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I confess that I was pretty much a newcomer to the whole idea of union literacy when we launched the CLC 
Workplace Literacy project four years ago. Not that I hadn’t run into literacy issues as a postal worker in Montreal 
or in my elected positions within the Canadian Union of Postal Workers. There were always people who came to my 
wicket at the post office who had difficulty reading or writing, and there were often postal workers, members of my 
union, who had problems on the job, at home or in the union because of literacy issues. Often, they had trouble 
reading the collective agreement and understanding their rights. But my approach back then was to fill in a form for 
people or to file a grievance to help them out of a tough situation. 
 
Later, I got involved in member education. Education for our membership was a top priority for me. I fought hard to 
make sure that postal workers had the opportunity to learn about the union’s role and structure and to understand 
their rights under the collective agreement. I am proud to have been part of negotiating the Union Education Fund 
based on an employer contribution of three cents per hour paid, which amounts to close to $2 million per year. This 
fund makes it possible for more of our rank and file members to participate in union education.  
 
When I got involved with union literacy, I realized that there was much more that we could do to help our members 
learn. We could offer workers the opportunity to learn and grow through literacy training. I also learned that when 
workers have the chance to learn in a way that builds upon their experience and their collective strengths, they not 
only develop skills but their lives are enhanced. There is no question that the union is strengthened too.  
  
Let me give you an example. A group of night cleaners were participating in a literacy class that their union had 
negotiated with their employer. The class took place in their downtown office building at 11 p.m., partly on work 
time, instructed by a co-worker who had been trained by her union. One night Michel, a participant, came in with his 
hand in a bandage. When his colleagues asked him what had happened, he said that he had cut himself on a rusty 
metal garbage can. His co-workers all knew about the problem with the garbage cans. They had raised the issue with 
their supervisor and nothing had been done.  
 
This time, it was different. Gisèle, the instructor, understood the situation well. After all, she was a cleaner on the 
same shift. She seized the opportunity to help the participants find a way to deal with the situation within the context 
of their workplace literacy program. She asked Michel and the other participants about their experiences with 
workplace injuries, writing key words on the board. Then she asked them to write down their stories and to share 
them with the group. Spelling patterns and verb endings were discussed. They talked about what they could do about 
the problem of the rusty garbage cans. 
 
They looked at the clauses in their collective agreement that dealt with safety on the job. Together, they decided to 
write a letter to the health and safety committee to raise the issue.  They discussed what should be included in the 
letter. They would refer to Michel’s accident, indicate how long the problem had been going on and suggest a 
solution: the replacement of the garbage cans. Ultimately, the letter was sent on behalf of the class and the rusty cans 
were replaced with plastic ones. 
 
This was a process that took place over several weeks. It included a number of literacy tasks, like writing about 
one’s experience, reading sections of the contract and composing a letter. It developed participants’ skills, such as 
reading for understanding and spelling. But these tasks and skills came out of the experiences of the workers, from 
their real lives. The process went beyond looking at an individual situation. It helped the group work towards an 
understanding of how decisions are made and where change is possible by dealing with the systems surrounding an 
actual incident. This way of learning not only helped the participants understand these systems better, but it engaged 
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them in a process of how they could stand up for themselves to effect positive change. 
 
Often, it is this system level, the broader context of how our world works, that is ignored by mainstream literacy 
definitions and practices. Yet it is only when we include literacy skills for dealing with this level of activity that we 
can claim to be developing literacy for democratic participation, indeed, for citizenship. 
 
I want to challenge the notion of literacy and productivity, the theme of this summit. I get pretty anxious when I hear 
the business sector talk about “literacy deficits” and about how literacy training can boost productivity and improve 
the bottom line.  
 
Too often, workplace literacy is framed as a remedy for the ills of the workplace, whether we’re talking about 
industrial accidents or low productivity, problems that we know are caused by a multitude of factors. We are 
concerned when workers get blamed for these ills. Too often, workplace literacy programs are defined in narrow 
terms, and the training offered is limited to the skills needed for the job the worker is currently performing. 
 
At the same time, the labour movement believes that the workplace can be an important venue for learning because 
workers are familiar with its surroundings and have a social network there.  It is convenient, especially if the classes 
take place at least partly on work time.  Workers who have the chance to learn in their workplace usually find out 
that they have a lot in common with others in their classes.  But that doesn’t mean that everything that goes on in the 
class has to come from the workplace . . . the learning will happen more effectively if the materials and content 
come from the range of activities and interests of the workers.  
 
We believe that a successful workplace literacy program has to be a worker-centred one. That means addressing the 
needs of the whole person, because workers have many roles in life beyond the workplace. It means that we need the 
kind of program that empowers participants to have more control over their learning and over their lives and their 
jobs. While building on their literacy skills, they also should have the chance to learn about their individual and 
collective rights.  
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Worker-centred learning builds on what workers already know. It affirms and recognizes the importance of the 
participants’ life experience as contributing to what it means to be literate. It is developmental, not limited to 
building skills for a particular job but concerned with learning in its broadest sense. 
 
Worker-centred programs are accessible, with barriers to access actively uncovered and addressed. Every effort is 
made to facilitate attendance, taking race and gender issues into account with regard to scheduling, location, child-
care and transportation. Programs should be free of charge. 
 
Worker-centred programs are voluntary and assure confidentiality.  Workers participate by choice, and are assured 
that their privacy will be respected and that information about individual progress in the course will remain 
confidential. 
 
Workers who have the opportunity to participate in a worker-centred literacy program generally develop increased 
confidence and skills. They can usually communicate better with co-workers, supervisors, the public and customers. 
They can understand written instructions better, deal with new material more easily and work more independently. 
They tend to be more likely to participate in further training and education. It’s possible that they will feel more 
valued as an employee and make a more significant contribution to their organization.  
 
At the same time, they will probably feel more confident about helping their children with their homework or 
meeting with their teachers. Participants will have a better sense of their rights as workers and citizens. They will be 
more likely to stand up for themselves and their co-workers. They will probably ask more questions. They may 
become more involved in their union and in other aspects of their community. You can’t have it both ways. You 
can’t have a more empowered worker who is simply going to toe the line.  
 
We all have our work cut out for us. We need to make sure that literacy gets the attention it deserves within our own 
sectors. Unions need to push literacy up on our bargaining agendas. We know that gains made in bargaining often 
spill over into unorganized workplaces. I’m proud to say that my union, the Canadian Union of Postal Workers, is 
joining a growing number of affiliates in planning to pilot a literacy initiative in the near future. Employers need to 
invest far more resources in training, and make sure that they are spent in an equitable way at every level of the 
workforce.  
 
Let’s make sure we don’t leave here today without a strong collective commitment to push the envelope of public 
policy at both the federal and provincial levels. The answer is not individual training vouchers. What we need is a 
holistic response requiring governments and employers to address the training needs of employed and unemployed 
workers. We need a publicly supported system of life-long learning. 
 
Among other proposals, we are urging the federal government to treat training and job related education as 
equivalent to job search for laid off workers under Employment Insurance. Furthermore, for all insured workers who 
are employed, we propose a training leave provision in EI that would give five weeks of workplace training leave 
for every year in the labour force. 
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Hopefully, all of the sectors represented here today - business, labour, government and the literacy community - will 
be able to agree that this venture is not only about economic development but about social development too. That 
literacy is, ultimately, about inclusion, about access, about democracy.  If we really care about fostering a 
participatory and productive citizenry - productive in the best sense of the word - within our communities and 
workplaces, the choice is clear. Together, we can make it happen.  
 
Merci!     
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