on the ability of training providers to plan for their programs, to estimate client demand for courses and to
have advance notice of the number of seats that will be filled in a class.
Training providers have noted that, when providers were paid up-front under
block purchasing, this uncertainty around program planning, filling seats and
collecting payment was not encountered.48
When a training institution is forced to shut down because of clients defaulting on their tuition, other SDEB clients enrolled in the program lose out. If a
client has been approved for training in one institution and that institution
shuts down, it will not be a simple process of transferring the student elseMemorandum from Roger Scott-Douglas, Director General, Labour Market Directorate,
HRDC, “Income Tax Implications of the Skills Development Employment Benefit” (n.d.),
p. 4.
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where because the client had been approved for a particular kind of training
at a particular cost and location.
Coping with defaults
Private training providers in the focus groups spoke of how many programs
in their sector have shut down because of students defaulting on their tuition
payments. Private training providers also spoke about how SDEB defaults
have compounded the problem that they originally experienced with students
defaulting under the Ontario Student Assistance Program (OSAP). The
struggles faced by private training providers in running their businesses and
providing training in demand (many provide computer training in demand by
the information technology industry in Toronto) should not be undervalued
just because HRDC’s management information system does not record the
number defaults under SDEB, that is, the number of SDEB clients who did
not spend the SDEB dollars received on training as they were legally required
to do.
If the training provider has not been informed by the consultant at the training broker that a client has defaulted, the training provider has no way of
knowing the space that they had reserved for a client, and that they had accounted for as filled, must be filled by someone else; and it may be too late to
fill the seat, as the session would have already started. Under SDEB, HRDC
is not responsible if the client defaults on their tuition payments. However,
the consultants at the training broker are accountable to HRDC to track
down a client in order to get the training dollars back into HRDC coffers.
Making up for the shortfall in costs for training
During the transition to SDEB, provinces and territories expressed concern
that tuition only represents a portion of the cost of training at public institutions. Furthermore, while EI clients under training purchase had the full
costs for training paid for, clients under the SDEB only have the tuition cost
paid for. The provinces and territories argued that the shortfall created by a
client-centred and, one could argue, client-driven funding model “would seriously reduce the capacity of public training institutions to serve clients.”49 In
turn, HRDC worked with the provinces and territories and modified the
SDEB so that provinces and territories “would be reimbursed for the financial support that they provide to public training institutions, the difference
between tuition collected and full course costs with respect to EI clients.”50 A
comparable agreement for private training institutions was not made. One
could argue that such an agreement favours public programs over private
training programs. However, when we look at the low numbers of clients
gaining access to public training institutions as opposed to private institutions, clearly the benefit of any subsidies provided to the colleges, universities
and other public training providers by the province is moot if these institutions are not drawing SDEB clients to their training programs.
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Cost of training vs. appropriateness of training
Some have argued that subsidized public programs have an unfair advantage
over private training programs in that their advertised prices for tuition
would be lower than those advertised by private training programs. This argument suggests that a client will be more likely to go to a program with a
tuition advertised at a lower price than one at a higher price. However, the
program that costs more may in fact be more appropriate in meeting the client’s needs. It is possible that there are clients who may not even consider a
more expensive but appropriate program for fear that it would not be approved by the training broker.
Some training providers stated that there are clients who have been told before they undertake research how much of a contribution they will be approved for, and so the client gears their training choices to meet the amount
of tuition that they will be able to afford. In other words, if a client knows
that only up to $2000 dollars worth of training will be covered under the
SDEB and the client is only able to afford $2500 of their own dollars, then
the client may seek programs that cost no more than $4500 or even a program that would give them more savings. A consultant with a training broker
noted that, when the amounts given to clients under SDEB are restricted
more and more, clients who are only able (or willing) to make the least
amount of contribution to the tuition as possible are pushed toward training
providers who offer lower tuition costs. This concern was also raised in the
focus group discussion with private training providers. The cost associated
with training means that the more money a client has, the more choice of
training and therefore better access to training they have.
A closer look at the client-centred and client-driven skills training system
All focus group participants agreed that, while the concept of clientownership of training is based on good intentions, the outcomes might not
be so positive. Can a client who is facing creditors and overdue rent or other
payments be expected to “do the right thing” and spend their SDEB dollars
on training? How far do training providers and training brokers have to go in
playing “debt collector” with clients?
In a discussion with a training co-ordinator with employment services for persons with disabilities, it was clear that the principle of client ownership is seen
as good for persons with disabilities. The concept of client ownership fits well
with community living and independent living for persons with disabilities.
Clients with disabilities play an active role in making decisions about the training that meets their employment needs. However, this being said, training
providers for persons with disabilities face similar difficulties to training providers in other sectors, namely, the risk of clients defaulting on payments.
Participants in all focus groups noted that most clients do not clearly understand their own role and responsibilities in arranging for training and in receiving dollars under SDEB. This needs to be understood within the framework of clients having to purchase training directly from training providers.
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Client responsibility for arranging training
Most focus group participants agreed that clients are confused about their
role in the selection of the type of training and training program. Clients
may not fully realize that under the SDEB program they are responsible,
through their own research, for assessing which training program and provider meets their own training goals and needs. Their assessment centre
counsellor can guide them through the process of developing their employment action plan and the research package, but they do not play a role in determining which training providers or training programs to choose from. At
the focus group with assessment centres, participants noted that clients have
a strong opportunity to ask questions. However, not all clients take advantage
of the opportunity or have the confidence to ask questions. The assessment
process is not meant to take control out the client’s hands but to assist the
client in confirming their decisions—this may include a career direction as
well as a type of training. The assessment is meant as a service and support
to the client.
In the focus group of private-sector training providers, several participants
felt that most clients have the capacity to make a choice about training if clients were simply allowed to make the choice on their own—that is, if they
were simply allowed to investigate the training market without what these
training providers perceived to be “too much involvement” by some assessment centre counsellors and training broker consultants—a sad commentary
that shows a divide between trainers and these agencies.
Client responsibility for making payments for training
It is clear that under the SDEB there is a tremendous amount of pressure on
the clients. If there are clients at the mercy of creditors, there is a strong possibility that these clients will not spend the SDEB dollars they receive on
training. Rather, the money may be spent on shelter costs and payments to
creditors. Most clients go through an initial discussion on finances with their
counsellor/case manager at the assessment centre; the extent of the discussion may vary from centre to centre, counsellor to counsellor. However, it is
once the client goes to the training broker that the key discussion of the client’s finances takes place and when decisions about contributions to tuition
and payments are made and client responsibilities laid out contractually. One
consultant with a training broker noted that clients are given a more plain
language version of their roles and responsibilities to ensure that they understand the nature of the contract they are signing before they actually sign the
document. However, the consultant also noted that most clients were more
concerned about getting the money rather than the responsibilities that come
with the money and the repercussions that come if the money is mishandled
or misspent.
A consultant with a training broker noted that some clients go through the
complicated lengthy information on responsibilities and procedures with the
broker but then listen and interpret the information selectively. The consultant noted that “often the client’s key interest is in finding out whether or not
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they will be approved for funds, for how much, and then the rest of the details they feel that they can deal with later.” The client may want to get the
process over with, but may not realize the implications and complications if
they do not understand just what the process entails and what is expected of
them before and after training. The consultant further noted that the fall-out
for the client’s confusion with the details of the SDEB payment and repayment process may be seen at tax time in April. At tax time, those clients who
went to an HRDC-certified institution would have received a T4 tax receipt.
Certain clients may be surprised when they find out that the SDEB dollars
received placed them in the next tax bracket resulting in an increase in their
income tax. Others may have been expecting to receive a tax receipt for their
tuition not realizing that the training program they had attended was not
permitted to provide tax receipts. The consultant speculated that it is likely
training brokers will be contacted by clients to address these concerns, even
though the issue is out of the training brokers’ control.
Tax implications for clients
As noted earlier, some training providers who are not certified by HRDC but
who may be providing quality training that is needed by the client may not
attract SDEB clients because they cannot provide a tax receipt. In the case of
some clients, the taxability of financial assistance under SDEB for tuition
costs causes difficulties. As mentioned earlier, the tax credit can only be
claimed for post-secondary education or for training provided by an institution that has been certified by HRDC as providing courses that provide a
student with skills for, or that improve a student’s skills in, an occupation.
For training such as academic upgrading, the tuition tax credit is not available.
As noted in the recent Toronto Training Board report on tax incentives and
disincentives to training, “when tuition payments under SDEB are deemed
taxable and must be declared as income, they increase the client’s net income.”51 The net income is the amount at which the Canada Child Tax Benefit and EI clawbacks are assessed. The inclusion of the SDEB monies in the
client’s net income could raise a client’s income to a level where the client no
longer qualifies for income-related benefits such as the Child Tax Benefit or
GST rebate. In most cases, the tuition tax credit does not offset this effect.
Client interpreting “free” training as a right as opposed to a benefit
There are clients who come to assessment centre counsellor/case managers
thinking that training is an entitlement rather than an option that is part of
their plan for returning to work.52 Some clients do not realize that, although
they may continue to receive EI when they are in training, the rate may
change if their EI runs out. That is to say, the client may get their EI extended, but at a lower rate. This angers some clients who claim access to
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Focus group with school board representatives (March 22, 2000) Toronto; focus group
with assessment centre representatives (February 28, 2000) Toronto.
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these dollars to be their right. Some aggressive clients see additional support
dollars (e.g., transportation or child-care subsidies) also as a right. According
to representatives from assessment centres, training brokers and training
providers, many clients have been known to “shop around” for training. That
is, some clients may go from one assessment centre to the next thinking that
one centre will give more dollars in SDEB contribution than another. Some
clients have seen their friends or colleagues receive a certain amount in training dollars and will complain if they receive a lesser amount.
Supporting persons with disabilities in the training process
The process by which persons with disabilities gain access to SDEB dollars is
similar to that of the general population except for four key differences. These
differences were pointed out during an interview with an employment consultant who works with clients with disabilities seeking training in Toronto. First,
in Toronto there are specific assessment centres that address the needs of persons whose disabilities are “permanent” and those that address the needs of
persons who have no permanent disability but whose disability affects their
ability to find and keep adequate employment. Second, counsellors/case managers support clients with disabilities throughout the process of the client’s
training research and will point out to the clients the training programs that are
accessible to persons with disabilities and to persons with the particular disability of the client. Third, once the client has completed the research, an appointment is made with a training broker consultant and the consultant comes
to the client at the place of assessment rather than the client going to the location of the training broker. While it is the sole responsibility of the training
broker to discuss finances with clients, once a decision is made, the counsellor/case manager works with the training broker to get an understanding of
why a client is refused or approved for funding. Fourth, the counsellor/case
manager is involved in monitoring the progress of the client throughout their
training. The school where the person with a disability undertakes training is
expected to provide progress reports to the client’s counsellor/case manager.
Should the client experience any difficulties during training, the client is to contact their counsellor/case manager. Furthermore, the counsellor/case manager
will work with the client to arrange accommodations and other supports necessary to enable the client to attend the training program.
Making the case for a hybrid system of funding skills training
Under conditions where training dollars under SDEB are given directly to
clients without guarantees that the dollars will go to training providers, one
could conclude that training providers are being set up to fail. While we see
that in theory client ownership of training may foster independence in clients
and responsibility for their own training, there will be some clients who, because of other financial pressures, will not spend the money on training.
These clients, if they do not understand the full repercussion of not spending the money on training, are being set up to fail as well.
A hybrid system of funding skills training that allows for direct purchase and
client ownership in decision making for training is needed. Such a system
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would allow clients to choose what training they need and at which training
provider they will spend their training dollars. However, such dollars should
then flow directly to the training provider. Under this proposal, if a client
does not attend classes and the training provider has already received the
funds, then the training provider would be required to return the dollars to
HRDC. In addition, the block purchase of seats in organizations that provide
life skills training in conjunction with technical skills training should be reinstated. This would enable clients who need this integrated training to access it
and would make this training choice eligible for funding under EI. Having a
mix of training providers in the system would mean that clients have real
choice and all training needs can be supported in the system. Clearly, this
goes against current EI legislation and would require reopening the legislation as well as co-operation between federal and provincial levels of government.
In their recent report evaluating the local board model in Ontario,
PGF/GTA Research consultants concluded that the objective of both federal and provincial levels of government is to negotiate an LMDA, with the
federal government intending to reduce its involvement in training issues as
provincial governments increase theirs. The consultants further conclude
that, “regardless of the time frame for reaching an agreement, the Ontario
government will de facto become a greater actor in the training field.”53 In
turn, despite the fact that the LMDA negotiations between the Ontario government and the federal government are to all intents and purposes on hold,
HRDC and MTCU should not be prevented from discussing the establishment of a composite or hybrid funding model for training that allows for
client ownership and expanded choice while assuring training providers that
they will receive tuition dollars directly.54
Recommendation 11
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC, in conjunction with
the CCRA, remove the taxable status of SDEB tuition funds so as not to
penalize clients through taxation for having sought training. Furthermore, by
removing the taxable status of SDEB tuition funds, clients (especially singleincome-support parents) will have an improved likelihood of accessing the
Canada Child Tax Benefit and GST rebates.55
Recommendation 12
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC address the inequity
that occurs when clients’ training costs are capped, which in turn necessitates
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them going to programs with lower tuition rates because less expensive programs result in a lower personal financial contribution. Meanwhile, there are
no assurances that clients are getting the training that best meets their needs.
Recommendation 13
Given further talks of an LMDA between the federal and provincial governments, the Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC and MTCU
consider developing a hybrid or composite funding model that supports all
training sectors. Such a funding model for training should allow for both client ownership and expanded choice while ensuring that training providers
receive tuition dollars directly.
Block purchase of training addresses the needs of clients who require life
skills training in conjunction with work skills training—clients who are often
the most marginalized members of society.56 The problems associated with
the SDEB highlight the need to reassess the current model of “client ownership”—the principle vs. the practice. The original good intentions of placing
decision-making control and dollars in the hands of the client has, as we have
seen, had serious implications for training providers (e.g. coping with defaults
and potential program shutdowns) and for clients if clients do not spend
their SDEB dollars on training, but on something else (e.g. EI fraud resulting
in stiff penalties).
Confusion about Roles
Role of assessment centres, training brokers and training providers
While focus groups and interview informants agreed that the training information sheets provided by HRDC noted what assessment centres and training brokers were supposed to do, the discussion at the focus group sessions
revealed that there was confusion as to who ultimately had the power to approve a client for training under SDEB, placed the limit on the cost of training for which the client would be eligible under SDEB and actually approved
the amount of the tuition that the client would have to contribute out of
their own pocket. Some focus group members even questioned how organizations are chosen by HRDC to be assessment centres and training brokers
and why they are located where they are. Ultimately, from putting together all
information received from the focus group discussions, it is hard to draw a
solid line between what the assessment centres do and what the training brokers do. In fact, the line is very blurry.
Who ultimately approves training?
In answering this question of who ultimately approves training, from the experiences outlined in the focus groups, it depends on whom you deal with.
This is not to say that “soft” skills only benefit the most marginalized of society. With
work increasingly being project-based, employers are seeking people with the ability to
communicate effectively and interact with others.
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Some believe that it is the assessment centres that decide for how much tuition coverage a client can be approved under the SDEB, whereas others believe that it is in the power of the training brokers to set these values or to
veto those set by the assessment centres.
At the focus group of AC representatives, participants agreed that, while it is
not their role to tell clients which training schools to go to, they did have the
responsibility of approving or not approving a client for training under the
SDEB. In another focus group, a participant noted that at any particular time
the HRDC Toronto programs office may state that there is limited amount
of training dollars and therefore clients may only be approved for a specific
amount (e.g. counsellors may be told that they cannot approve training that
costs more than $5000) or that “there may be some room for flexibility.”57 In
this case, the information was passed on by HRDC to assessment centre
counsellors, but in other scenarios, this kind of information had been passed
on to consultants at the training brokers. It was further noted that, in some
cases, assessment centre counsellors and training broker consultants have
consulted with one another if there was any confusion about the status of
the information in a client’s file (e.g. if the financial situation of the client
had changed since seeing the AC counsellor) or to obtain other information.
In other cases, AC counsellors have not been comfortable in talking about
clients with training brokers and vice versa.
Assessment centres and training brokers are expected to work within the
guidelines given to them by HRDC. Matters are complicated for counsellors/case managers and training broker consultants when criteria are vague,
guidelines are not detailed or directives are not made in writing. It is evident
from this research that vague or inconsistent guidelines have led to different
and varied interpretations of them.
At what point is client contribution discussed and who can be involved in the discussion?
Under the SDEB program guidelines, the assessment centre counsellor/case
manager assesses the needs of the client and works with the client to determine an employment action plan that is reasonable and that may include a
training component. The counsellor/case manager provides support and acts
as an advocate for the client. While the counsellor/case manager may discuss
an initial budget with the client, the consultant at the training broker is the
person who deals directly with the discussion and monitoring of finances
with the client. Some AC representatives stressed in the focus group sessions
that they did not in any way discuss finances with the client. Do initial budget
discussions facilitated by a counsellor/case manager count as a discussion of
finances? It is not clear from HRDC’s training information sheets whether or
not this is appropriate.
Case management—Do training brokers count as case managers/counsellors?
Assessment centres are to provide counselling support to clients before training. However, some training broker consultants stated that it is not possible
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to avoid counselling clients. Clients often call the consultants at the training
broker because they are the last people with whom the individual client has
had contact prior to starting the training course. Counselling is not supposed
to entail assisting the client in choosing a training program, but it was noted
in an interview with a training broker that counselling often deals with issues
such as: what to do if a training program has changed hours of operation
between the time a client did the research and registered for the program;
how to handle a client who has difficulty understanding the terms for negotiating payment with a training program; or what to do if a client has registered for a training program and then changes their mind, deciding that “it’s
really not for [them]” and wanting to switch programs (which they are not
permitted to do without refunding by HRDC). As noted by one counsellor/case manager, the role of the training broker is to facilitate the purchase
of training with the client as per the assessment information provided by the
assessment centre counsellor/case manager.
Another hazy area is in the information training providers give to prospective
clients who are doing their comparative research on training programs. Can
training providers be expected to do nothing less than sell their training program to a prospective client who meets the criteria for the program?
As mentioned previously, focus group members agreed that not all clients
have the skills to do research on their own and so need some assistance in
order to do the required background research. AC counsellors/case managers are in the position to provide such assistance. However, some training
providers noted that there are clients who, when embarking, feel equipped to
research on their own, but when in the middle of the research may need additional support and will not hesitate to ask questions of the training provider they are researching rather than posing the questions to their AC counsellor/case manager.
How do clients find out to which assessment centre they should go?
Some of the private training providers were unsure of the process by which
clients figure out to which assessment centre they should go. There is some
understanding that clients’ residential postal code is used to determine their
assessment centre. However, there was confusion as to whether the client
could choose to go to any assessment centre throughout the city. This point
arose again when providers spoke of hearing of clients going from one assessment centre to another in attempting to negotiate more SDEB dollars.
Training providers noted that having a map of the names and locations of all
assessment centres in Toronto and just outside (in Peel–Halton–Dufferin,
York and Durham regions) would be helpful to them.
Recommendation 14
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC provide greater clarity
in distinguishing between the roles of the training brokers and the assessment centres. This would benefit the client who may be confused as to the
role of the respective counsellors and in determining who has the final say
about the training dollars and what kind of training the client may be apToronto Training Board / Commission de formation de Toronto
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proved for. Greater co-operation between training brokers and assessment
centres should be encouraged in order to provide ongoing support to clients.
Recommendation 15
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC provide training institutions with maps that locate assessment centres throughout Toronto, York,
Peel–Halton–Dufferin and Durham regions and clear guidelines on the process used to determine to which centres clients go.
Addressing Conflict of Interest
Concerns shared throughout the system
Whether real or perceived, the issue of conflict of interest arose in all the
focus group discussions. Several training providers were concerned that assessments and training brokerage were done at the same site and, in some
cases, delivered by an organization that also provides training.
Training providers in the focus group sessions discussed their concern that
clients assessed at assessment centres are being referred by counsellors/case
managers to training programs within the organization linked to the assessment centre. The same question arose about consultants at training brokers
—Do they “refer” clients to programs in their affiliate college? Assessment
centre representatives and consultants with training brokers who gave their
input into this research project reiterated time and time again that their role is
not to refer clients to any training program. The preliminary statistics from
HRDC (see Table 4, Section 3) do not reflect large numbers of clients going
to colleges or community-based training providers. However, the fact that
this issue of conflict of interest arose frequently means that the structure by
which clients are approved for training must be reconsidered. The rumours
and misinformation that emerge out of discussions around conflict of interest, perceived or real, in the implementation of the SDEB program is damaging and has made the environment tense for all those involved in providing
clients with access to training.
Recommendation 16
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC address concerns about
conflict of interest in consultation with assessment centres, training brokers
and training providers in all sectors. There is a perception of conflict of interest when assessment centres and training brokers are funded through agencies
that also provide training and employment services to clients—the concern
being that clients will be more likely to obtain training through the institution
where the assessment or brokering services are provided. In addressing the
issue of conflict of interest, HRDC should consider the way in which it has set
up the system of determining how a client obtains approval for funds for skills
training and ultimately where the client ends up receiving skills training.
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Issues of Accountability and Monitoring Quality of Training
Lack of formal mechanisms to address concerns
Focus group participants noted that they lack opportunities to share their
concerns with HRDC regarding what is or is not working with respect to
their roles in the training system. While assessment centre representatives
across Toronto are known to meet fairly regularly, all stakeholders in the system do not meet to exchange ideas, address concerns and share insights
about their caseloads and clients. There is no formal mechanism by which
concerns can be outlined and, if necessary, addressed by a third party.
Training providers alluded to the fact that, while they feel the need to play a
role in advocating on behalf of their training sector, agency or clients, they
simply do not have the time to do so and still effectively run their organization and serve their clients.
Accountability structures needed to uphold quality in training
Under the SDEB’s client-focused, client-driven system, there is no formal
system documented in the training information sheets outlining how clients
could register complaints or grievances regarding pre-training services, the
training they receive or post-training follow-up. It is also not clear whether
there is a formal system for evaluating the quality of training received.58
While it is not clear whether all training providers offer grievance policies
and procedures,59 representatives from assessment centres and training brokers noted how clients have often turned to them with complaints about the
quality of the training that they have received.
A consultant with a training broker noted that sometimes clients come back
to the training broker complaining about the training programs. When this
happens, the consultant stated that there is not much that can be done, as it is
not in the operational guidelines of training brokers to investigate complaints. Furthermore, it may be unwise for training brokers to actually use the
information coming from a client without having the capacity to investigate it
first. This does not mean that training brokers can automatically avoid drawing conclusions from what they hear about specific training programs. Some
training providers were sceptical as to whether the consultants with training
brokers are able to remain impartial when they receive such complaints from
clients. The training providers are concerned that training brokers may
overtly or inadvertently counsel clients not to go to certain training programs
based on the unverified complaints of other clients.

While the researcher is aware that each program may conduct their own evaluations, there
is no third party that evaluates training programs and shares the results with the public.

58

In the focus group with college representatives, the participants made clear that it is college policy to have formal grievance and complaints procedures in place for both staff and
students. It is not clear, however, if all other organizations that provide training have such
policies and procedures in place.

59
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The outcomes of training also factor into the discussion of monitoring the
quality of training. It would be very helpful to publish data showing the kinds
of jobs that clients obtain after undergoing training using SDEB dollars. This
would allow all parties to see whether training dollars are enabling individuals
to obtain skills that meet the current and projected demand of employers in
the labour market. In other words, is the training being delivered meeting the
outcomes of not only providing the client with skills but also enabling them
to get a job upon completion of training? While HRDC’s management information system could not provide this detail of information, Table 7 (see
page 24) and Figure 2 (below) reveal the very preliminary numbers of SDEB
clients, effective January 28, 2000, who obtained employment upon completion of training. Some have argued that low job placement levels could be
attributed to the separation of skills training from job search programs.60
Figure 2—Number of SDEB clients employed effective January 28, 2000, in
Ontario and regions
800
700
600
500
400
300
200
100
0
East

North

Toronto

York

Southwest

Ontario

Source: Human Resources Development Canada, Ontario Region (March 2000).

Currently, there is no consumer protection or “buyer beware” support for
individuals purchasing training. Assessment centres and training brokers are
not in the position, in this client-focused, client-driven model of training, to
advise clients on the quality of training. It is clear that a formal mechanism
for registering, investigating and addressing complaints regarding the quality
of training delivery and the outcomes of the training is needed. Even with
such a mechanism in place, clients may require guidance on how to use this
information in their decision making and counsellors/case managers and
training brokers may not escape inquiries from clients on this matter.
Stifling innovation in favour of status quo
Private training providers have noted that the current system of providing
training services under HRDC’s funding framework is stifling innovation.
These training providers, while praising efforts to streamline the system of
accessing public funds for training, are concerned that so far these efforts are
failing badly. Participants in the focus group of private trainers considered
that, while the assessment centres and training brokers are trying to do their
job, they speculate that any frustrations encountered with the process of ap60

Focus group with community-based training providers, supra, footnote 42; letter (June 16, 2000).

50

Toronto Training Board / Commission de formation de Toronto
The Implementation of the SDEB Program: A Preliminary Look, June 2000

proving SDEB dollars are not being addressed because of the lack of
mechanisms for troubleshooting and problem solving. Without such mechanisms, they argue, no innovation can be fostered or kinks in the system removed. The result is that all parties involved in enabling clients to access
funds for training (i.e. the assessment centres and training brokers) and those
who deliver training remain entrenched in a problematic system.
Recommendation 17
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC develop guidelines
with training providers to establish a process by which clients can provide
feedback, register complaints and make grievances regarding the quality of
training that they are receiving. Client input should be incorporated into a
larger process of internal and external program evaluation that includes an
assessment of quality of training.
Currently there is no consumer protection or “buyer beware” support for
purchasers of training. Furthermore, there is no advisory body that investigates quality of training. These measures will begin to address the need for
the ongoing maintenance of high quality in training.
Recommendation 18
Given further talks about an LMDA between the federal government and the
province, the Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC and the MTCU
• establish an impartial non-governmental body—one that does not deliver
direct services in training—to take on the role of assessing client complaints and grievances, investigating the complaints and ensuring that the
complaints are adequately addressed and
• establish a formal mechanism that provides an ongoing channel from the
training providers, assessment centres and training brokers to HRDC and
the MTCU. This will facilitate input and discussion about how the SDEB
and other programs are working and will enable a process for troubleshooting.
Accountability structures would ensure that trainers provide the kind of
training that they told clients they would provide and that feedback or complaints submitted by clients to training providers, assessment centres and
training brokers can be filed and investigated by a third party. This accountability structure should also address the issue of maintaining quality controls
throughout the training system—whether before, during or after training.
Recommendation 19
The Toronto Training Board recommends that HRDC, in order to better assess the outcomes of SDEB training, ensure that all parties have access to
information regarding not only the kinds of skills a client will receive
through training but the success rate of clients in finding jobs after training is
received. In addition, all parties need to be aware of the kinds of jobs and
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workplaces in which clients find employment after completing training. This
information would help reveal how training programs are meeting the needs
of industry in the local economy and if they are also meeting the skills needs
of clients. This information, in combination with labour market information,
could be used by counsellors/case managers to assist clients to make decisions based on facts.
If the goal of skills training is to move people into employment, training
programs should consider integrating proven work-search programs with
skills training or at least include job-search segments into the training curriculum. Additional funding should be made available to allow for this integration in service delivery.
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Conclusion

The research reveals that there is a discrepancy between the implementation
of the SDEB as outlined in HRDC’s training information sheets and the current reality of all participants.
The confusion of roles between assessment centres and training brokers, the
barriers encountered by clients and the difficulties experienced by training
providers all point to inequities in the current system of funding training.
While the research in this report is limited by the lack of involvement of clients and restrictions of data on the SDEB (including comparability of the
data), this is the first public report that not only outlines the SDEB program
as it was intended in policy but also analyses the initial impact of the implementation of the SDEB program in Toronto.
The recommendations presented in this report can begin to address these
inequities and the current crisis in training. However, their full potential cannot be realized without the commitment and involvement of federal, provincial and local governments. The involvement of federal and provincial levels
of government is essential despite the fact that their discussion aimed at establishing an LMDA is on hold.
Further research that addresses the current data limitations and that incorporates client involvement into the research framework is needed in order to
gain a more complete picture of the implementation of the SDEB program
in Toronto, across Ontario and across Canada. As we gain a greater understanding of the LMDA arrangements across the country, in the coming years
it will be worthwhile to document how training is being delivered and funded
and the impact of these arrangements across the provinces. Furthermore, it
would be worthwhile to compare the SDEB program with funding programs
for training from other countries.
Finally, it is only through co-ordinated effort and renewed political will on
the part of all levels of government that a comprehensive, fair and equitable
system of training could be a reality for all Canadians.
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Appendix A—The Toronto Training Board
Background
The Toronto Training Board is an independent, non-profit corporation governed by a board of directors representing seven labour market partner
groups (business, labour, women, persons with disabilities, visible/racial minorities, Francophones and educators/trainers). The Toronto Training Board
addresses training and adjustment issues in the city of Toronto and is one of
25 local boards across Ontario.
The composition of the Toronto Training Board includes the seven labour
market partners plus non-voting federal, provincial and municipal representatives. Business and labour have equal representation, together hold a majority
of seats and co-chair the Board. Directors are expected to represent the Toronto area and be representative of their respective labour market partner
groups.
Sponsors
The Toronto Training Board is sponsored by Human Resources Development Canada (HRDC) and the Ontario Ministry of Training, Colleges and
Universities (MTCU).
Long-Term Vision
The sponsors of local boards all have a strong interest and role in Ontario’s
training and adjustment system. They have come together with a shared goal
of improving that system by creating a greater role for the local labour market partner groups.
The co-operation between the sponsors to create local boards represents a
concrete commitment to greater co-operation and co-ordination of their initiatives. The sponsors are committed to respond to local boards and to work
together to face the challenges of creating the training and adjustment system needed in Ontario. The plans developed by the Toronto Training Board
will be used by the sponsors to direct their efforts.
Mandate
The Toronto Training Board is committed to a mandate that contains seven
broad themes:
• analysing labour market information;
• providing analysis and advice about existing training and adjustment programs and how they meet Toronto’s needs and priorities;
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• preparing strategic and operational plans for the training and adjustment
programs in the Toronto area;
• advising on the purchase of training or services on behalf of the sponsors;
• promoting lifelong learning;
• ensuring that the training supported follows national and provincial standards, and encouraging others to adopt similar standards; and
• promoting access to, and equity in, local training and adjustment programs.
Board Members
Board directors as of June 2000
Tony Azevedo
Gail Benick
Kay Blair
Eileen Burrows
Liz Fong
Dick Grannan
Pat Hatt
Mazher Jaffery
Lynda Jagros-May
Mike McCue
Judy Mitchell
Adela Roki
Tim Rutledge
Renaud Saint-Cyr
Rebecca Sugarman
Ed Thornton

Business
Educators/Trainers
Visible/Racial Minorities
Labour
Labour
Educators/Trainers
Persons with Disabilities
Business
Business
Labour Co-Chair
Labour
Labour
Business Co-Chair
Francophones
Women
Labour

Government representatives as of June 2000
Lesley Buresh
Federal Government
Terry Hesketh
Provincial Government
Ted Lis
Municipal Government
Wendy Molotkow
Municipal Government Alternate
Staff as of June 2000
Susan Brown
Ken Stauffer
Leela Viswanathan
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Executive Director
Administrative Assistant
Policy Research Analyst
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Appendix B—Research Methods
Collection and Analysis of Documents on the SDEB
At the outset of the project, information on the SDEB was requested of and
provided by HRDC Toronto Programs Group and Ontario Region offices.
General information regarding the SDEB that was provided to clients and
training providers as well as documents with frequently asked questions were
provided by HRDC. Furthermore, other organizations that previously had
established working groups on the topic of the SDEB were contacted and
were requested to share information about the SDEB available from their
resource libraries and public files. These documents were analysed and were
useful in providing descriptive information about the SDEB as well as information about how the system of implementing the SDEB is intended to
work.
Collection and Analysis of Statistical Data on the SDEB
Informal, verbal requests of statistical data were made to, and data received
from, HRDC Ontario Region office at the early stages of the project. However, once the project was fully underway and the SDEB Working Group familiarized with the issues regarding the SDEB, a formal written request was
made to the Ontario Region office for specific data regarding the SDEB. Not
all the data requested is recorded by HRDC’s management information systems. The data obtained provides a description of the SDEB through numbers as well as information that is included in the analysis of the impact of
the SDEB program. A detailed list of the data requested and the data received is in Appendix C of this report. The limitations of this data are noted
in Section 2, under “Research Parameters.”
Focus Groups
Focus groups were held to obtain qualitative information regarding the impact and implementation of the SDEB. Five focus groups were held with a
total of 40 individuals participating. A focus group was held with each of the
following stakeholder groups. The numbers in attendance is noted in brackets and is followed by the date when the focus group session was held:
• Community-based training providers (7), February 22, 20001
• Assessment centres in Toronto (13), February 28, 20002
Those invited to the focus group were given two weeks to respond to the invitation. Ten
individuals had confirmed their attendance, while 7 actually attended and participated at the
focus group session.

1

The Policy Research Analyst was invited to a regularly scheduled meeting of the assessment
centres of Toronto and the focused discussion was held at that time.

2
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• College representatives (6), February 29, 20003
• Private-sector training providers (8), February 29, 20004
• School board representatives (6), March 22, 2000
The Board’s Policy Research Analyst facilitated the focus groups. The same
questions were posed to each focus group5 and are in listed below. A full list
of participants is not provided in this report so as to maintain privacy. It is
important to note that although focus groups reflected categories of stakeholders (e.g. private-sector training providers, assessment centres, community-based training providers, etc.), there was some overlap. For example,
there were representatives from assessment centres in both focus groups of
community-based trainers and of representatives from the school boards.
Furthermore, the focus group participants from colleges were from one college only and a consultant from a training broker was also present. In the
case of educators and trainers, no distinction was made between who provided training through an accredited institution approved by HRDC and
Canada Customs and Revenue Agency (CCRA) and who did so through a
non-accredited institution.
Key Informant Interviews
A total of four key informant interviews were conducted. Key informant
interviews were held with a consultant from the training broker at Seneca
College and with an employment consultant who works with persons with
disabilities obtaining training under the SDEB in Toronto. Furthermore, two
representatives from HRDC were interviewed, one person affiliated with an
HRCC and another with the HRDC Toronto Programs Group.
Focus Group Questions
Overview of the SDEB program
1. Refer to the HRDC training information sheets provided as background material [see Appendix D]. Looking at the documents, what are
some of the key words or phrases that catch your attention?

In attendance were administrators and instructors at Humber College as well as a consultant with the training broker at Humber College.

3

Those invited to the focus group were given two weeks to respond to the invitation. Sixteen individuals had confirmed attendance, while 8 actually attended the meeting. Another 6
individuals notified the Board’s Policy Research Analyst of their interest after the given deadline and were encouraged to send their input in written format.

4

Only a short time was available on the meeting agenda of the assessment centres of Toronto and so, for this discussion, a limited number of questions were posed from the original list of focus group questions. A list of questions posed to the assessment centres of
Toronto at their meeting is listed in this appendix.

5
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Components to understanding the impact of the SDEB program
Clients
2. In your experience, what barriers, if any, do clients face in getting access to HRDC funding under the SDEB?
3. In your experience, how long does it take for a client to get training approved?
4. There may be clients who have been informed about the SDEB, but do
not apply for it. Why do you think these informed clients do not decide
to gain access to or apply for the program?
Assessment centres
5. Looking at the HRDC documents provided, what key words or phrases
describe the role of the assessment centres?
6. What concerns, if any, do you have about the role of the assessment centres?
Training brokers
7. Looking at the HRDC documents provided, what key words or phrases
describe the role of the training brokers?
8. What concerns, if any, do you have about the role of training brokers?
The impact of the SDEB
9. What has been the impact of the SDEB on your clients, your program
and your training sector?
Suggestions about addressing the impact
10. What are the three key priorities that need to be addressed as a result of
the SDEB?
Questions for the Assessment Centre Focus Group
1. How would you describe the role of the assessment centres under the
SDEB program?
2. What are some of the concerns, if any, about the implementation of
the SDEB program from the point of view of assessment centres?
3. In what way is the SDEB program similar to or different from the way
in which HRDC delivered training in the past? How is it better or worse?
4. What are three key priorities that need to be addressed as a result of the
SDEB?
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Appendix C—HRDC’s Response to SDEB Data Request
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Appendix D—HRDC Training Information Sheets
1. HRDC Training Information Sheet [for Clients], August 1999
2. HRDC Training Information Sheet for Training Providers, August 1999
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TRAINING INFORMATION SHEET
HUMAN RESOURCE CENTRES OF CANADA (HRCC)
OF THE GREATER TORONTO AREA
This information sheet is intended to give general information and an overview of the
process an individual would go through when requesting financial assistance to attend
skills training (this does not relate to Ontario Student Assistance Program (OSAP).
Written approval for training must be obtained prior to starting any training
course.
ELIGIBILITY CRITERIA
Unemployed individuals:
• for whom an Employment Insurance (EI) benefit period has been established, or
• whose EI benefit period ended within the last 36 months; or
• who are re-entering the labour force after having left it to care for newborn or
adopted children. These individuals must have a benefit period that began within the
last 60 months and included a maternity or parental claim.
TRAINING CRITERIA
Part-Time Training (17 hours a week or less)
In order to take part-time training and continue to collect Employment Insurance
benefits, you must obtain prior approval from an HRDC representative by completing a
Training Course Questionnaire. Once approved, you will be responsible for the total
tuition fees and any other related costs.
Full-Time Training (18 hours a week or more)
You will be referred to an Assessment Centre by an HRCC Representative where
assistance will be provided in developing an Employment Action Plan. This
Employment Action Plan identifies the most appropriate route to employment. It
consists of an evaluation of your employment needs based on your Education and
Work History.
TRAINING OPTIONS
Feepayer
Feepayer means you will pay 100% of the tuition costs and you will continue to receive
100% of entitled Employment Insurance benefits.
You must obtain approval from a designated HRCC Representative or a Case
Manager/Counsellor prior to starting any training.
Skills Development employment benefit
The Skills Development employment benefits is a program to assist unemployed
persons in obtaining the skills they need for employment. It does so by providing them
with financial assistance to help pay for the costs of skills training courses or programs.
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Based on an assessment of your individual circumstances and financial needs,
resources and other sources of income, you may be eligible to receive contributions
from HRDC towards all or a portion of some of these costs. The amount of HRDC’s
contributions to your training costs will be jointly determined in discussions between you
and the Training Broker. You are expected to make a contribution to your training costs
if you can.
In order to be considered for Skills Development you will:
• be referred to an Assessment Centre to develop an Employment Action Plan.
• work with a Case Manager/Counsellor to identify skills enhancement that will
address your needs to enable you to return to work
• be given a copy of the training research package for you to begin your research if
training is identified to be the most appropriate route to employment
• complete the training research package and your Case Manager/Counsellor will
discuss with you the SD terms including the requirement for the completion of a
Budget Work Sheet to determine your individual financial contribution
• be advised that the Case Manager/Counsellor will forward all the completed training
research package to the Training Broker (Seneca or Humber)
• work with the Training Broker to determine the exact training location and amount of
financial assistance to be provided.
Training Broker’s Role (Seneca/Humber College)
The assigned Consultant at the Training Broker level will:
• give an overview of their roles and responsibilities to you while you are attending
training.
• discuss the taxation implications
• discuss your obligations while attending the course of instruction
• do a financial assessment with you based on your financial need and incremental
costs associated with that training
• negotiate your contribution towards tuition fees, if appropriate
Upon completion of the above, you will be asked to sign a training agreement with the
Commission (HRDC) setting out the terms and conditions and acknowledging your
acceptance of those terms and conditions.
Targeted Wage Subsidies (TWS)
Targeted Wage Subsidies applies to individuals who are having difficulty finding work.
It can benefit individuals with on-the-job work experience.
•
•
•
•
•

for referral to this program, an individual must meet Eligibility Criteria and be
referred to a Case Manager/Counsellor who will assist the individual in developing
an Employment Action Plan.
upon completion of the assessment, the individual will be referred to an Agency
who will market his/her skills to an employer willing to provide on-the-job work
experience, with a commitment to place the individual on full time employment.
all positions should be full time and approval must be obtained prior to starting work
employers can be reimbursed up to 60% of the wage to a maximum of $7,500
normal duration of contracts providing work experience varies from 26 to 30 weeks.
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TRAINING INFORMATION SHEET
FOR TRAINING PROVIDERS
HUMAN RESOURCE CENTRES OF CANADA (HRCC)
OF THE GREATER TORONTO AREA
The Employment Insurance Act of 1996 mandated Human Resources Development
Canada (HRDC) to no longer purchase training directly from training providers after
June 30th, 1999.
With the concurrence of the province, HRDC proceeded with the introduction of Skills
Development employment benefit (previous known as Transitional Skills Grants).
HRDC continues to support the demand side of training, focusing on client needs.
HRDC will no longer purchase courses directly from training providers. Skills
Development will provide financial assistance to clients to enable them to undertake
training specified in their Employment Action Plan. Clients will be responsible for
selecting, arranging training and making the payment(s) directly to the training provider.
TRAINING OPTIONS AVAILABLE
TO
CLIENTS ELIGIBLE UNDER HUMAN RESOURCES INVESTMENT FUND (HRIF)
Skills Development employment benefit
•
•
•
•
•

Under Skills Development the emphasis is on client’s commitment to pursue training
and take ownership of his/her training decision.
Upon approval of skills enhancement by the Case Manager/Counsellor, the client is
to research training providers and curriculum that will meet his/her needs.
The training provider will continue to offer training courses that respond to the
demands of the local labour market.
Course costs paid directly to the client are taxable and will have to be declared on
their tax return in the year they receive assistance.
In order for the clients to claim the tuition tax credit, a client can obtain receipt
(T2202A) from the training provider certified by the Minister of HRDC. The tuition
tax credit can be claimed for post secondary education or for training provided by
an institution that has been certified by HRDC.

In order to be certified by HRDC the training provider must apply for certification by
calling (819)953-1923 or by writing to:
Certification of Private Educational Institutions,
Human Resources Development Canada
Phase IV, 4th floor
Place du Portage
140 Promenade du Portage
Hull, Quebec. K1A 0J9

August ‘99

Feepayer
Client pays 100% of the tuition costs and continues to collect Employment Insurance
Benefits while in training.
The client must have an Employment Action Plan in place prior to approval. Approval
must be obtained from a designated HRDC Officer prior to starting any course/training.
ROLES
Assessment Centre
HRDC has contracted with third parties to deliver the Common Assessment Process. A
Case Manager/Counsellor will work with the client to develop an Employment Action
Plan.
If training is identified as the most effective route to employment, the client will research
Training Providers and complete the necessary documentation provided to him/her.
On completion of the above, the Case Manager/Counsellor will review the package and
introduce Skills Development to the client and refer him/her to the Training Broker.
Training Providers are not to discuss client contribution with the client.
Training Broker
The assigned Consultant at the Training Broker will:
•
•
•
•
•
•

give an overview of the Training Broker’s roles and responsibilities to the client while
he/she is attending training
discuss taxation implications with the client and other issues relating to the
appropriateness of the training methodology and curriculum etc.
discuss client’s obligation while attending the course of instruction
conduct a financial needs assessment with the client based on the individual’s
financial need
negotiate with the client his/her contribution towards the tuition fee, if appropriate
inform the client of his/her obligation to negotiate with and pay the training
institution directly.

The client will be asked to sign an Agreement outlining the terms and conditions of both
parties, the client and the Commission (HRDC).
The client will be issued a cheque directly from HRDC towards the negotiated cost of
tuition.
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