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I. Introduction to the WEMSC Case Study 
 
This case study documents the development of WEMSC as a tripartite committee 
from its inception in 1991 to the present day. It tells the story of WEMSC mostly 
from an insider view. Insiders are those research participants who were on the 
committee or who worked closely with it over a long period of time. This case 
study attempts to capture in-depth how WEMSC worked from the point of view of 
these insiders and of a few others. It may not include the points of view of others 
who were associated with WEMSC over the last sixteen years but who were not 
part of this case. These are the parameters that contain this case. 
 
The case study endeavours to capture what made WEMSC work, what work it did, 
how it changed over time, what its challenges were, and what the impact of this 
work has been. It also makes an effort to capture the “magic” of WEMSC.  
 
This case study does not attempt to document every project and every piece of 
work that WEMSC has taken on in the last sixteen years. Instead, it tries to 
provide a sense of the different kind of activities that WEMSC has been involved 
in over the years. 
 
I have been guided in this research by a small steering committee of long-time, 
present and former members of the WEMSC. 
 
A. How the Research was Conducted 
 
For the case, I interviewed fifteen people involved in WEMSC. The majority of 
participants in the research had been involved for 7 to 10 years. I also reviewed 
WEMSC NLS files from the beginning of WEMSC to 2006 . This review included 
funding proposals, interim and final reports, correspondence and other relevant 
documents. WEMSC members provided power point presentations. WEMSC also 
contributed the chapter “What makes a successful workplace education 
partnership?” to Maurice Taylor’s 1997 edited book Workplace Education: The 
Changing Landscape. I drew heavily on this chapter for background information 
on the early years of WEMSC. 
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Previous and former committee members, funders and others have agreed to let 
their names stand behind their ideas in the body of the report. However, workplace 
educators and consultants are anonymous as they may still work for WEMSC and 
are more vulnerable. 
 
This case study is written with a summary and analysis at the beginning of each 
section that is in my voice As such, I take responsibility for the interpretations in 
this section. This is followed by a detailed description of the section. I made every 
attempt to make the voices of WEMSC present and former members and those 
who worked with them centre stage and up front. This is accomplished through 
naming their words and using direct quotations. Their voices are intertwined with 
information taken from NLS reports and WEMSC articles and presentations. This 
approach was used to provide a deep understanding of the people involved and the 
work they accomplished.  
 
I have also tried to use a different kind of approach to writing this case by writing 
it in a way that invites the reader in to understand WEMSC’s work from the inside 
rather than from the outside. I have avoided making the case overly academic in 
writing style so that it will be accessible to a wide range of people who might be 
interested in it. That does not take away from the rigour involved in doing the 
research for the case. For a detailed research methodology, please see Appendix 1. 
 
 
B. Participants in the Research 
 
I would like to introduce you to the cast of players in the case before we start: 
 

• Rob Despins:   WEMSC business representative from 1991-2001 
• Johanna Falk:   WEMSC coordinator, 1991 
• Sylvia Farley:  Manitoba Federation of Labour involved with 

WEMSC from 1995 to the present 
• Devron Gaber:  Manitoba Literacy Director involved from 1989-

1994 
• Heather Grant Jury: WEMSC labour representative from 1993-Present 

(off in 1996) 
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• Brigid Hayes:   Director of Labour, Canadian Labour and Business 
Centre; previously with the National Literacy 
Secretariat involved from 1991- 2003 

• Sandi Howell:   WEMSC coordinator  2001-present, and consultant 
for WEMSC 1992-2001 

• Greg Maruca:  WEMSC labour representative from 1991-2000 
• Jonas Sammons:  WEMSC business representative from 1993-2001 
• Sue Turner:  WEMSC coordinator from 1992-2001 
• Wendell Wiebe:  WEMSC client from 1993 - Present 
• 4 workplace education consultants who worked/work for WEMSC – 

 anonymous 
 
As a starting point to engage the reader, we will begin the case with these 
participants looking back on what the highlights of working with WEMSC. 
Then, we will go to the beginning of the story. 
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II. Key Players’ Reflections of Highlights and Experience 
 with WEMSC 
 
Summary and Analysis 
 
WEMSC has had a profound impact on the lives and work of the people who 
were/are on WEMSC or have worked closely with WEMSC. Along with common 
elements, involvement with WEMSC affected people differently. The idea that the 
experience was life-changing or enhancing comes out of the highlights of many of 
the key informants. 
 
Common threads that come out of the highlights are the significance of the joint 
nature of the partnership, the importance of the kind of people involved, the scope 
and quality of the work accomplished, and its national impact. Another focal point 
was the impact of the projects generated by WEMSC in building the skills and 
self-confidence of those workers who participated in the programs, and the 
importance given to this factor by several participants. 
 
 
A. Highlights in the Voices of the Key Players 
 
The conversation on highlights begins with Greg Maruca. Greg focuses on the 
nature of WEMSC. He notes that in his experience, WEMSC was a very different 
joint committee. He says, “Usually joint committees are formal with hard 
positions. Because this [workplace literacy] was an issue that every one needs to 
be involved in, and because everyone was respectful, there was more cohesion and 
understanding. We could do more.”  
 
Similarly, Sylvia Farley sees the highlights as being the partnership between 
business and labour and the involvement of all stakeholders in building awareness 
around essential skills. 
 
Heather Grant Jury reflects on highlights. She says that what sticks in her mind is 
when one of the largest employers in Manitoba came on board. She says that that 
is just what the committee wanted to happen. She emphasizes that the WEMSC 
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model is as strong, or stronger than ever today. She articulates the fact that the 
strength of WEMSC is the make-up of people and about members, not individuals. 
She highlights the work of the coordinators—Sue and Sandi. She says, “If you just 
pushed in a civil servant, we would not be working together. The coordinator role 
is incredibly important.” 
 
Jonas Sammons also puts an emphasis on people. He says, “It’s been rewarding to 
know I’ve worked with the best people in the industry in the whole area and across 
western Canada.” He comments on the contacts made across Canada and the 
ability to offer expertise across western Canada. He notes, “The players are known 
internationally. We can act as a good resource.” 
 
Sandi Howell notes the impact on her work life. She says, “It’s been a fabulous 
experience and invaluable.” She says, “I had wonderful opportunities that were 
well suited to me. I had training opportunities. I had opportunities to liaise with 
business and become connected with union people. This made all the difference in 
the workplace. It’s been such an opportunity to go across such a wide spectrum of 
workplaces in my career. These experiences have been life-altering for so many 
people.” 
 
Brigid Hayes remembers many highlights in the work of WEMSC. She points out 
that there was just one successful program after another coming out of Manitoba. 
She says, “They followed best practice, they had business and labour involved, 
companies took it on, with business and labour at the table.” Like Rob, she also 
reflects on the participants’ graduation as a highlight for her. She recalls, “One of 
the most fulfilling things for me was when I went to the graduation of workers 
from the Unite Learning Centre. The women are incredible seamstresses and they 
had made gowns for each of the teachers for the graduation. Their families were 
there and it was amazing to hear about the women going through the programs.” 
She concludes by stating that working with WEMSC was one of the highlights of 
her career. She underscores the fact that it was great “to take something from a 
kernel of an idea, to make it real, and to take a principle and make it realized.” 
 
Sue talks about WEMSC projects that won awards but, more importantly, how 
they made a difference. She notes that competing organizations in the same sector 
worked together. She indicates that other provinces such as Nova Scotia, Alberta, 
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and Prince Edward Island have replicated the WEMSC model. She recalls 
presenting with Rob at a conference in Mexico where there were 300 delegates 
from 35 different countries. She concludes, “There were very few not great 
moments. It was one of the highlights of my professional life. I worked with great 
people and made contacts across the country.”  
 
Rob Despins concurs that presenting at the conference in Mexico was a highlight. 
He says, “People were asking all sorts of questions. They wanted to know about 
what we were doing, and our approach was of interest to other countries.”  
 
He also notes that one of the greatest highlights was to see the impact on 
participants at graduation. He stresses they had appreciation, they would say 
something to the crowd, and they gained self confidence. He says, “You always 
know the potential of the individual. They don’t recognize it themselves. 
Workplace education opens doors to them. It’s very powerful.” He adds that he 
was speechless at his farewell from WEMSC where 100 people showed up 
including the President of the Manitoba Federation of Labour, the Minister of 
Advanced Education and Training, people he had worked with over the years and 
people from his own workplace. “It was both a recognition and validation that as 
part of WEM, we had made a difference to many people,” he notes.  
 
He concludes that his experience with WEMSC was positive and rewarding, and it 
was a lot of work. He states, “It was also a great learning experience to work with 
labour and government partners, and to better understand the realities of their 
organizations. WEMSC was a demonstration that partnerships can work when 
partners share a common vision, and when they are motivated to overcome 
challenges to move the markers forward.” 
 
 
III. How WEMSC Got Started 
 
 Summary and Analysis 
 
Everything came together at the right time for the birth of WEMSC in the late 
1980s and early 1990s. The first piece was a key provincial government report 
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which indicated there was a critical need to address workplace literacy in the 
province of Manitoba. At the same time, there was a willingness on the part of 
business and labour to work together address these kinds of issues. Intersecting 
with this positive environment was a provincial literacy office and the National 
Literacy Secretariat, both interested in working together to do something  about 
workplace literacy. Within those two organizations were innovators who could 
think outside of the box and work creatively to make something happen, including 
getting the right people involved. At the beginning of WEMSC, the Manitoba 
provincial literacy office funded the provincial coordinator’s position. Now the 
position is funded through Industry Training Partnerships. The NLS has provided 
project money to WEMSC from its inception until the present day. WEMSC also 
seeks funding from other provincial and federal training-related partners.  
 
 
A. The Landscape in Manitoba at the Start Up of WEMSC1 (1989) 
 
In the late eighties and early nineties, the combined economic, business and labour 
landscape contributed to a climate and fertile ground conducive for the start up of 
the Workplace Education Manitoba Steering Committee (WEMSC). 
 
In 1989, Manitoba Training and Education set up a Skills Training Advisory 
Committee with partners from business, labour, government, public institutions 
and communities. The committee produced a report that identified the importance 
of addressing basic skills if Manitoba workers were to be successful in learning 
other skills and participating in future training initiatives. The report identified the 
need for a higher level of basic skills in terms of critical analysis, communication, 
interpersonal skills, problem solving, learning how to learn, and adaptability to 
change. The report also identified a change in the economy where there was a 
move to a service economy from a goods-producing one, as well as more emphasis 
on technology. In the report, Manitoba employers identified a mismatch between 
the skills of the present labour force and skills they needed. The report strongly 
called for government to develop a comprehensive strategy to address this 
situation for both youth and adults.  
 
                                                 
1 From the chapter “What makes a successful workplace education partnership?” In M. Taylor’s Workplace 
education: The changing landscape (1997). 

 10



At the same time, both business and labour in Manitoba could see the value of 
partnering on issue of mutual concern such as training and basic skills to meet 
their own goals. Organizations like the Canadian Manufacturers Association (now 
Canadian Manufacturers and Exporters) -Manitoba Division were looking to 
improve competitiveness. To keep up with a changing work world, labour wanted 
to secure more opportunities for their members to improve their skills. 
 
 
B. The Thinking Behind WEMSC (1990) 
 
WEMSC began against this backdrop as part of a larger economic development 
strategy in Manitoba. Brigid Hayes, former Program Consultant for 
Business/Labour Partnerships for the NLS, sums up her impression of the positive 
environment to develop a workplace literacy partnership at that time: “First you 
had industry wanting to do something. Then you had the National Literacy 
Secretariat coming into existence in its early days. At the same time, things were 
already happening at the literacy secretariat in Manitoba with an innovative 
director and a literacy office.” 
 
In 1990, Manitoba’s first literacy director, Devron Gaber, approached the National 
Literacy Secretariat about workplace literacy. The director had already been 
approached by the aerospace industry with respect to a need for skills upgrading to 
stay competitive. At that time, the NLS was still in its infancy. Brigid Hayes 
explains how she and Devron developed the thinking behind the creation of 
WEMSC. “My mandate was to get business and labour engaged,” she says. “There 
was development money but we couldn’t give money to an individual business. 
We could give it to a community group but there was no model for this kind of 
partnership. We looked at community cross-sectoral development models that had 
community ownership. Devron put together a committee with business and labour 
representation, and then applied for development money.” 
 
Initially, the committee’s role was seen as one in which it would be a champion 
for the issues of workplace literacy. Committee members would put workplace 
literacy on the agenda of business and labour priorities and do development work 
in support of business and labour. “We wanted them to take ownership,” Brigid 
emphasizes. She notes that the first part of the model was the committee and the 
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second part was the program. At that time, Manitoba already had a model for the 
program component through its English at Work program. Brigid also reflects that 
she and Devron thought it might be difficult to get people to the table and 
convince them that what was needed was more than a delivery model. She notes 
that the development of the idea of WEMSC was an iterative process and a 
pragmatic solution to a situation in which the NLS wanted business/labour 
partnerships but couldn’t give grants directly to business. She adds, “We stumbled 
on a process because we couldn’t fund delivery. We came up with a way to do it. 
We didn’t start with a committee in mind.” 
 
Devron Gaber recalls the early days of getting workplace literacy started in 
Manitoba. He says, “We had a well-developed community-based literacy system 
with funding for communities to take ownership. We had a model in place that we 
were trying to move into the workplace and we already had English training in the 
workplace.” He explains that they were not going to get involved in workplace 
literacy unless there was a true partnership that reflected the community-based 
model already in the province. He describes the partnership that they came up with 
as “four legged,” with all four partners bringing something to the table:  the 
provincial government through the Manitoba Literacy Office, the federal 
government through the National Literacy Secretariat employers, and labour.  
 
 

C. WEMSC Start Up (1991) 
 

The Manitoba government’s workplace literacy initiative was called Basic Skills 
in the Workplace. The initiative later became Workplace Education Manitoba 
(WEM) in 1994. The Manitoba government set the goals of its workplace 
initiative to be:  
 

• to assist in the creation of a workforce which is more adaptable, marketable 
and better equipped  to meet the future workplace challenges 

 

• to promote and increase awareness, knowledge, and understanding of 
literacy issues among management and labour 

 

• to develop workplace literacy models and materials which are flexible 
enough to use in a wide variety of settings 
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• to develop a well-trained instructor group to respond to the unique structure 
of workplace education projects.2 

 

WEMSC was established as a tripartite partnership to give direction to Manitoba’s 
workplace initiative. In the beginning of WEMSC and to this day, WEMSC has 
had five members. The Manitoba Federation of Labour (MFL) appoints two labour 
representatives and committee members solicit the participation of two business 
representatives. The committee is co-chaired by a business and a labour 
representative. A government coordinator is the fifth person on the committee. 
When WEMSC started, the province funded the coordinator’s position and the 
NLS supported WEMSC projects.  
 
In October 1991, both the CME3 and the MFL received a formal request from the 
Literacy Branch for two representatives to sit on the committee.4 Johanna Falk, 
experienced in adult literacy and workplace training and well known for her start 
up expertise, was hired to be the first WEMSC coordinator. She stayed nine 
months before moving on to set up Manitoba’s first sectoral council in the 
aerospace industry. Johanna recalls putting the steering committee together. “I 
knew that if you were going into the workplace, you needed a joint partnership. I 
knew labour. I called people in labour to get recommendations not only for the 
labour reps to the committee, but also to find out which management people they 
could get along with. I called the management representatives they recommended 
aside from one man I already knew and had asked to be on the committee. When 
we first sat down and met, we agreed that there was a need to do something.” 
 
Rob Despins was one of the management representatives approached by Johanna. 
He remembers the first contact and the subsequent first meeting of the committee. 
“I was Training Manager for Standard Aerospace in 1989-90,” he reflects. “I also 
sat on the CME and chaired the training committee. Johanna Falk from the 
province contacted me and invited me to a meeting. At that time, I didn’t know 
what literacy meant.”  
 

                                                 
2 WEMSC PowerPoint Presentation: Manitoba Provincial Model 1997 
3 The Canadian Manufacturers and Exporters (CME) was previously the Canadian Manufacturers 
Association (CMA) 
4 From the chapter “What makes a successful workplace education partnership?” In M. Taylor’s Workplace 
education: The changing landscape (1997). 
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He recalls going to the first meeting, attended also by another business person as 
well as two labour representatives. He notes that Johanna did a good job of 
presenting the issue. He says, “She told us that the NLS had money for workplace 
literacy, numeracy, and other skills. She emphasized that business and labour 
would be the drivers of the partnership and that she would coordinate it. I thought 
it sounded like a good model. I had witnessed literacy as an issue in workplaces as 
had Greg Maruca, one of the labour representatives.” Rob recalls that Greg was 
adamant that labour had to have an equal voice in the partnership. He notes that 
people were supportive of Greg’s concern and recognized that the labour 
movement was very active in this area. He recalls that it was fuzzy about what the 
committee would do. He states that the committee had the money but that he was 
not at all sure what more they had at that point. 
 
He also notes that he wasn’t sure that being a part of the committee was a top 
priority for him at the time. However, in a follow-up phone call from Johanna, she 
did convince him that he was the right person. “Johanna should have been in 
sales,” says Rob. “She convinced me and everyone else too.” 
 
Greg Maruca recalls getting a call from government about a partnership that would 
examine literacy. He says, “I got appointed by the Manitoba Federation of Labour 
because of the high need in the garment industry, the industry I represented.” He 
admits that labour did not know that much about the issue at that time. He recalls 
that he did not have a good understanding either, and that it took a few meetings 
for “the light to come on.” 
 
He remembers that at the first meeting, he was emphatic that he didn’t want labour 
used on the committee just for its name. He recalled other committees he had been 
on where this had been the case. 
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IV. The Pioneering Years: WEMSC: 1992-2001 
 
Summary and Analysis 
 
The early days of WEMSC began with developing a relationship among 
committee members, how they would work together and figuring out what work 
they would do. Committee members admitted that at first they were not sure what 
literacy was and what work they should be doing. 
 
Slowly, they developed a number of sectoral projects which they used to frame 
their joint process and principles. They were also able to leverage funding from 
other sources for direct program delivery. This allowed the province to offer up to 
40 programs or more a year under the guidance and direction of WEMSC. 
 
During this time, WEMSC systematically developed and offered an array of 
practitioner development opportunities. Its goal was to build practitioner capacity 
to service the need for workplace literacy in Manitoba. This practitioner 
development culminated in a course for credit offered by the Universities of 
Winnipeg and Manitoba. 
 
Also during this time period, WEMSC was promoting its work internally in 
Manitoba with business and labour groups. It successfully got many business and 
labour people out to events and subsequently involved in workplace education. 
With the advent of the IALS results, it was able to present a business case along 
with the result of its sectoral projects to convince business and labour partners 
they should get involved. It also rigorously promoted its work externally –both 
within Canada and internationally. As a result, other provinces looked to the 
WEMSC model to develop their own models for workplace education. 
 
Eventually WEMSC broadened its work to focus on rural and remote areas outside 
of Winnipeg. 
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A. Building the Committee 
 
WEMSC held regular monthly lunch time meetings over the course of the early 
and late 1990s. The trust level was high, and the decision-making was informal 
due to the respectful relationship which had developed among committee 
members. In the early days, both business and labour had a high interest in 
workplace literacy but not an in-depth awareness about what it was or how to 
address it. Nor did they have a previous history which proved to be helpful. 
Members of the committee brought expertise from their jurisdictions, as well as 
interest and commitment to the issue.5 Respect for other members of WEMSC was 
a key theme that came out of the interviews with key contacts. 
 
Sue Turner, WEMSC coordinator for nearly a decade recalls her excitement at 
starting her new job in 1992 following the departure of Johanna Falk. She says, “A 
steering committee had been created. They had had one or two meetings. I had 
never worked in government and none of us had any preconceived ideas!”  
 
She recalls that her thoughts about the model were that business and labour should 
drive it and that she should manage it. She notes that WEMSC was an anomaly 
during a time when other committees were driven by government’s agenda. She 
remembers how in the early days, committee members, especially Rob and Greg, 
were “in the mud.” She notes that they were accessible and that she talked to them 
on a daily basis. She emphasizes that she would call them to understand the 
business and labour issues and politics before she met with any workplace. She 
says, “It really helped especially with the labour side. You need to know the 
politics. If you said the wrong thing you could be gone.” 
 
Rob talks about the early days when Sue began as coordinator. “Sue wanted to 
find out about workplace issues and came to our facility to understand the issues, 
what training took place, to set the framework for the work.”  
 
Rob also reflects on the early development of WEMSC. He says, “We identified 
co-chairs right away. We discussed logistics. Decision making we didn’t discuss. 

                                                 
5 From the chapter “What makes a successful workplace education partnership?” In M. Taylor’s Workplace 
education: The changing landscape (1997). 
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Everyone had to agree before we did something.”  He notes that when he first 
came to the committee, he thought that he would be dealing with typical labour. 
He found that by the second meeting that was “all washed away.” He states that 
committee members brought their expertise from business and labour and that 
there was immense cooperation around a very important issue. He said that the 
committee members knew that people were not being successful in training but 
that there had never been a mechanism to deal with it before. Therefore, there was 
a “common ground” and a “win-win opportunity.” 
 
Greg reinforces some of the points made by Rob. He identifies the general 
sincerity of members of the committee, and the fact that members recognized that 
the issue affected everyone. He notes that in the early days of WEMSC, there was 
a respectful environment where committee members could work together on 
issues. He recalls that labour issues were respected and that the committee worked 
through them.  
 
Greg describes a framework for thinking about cooperation on joint committees 
and building trust and he talks about three concentric circles. First, there is a small 
circle where everyone can agree on the issues. Then there is another circle around 
the smaller circle. This is a grey area where issues like voluntary program 
attendance come up. In the case of WEMSC, the committee could come to an 
agreement on this issue. Then Greg explains that the third circle is the harder 
issues such as confidentiality. He notes the importance of seeing how many of the 
hard issues can be moved into the grey area or agreement. This develops trust. He 
also notes the importance of understanding where the other side is coming from, 
but also understanding why you yourself take a certain position.  
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B. The Purpose of the Committee and Member Roles 
 
WEMSC provides a necessary and valuable framework for workplace initiatives through 
the province. As an umbrella organization it facilitates the exchange of information and 
provides access to its many resources including expertise, experience, knowledge, 
referral service, cross-sectoral linkage, industrial, business and labour connections, and 
a strong instructor and consultant base.6

 
i.  Committee purpose 
 
The intention of the workplace initiative as indicated in the first NLS final project 
report was to develop a “made in Manitoba” workplace model which would 
respond to industry needs in the province. 
 
The members of WEMSC and other key players identify the multiple purposes of 
WEMSC. The main purposes of the committee include 1) building awareness of 
workplace literacy with business and labour, 2) building practitioner capacity, 3) 
providing resources to business and labour, 4) delivering NLS funded projects, 
and 5) coordinating and implementing provincially funded direct delivery. 
 
All agree that the purpose was to raise awareness of workplace literacy with 
business and labour. However, the perspective changes a bit depending on the role 
of the key player. The business and labour members emphasize building 
awareness, and from her position, the government coordinator emphasizes the 
resources provided to business and labour. Labour emphasizes the joint process 
and a safe environment for developing skills. 
 
Sue reflects that the mandate of the committee was to provide resources to 
business and labour. She explains: “We started with projects and then programs. 
We didn’t do anything that wasn’t practical. It had to be based in reality.” 
 
Jonas Sammons, a management representative on WEMSC for seven years, 
explains it this way: “The purpose of the committee was to raise awareness of this 
[workplace literacy] as an issue. Our main job was to spread the word and build up 
a core group of practitioners. We also delivered actual programs.” Rob concurs 
                                                 
6 WEM status Report to the NLS (1994). p. 6 
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with some of Jonas’ thoughts. He notes that WEMSC didn’t want to own the 
problem but wanted to affect change in the workplace. He says, “One of the things 
we realized was that we had no capacity. Practitioner training became a primary 
focus. A number of people who had educational backgrounds were bold enough to 
transition into the workplace environment. Our strategy was to build the five 
people interested.” 
 
Sylvia Farley, Federation Coordinator of the MFL says that the purpose of 
WEMSC was to build awareness and establish partnerships in a safe environment.  
 
Greg Maruca stresses that the purpose of the WEMSC was to promote essential 
skills using a joint process. Hopefully, then others at the workplace would listen 
and develop similar partnerships. 
 
ii.  Committee roles 
 
Clearly, committee members from business and labour represented their 
jurisdictions and made sure that jurisdictional values were incorporated into all of 
WEMSC projects. The provincial coordinator played the central role in managing 
all projects and coordinating workplace program delivery. She carried out and 
managed the work for the committee incorporating their jurisdictional beliefs into 
the work. Committee members offered guidance and advice and oversaw WEMSC 
projects.  
 
Formal written role designations from 1998 indicate that the role of business and 
labour representatives on WEMSC focuses on advice and expertise, promotion 
and awareness, practical solutions to workplace literacy challenges, promotion of 
jointness, financial accountability, and reporting back to their respective 
organizations. The role is identified as an advisory rather than a managing or 
coordinating role.7

 
In 1992, WEM began to access funding through Human Resources Development 
for direct workplace programming from  Labour Market Language Training 
Canada. Later, around 1997 after this money dried up, the province committed  
                                                 
7 Formal role designations are from WEM materials with no publication date. Personal communication with 
Sue Turner indicates these were developed around 1998. 
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$45,000 a year for direct delivery through community-based literacy. The 
workplace programs established with these other funding sources were managed 
by the provincial coordinator. The planning and implementation of these programs 
followed all the principles established by WEMSC. The role of business and 
labour representatives in direct delivery work was advisory and informal, on an 
“as needed” basis. 
 
Business and labour committee members provided support to the coordinator by 
making preliminary calls to key workplace stakeholders, outlining the politics in a 
workplace, following up with reluctant partners, and sometimes accompanying the 
coordinator to a workplace where partners did not want to follow the principles 
that WEMSC had laid down. In addition, the committee members liaised with 
their own organizations, networks, and associations to promote workplace literacy. 
 
Rob explains that usually the coordinator was first contact with the workplace. 
However, in one case an employer wanted to test everyone but WEMSC said no. 
In that case Rob, Sue, and a labour representative met with the employer and 
union.    Rob notes that in the end the employer was fine with the need for 
participants to be anonymous for the assessment phase. This was a situation where 
the relationship was good with the union. In cases such as this, the employer 
needed another employer to talk to the management group either because they 
needed to be sold or they had the wrong approach. He emphasizes that a lot of 
workplaces did not have networks with other workplaces and valued the exchange 
with a peer. He stresses, “We had respect and credibility. We had a very 
professional persona.” 
 
Greg also reflects on roles. He says, “Sue was the really the worker on the 
committee. We were part time. It was important for Sue to understand the 
workplace politics. We informed her of the politics and issues so she knew ahead 
of time. We also gave advice and guidance around the setting up of programs and 
funding. We got proposals for projects, reviewed them, ensured accountability and 
recommended consultants to work with groups.” As well, he indicates that when 
one the workplace partners did not want to meet jointly with the other, a WEMSC 
committee member from that jurisdiction would phone the partner and explain 
why it was important to meet jointly. He says, “If the union didn’t want to come 
forward, I had to talk to them. It worked!”  
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Jonas explains how he saw his role on the committee as a business representative 
and the VP of Manufacturing for the CME. “My role was to work with member 
firms from the CME and others. I acted as a liaison between the area of workplace 
education and where they were at. I could point out that this was an area where 
they could improve their productivity.” In addition, he explains how through his 
role on WEMSC he was able to expand this work with the CME by facilitating 
new partnerships between the CME nationally and the NLS. He highlights his role 
and that of WEMSC in the development of WWestNet and workplace best 
practices over the last decade.  
 
Heather articulates her role on WEMSC from a union perspective. She explains 
that she saw her role as opening doors for unions and unionized workers who 
otherwise might not have had opportunities for training. She notes that when she 
joined WEMSC she was able to broaden the focus to get more unions involved in 
workplace education. She adds that her vision was one in which WEMSC could 
offer as much funding to unionized workplaces across the province as they had to 
spend. Sylvia adds that the role of labour on the committee is to make sure that 
there are progressive practices—that it’s a safe environment to participate in and 
that there are safeguards for workers. 
 
Sue emphasizes that committee members represented their constituencies all the 
time. For example, Total Quality Management was a term that was a “no no” for 
labour. The committee agreed not to use it. She explains that committee members 
were accessible and available all the time.  
 
For their part, the labour and business representatives trusted the coordinator to 
incorporate their jurisdictional values into all WEMSC work.8

 
The workplace educators interviewed said they were removed from the committee 
itself and they had little contact with them. They indicated that their contact was 
with the coordinator. Some saw WEMSC’s role as mainly a funding source for 
workplace initiatives that they worked on. In the words of one person, “WEMSC 

                                                 
8 From the chapter “What makes a successful workplace education partnership?” In M. Taylor’s Workplace 
education: The changing landscape (1997). 
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was very hands off with minimal input. The coordinator and I could go for six 
months without seeing each other. But we had phone calls and monthly updates.” 
 
C. How the Committee Worked 
 
WEMSC committee members and other key players involved with WEMSC attest 
to the lack of formality in how the committee operated. This lack of formality 
grew out of the respect and trust that committee members developed and had for 
one another. Without the high level of trust, the committee would never have 
survived.9 Committee members talk about working through issues until everyone 
could agree. Once that happened, committee members stood behind the decisions 
in all jurisdictions.  
 
WEMSC members indicate that in the beginning, the work of WEMSC focused on 
setting up the structures, reviewing project proposals, and soliciting organizations 
which might want to pilot programs. As processes became established, WEMSC 
was able to concentrate on a strategic direction for the program. 
 
Some people indicate that, after a three or four years, the lack of formality also 
had a down side. Because things were loose and informal and not written down, 
some new members had difficulty understanding the committee’s approach; this 
lack of understanding sometimes caused conflict in the committee. Several 
committee members and key players described difficulties when a new member 
joined the committee but was not on the same page as other committee members. 
A few people also indicated that what the committee was doing and how it 
operated was not always clear to people on the outside. These respondents said 
that these challenges were examined and addressed by the committee. Over time, 
WEMSC discovered it needed to formalize its procedures to accommodate new 
members, to become more transparent to the outside world, and deal with its 
growing success.  
 
Some of those interviewed indicate that formalizing the process also had its down 
sides. Brigid notes, “The committee came of age with a structure and 
transparency. This met some initial needs but the sense of ‘we are on a mission’ 
                                                 
9 From the chapter “What makes a successful workplace education partnership?” In M. Taylor’s Workplace 
education: The changing landscape (1997. 
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and the camaraderie was lost. It allowed WEMSC to be seen by the provincial 
government and claimed back as their own. It was a difficult position for the 
coordinator to be in. From the point of view of WEMSC, it was not as positive as 
it had been in the past. The committee became more advisory.” 
 
Greg emphasizes that from the beginning, committee members tried not to 
formalize the committee too much. He recalls, “We thought that there was 
something different. We had a good relationship and we tried to keep it loose. We 
thought it would work better this way than with a lot of formality. What we were 
doing was new and fragile. We just kept talking through things.” Heather Grant 
Jury concurs with Greg about the decision making. She says, “It was understood 
that everything was by consensus. We just kept talking through things. Sometimes 
partners had to give.” 
 
Johanna and Sue both reflect that the committee operated informally and loosely 
during their tenures. Both note that there were no formal minutes. Sue reflects that 
she took notes and adds that the committee was decentralized and its 
organizational structure informal. She states that committee principles were 
written in publications and NLS reports. She also notes that later on in the 
committee’s work, a document was developed on membership and roles. 
 
Rob Despins reflects on how the committee worked: “We were not incorporated  
as a formal board. These days committees are much more formal with structure. I 
had worked for government. I knew what was required in terms of accountability.” 
He also recalls that when new people joined WEMSC, relationships changed. He 
says that people understood the common goals and that personal dislikes did not 
get in the way of the goals. He stresses, “We worked through the political issues. 
In the mid nineties we became more formalized. We had strategic planning and 
articulated how we operated. We gave definitions to the roles of the chairs and the 
committee. We defined the process of a workplace project. Initially we were 
tactical and later we became more strategic.”  
 
Jonas also reflects on the informality of the how the committee worked. He says 
that in such a close knit group, confidentiality was important. He notes that if a 
partner from business or labour was out of line, the person on the committee from 
the same jurisdiction would address the issue. 

 23



 
Brigid picks up on the evolution of how the committee operated. She indicates that 
at the beginning, the committee operated on good faith, respect, and personal 
relationships. The first two coordinators, Johanna and Sue, positioned themselves 
as working for the committee and reporting to the literacy supervisor. She reflects 
that this worked well until about 1995. She says, “Formality grew as time went on, 
probably four or five years into the committee. At the end of the 90s there was 
more government involvement. When WEMSC started getting more money, it had 
to formalize.” She also points out that after five or six years, WEMSC had to be 
more transparent. She suggests that people wanted to know how decisions were 
made and how WEMSC was accountable. She notes that in 1996, WEMSC 
developed a terms of reference which clearly indicated how people were appointed 
to the committee. She says, “In 1996, the organizations and partners became clear 
about structure. This became formal and written down.” 
 
Rob indicates that business and labour had a responsibility to increase awareness 
but everyone had full-time jobs. He says, “We did a lot of awareness. Our mandate 
was to increase awareness. It consumed a lot of personal time.”  He stresses that 
the committee “decided to do it themselves” to send a different message which 
would have much more credibility. He also notes that his organization expected 
him to sit on committees and that in one year he might be on three committees. 
 
D. What Made the Committee Work 
 
Interviews with key informants clearly indicate a consensus on what made 
WEMSC operate so successfully. They identify common goals, respect for one 
another, respect for jointness, trust, personalities, and the personal relationships 
that developed as key factors in the success of how the committee worked. The 
partnership with the NLS and the contribution of the province were also key 
factors that fed into WEMSC’s success. 
 
Devron remembers that early on, all the committee members were committed and 
took ownership of the literacy issue. He explains that they carried weight in their 
communities and dedicated time to work on the issue in their own communities. 
He remembers that they came to the table with the idea of wanting to make it 
work. He also stresses the good relationship the province had with the NLS and 
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that the NLS was very much part of the partnership and part of making WEMSC 
work. 
 
Heather stresses that everyone was on the committee for the same reason. She 
says, “We built trust and we built respect. We built it here. If there had been 
different players on the committee, it might have been different. It is one of the 
best tripartite committee I have ever experienced. It works because we understand 
each other.”  
 
Sandi Howell, one of the first workplace educators to work with WEMSC and the 
present provincial coordinator, puts it this way: “What made the committee work 
was that there was an honest commitment to respect business and labour 
principles. This operates to this day. In addition, there was the commitment of the 
provincial government through a coordinator to support the work. There was 
creativity and risk-taking, balanced with sound business case and project 
management rationale.” She also reflects that the combination of an understanding 
of global issues and business trends with union issues on the table determined 
where the committee should focus. She adds, “It worked because of [the 
committee’s] personalities and interest in that involvement. They socialized 
together and they were friends. That was part of the magic.”  
 
One long-time workplace educator emphasizes commitment. She says, “The 
people involved were committed to making the concept work. We worke outside 
an institutional setting and because the committee was autonomous and worked 
collaboratively, they were successful.” Another educator indicates that WEMSC 
was addressing a critical need and says, “The mix of the different parties, business, 
labour and government contributed to its success. They came from different 
perspectives. One angle wouldn’t have worked. They could shape the project and 
come up with the best possible project.” 
 
Sue Turner also notes that it was the personalities of the people on the committee 
that contributed to its success. She says “People respected each other, were 
passionate and held the same beliefs.”  Johanna Faulk agrees and says, “People 
liked each other. It was about who was on the committee. It was synergistic. They 
met each other and got along. I knew they would. It was totally the people and 
their personalities. It’s who you choose that makes it work.”  Greg also concurs. 
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He emphasizes that it’s important to consider who will be on the committee when 
it is set up. He stresses, “Hard-line positions don’t work.” 
 
In a similar vein as other comments, Jonas says that he believes that the committee 
worked because the two management representatives as well as the coordinator 
came from an educational background and were open to labour and basic skills in 
the workplace. He emphasizes the fact that all partners had a common goal. He 
stresses that it came down to the strengths of the people on the committee. He 
notes that he had worked with joint committees not associated with essential skills 
in the past that had failed. He also states, “If you come as equals, it can work. It’s 
not labour as a token or the government has an agenda. We had the freedom to 
look at issues we wanted to look at. The committee was driven by business and 
labour rather than by government. The NLS had a big picture understanding and 
didn’t prescribe.”  
 
Sue also emphasizes that a critical factor was the NLS. She notes that the NLS was 
incredibly flexible within their guidelines and changes to projects could be made 
as long as they were justified. She notes that Brigid brought WEMSC together 
with others for national networking events—think tanks, symposiums, meetings. 
She states that dialogues and friendships which came out of these events are still 
going on. She indicates that the NLS also brought provincial coordinators from 
across the country together for meetings.  
 
Sylvia Farley notes that her view of how the committee worked is from the 
outside. She observes that WEMSC is a very cohesive group and reiterates the fact 
that people have the same values and same goals even though they might have 
diverse philosophies. Like others, she underscores the fact that everyone is very 
committed. 
 
E. The Work of WEMSC 
 
WEMSC carried out its work in several different ways. This included developing 
sectoral projects to build awareness, building practitioner capacity, and building 
awareness through provincial presentations, workshops and conferences. WEMSC 
also promoted its work nationally and internationally. 
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i.  Workplace Project and program principles 
 
During the early stages of WEMSC’s work, the committee developed five guiding 
principles for their project work. These principles were: 
 

• participation by both management and employees through an in-house 
steering committee with equal management and workforce representation 

 

• voluntary employee participation 
 

• avoidance of a deficiency-based model, recognizing that employees have 
skills and need to be adjusted because of change 

 

• avoidance of measuring literacy rates through full-scale tests but rather 
through an in-house assessment process 

 

• a de-emphasis on formal testing because it raises fear for adult learners10 
 
Interviews with committee members reveal that there were other principles as 
well. These included equal release time, contribution of actual dollars from 
employers, and the commitment to follow up after the completion of a needs 
assessment.  
 
The idea of cultural change—  going from a project to sustainability and 
respecting the principles of all parties were also formally introduced as committee 
principles in the late nineties. 11

 
ii.  Sectoral projects 
 
Initially, WEMSC worked to develop and deliver innovative sector projects. These 
projects took place in areas including the agricultural, garment, aerospace, mining, 
manufacturing, forestry, and construction sectors. Over the years, the complexity 
of the work grew and projects expanded into many different sectors in the 
province. In 1996-1997, WEMSC began to make efforts to include targeted rural 

                                                 
10 From the chapter “What makes a successful workplace education partnership?” In M. Taylor’s 
Workplace education: The changing landscape (1997), p.47. 
 
11 WEMSC PowerPoint Presentation: Manitoba Provincial Model 1997. 
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and northern foci. It also developed a plain language needs assessment tool and a 
Train-the-Trainer Program for Clear Language in partnership with Workforce 
2000. WEMSC also considered and fostered different models of delivery 
including stand-alone programs, integration of literacy into training, peer 
mentoring, home study, and distance education.  
 
Sectoral projects followed a particular process developed by the committee.  
The first step was to establish a project team with equal representation from 
management and the union or employees’ representatives. Then WEMSC hired a 
consultant (approved by the project committee) to conduct an in-depth 
organizational needs assessment. The needs assessment determined 
recommendations for the delivery of program. Ideally, these programs would be 
delivered and then there would be follow up.12 The WEMSC coordinator who 
provides educational expertise was on the project team. WEMSC business and 
labour representatives provided their expertise to each project. Members of 
WEMSC note that “projects were always viewed as works in progress; they were 
changed to reflect the real world at the workplace, not the assumed world.”13 
Importantly, WEMSC reviews and approves all projects, making sure that they 
follow the principles developed by the committee.14

 
Committee members and workplace educators indicate that consultants were hired 
through a direct call from the coordinator who knew what expertise was needed, or 
through an RFP process. 
 
Rob describes the early days of WEMSC projects: “We wanted to create 
awareness but we didn’t know what it looked like. The first opportunity that came 
up was with grain elevators. The employer was motivated and the employees were 
geographically dispersed. It had complexity. We were able to start developing 
criteria for setting up programs.” He indicates that through this work, WEMSC 
was able to frame their approach. 
 

                                                 
12 WEMSC PowerPoint Presentation: Manitoba Provincial Model 1997 
13From the chapter “What makes a successful workplace education partnership?” In M. Taylor’s Workplace 
education: The changing landscape (1997), p.50. 
14 WEM final report to the NLS 1992-1993 
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He also explains the need for someone to do the needs assessment. He recalls that 
there were no workplace literacy consultants at that time. He notes that the 
employer was part of the process of selecting the person to do the needs 
assessment and that time off for employees was an important aspect. He indicates 
that WEMSC wanted employers to contribute release time for courses, and that in 
some cases time was 50/50; most were 100%. He notes, “We wanted to state our 
expectations up front. Programs are voluntary for employees and literacy 
assessments are anonymous. Some companies wanted to know who was what. We 
convinced them they didn’t need this information, that they just needed a general 
level, not names.” He highlights the internal advocates from human resources who 
were developed through the project processes. Greg reinforces the importance of 
these advocates. 
 
Sandi Howell reflects on her work developing the curriculum for the grain 
elevators sectoral project, her first project with WEMSC. It was a difficult project 
she had inherited that had gone wrong at the needs assessment stage with another 
consultant. She explains, “I had a background in advanced English as a Second 
Language. I had never done literacy before and had to take my best guess as to 
what could occur. The grain companies hired two instructors with no experience in 
literacy. I had to write a script for the instructors. We agreed that I would work 
one class ahead of them. I would find out how the class went and then write the 
lessons for the next class.” 
 
She reflects back on the magic of that time. “The committee was doing ground 
breaking work. Everything that worked was a win. Nothing had been tried before. 
It was one big experiment. I didn’t realize until five years later that the agriculture 
project was so huge with two competing grain elevator companies sitting at the 
table. You don’t realize how big these projects are because you don’t have the 
experience. You plough through in your innocence.” She explains that the 
curriculum has since been used elsewhere in Canada as a foundation for workplace 
literacy. She says, “I found that out when I was facilitating something for 
provincial coordinators. It was great to see the work being used in other parts of 
Canada!” 
 
Jonas recalls a program that WEMSC partnered on as a result of his role at the 
CME. The program was in partnership with a technical high school. He notes that 
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the program targeted women in the trades who needed to improve their reading, 
writing, math, and computer skills. He remembers that it worked well to partner 
with a community organization. He stresses that the program identified the skills 
they needed and took them to a higher level. 
 
Rob pinpoints 1995 as a very critical time. He says, “Things were starting to roll. 
We were in the early stages of sectoral pilots. Things ran differently in different 
sectors. We were wrapping delivery into pilots to build demonstration pilots. He 
indicates that in 1995 WEMSC had everything it needed to build a case for 
workplace literacy. It had awareness from successful sectoral projects, a need and 
interest in workplace literacy from industry, and the results of the IALS which 
quantified the issue. Jonas also reflects that the IALS provides an opportunity to 
better understand the issues and challenges facing companies. 
 
Rob notes that after this, WEMSC worked on the challenging aspects of finding a 
model which would work for a small business They did awareness raising in 
sectors that had been resistant to essential skills. This included hiring three 
workplace consultants to work in rural Manitoba. The late 1990s also saw the 
development of a workplace curriculum and programs for deaf employees at a 
major aerospace company. 
 
Wendell Weibe is from Bristol Aerospace and was a client of WEMSC. He 
remembers getting involved with WEMSC in about 1993 when Sue Turner 
contacted Bristol. He explains the context at that time. He notes that there were 
discussions with the union to get a joint training committee off the ground. He 
reflects that he was their training and development manager and was fairly new to 
the company at that time. He knew that there was a need for essential skills 
upgrading within the work force, an issue that had come out when some 
employees couldn’t do the written test for WHIMS. There was also a need to 
establish a higher profile for training in the company. Bristol was interested in the 
government funding that WEMSC could bring to do needs assessment and get 
programs going. The company was also interested in the professional resources 
that WEMSC could provide. Wendell explains, “From a management perspective, 
working with WEMSC was a catalyst to developing the benefits of training. 
Supervisors saw significant differences as a result of programs offered, and this 
work started the development of a training culture. The training budget increased 
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and there was an impact on employees themselves. It triggered an interest in 
pursuing further education. Some volunteered to take courses and got professional 
designations. The work with WEMSC became a model for other training programs 
in the company.”  He notes how Bristol worked with WEMSC in 1999 to develop 
a shop floor math course fully funded by the company as part of upgrading for 
statistics for the continuous improvement program the company had adopted. He 
also describes how Bristol has continued to work with WEMSC over the years as 
different essential skills needs have arisen. He reflects, “New programs, different 
people, same issue, same model.” 

 
Brigid comments on the project with the Northwest Company. She explains that 
the company wanted to be able to promote its Aboriginal workers. Within a week 
of the VP of Human Resources contacting WEM, a consultant had looked at what 
the jobs needed and the cost of bringing people in from the south. She emphasizes 
that the supervisory training that was developed has been integrated into their 
regular training and still exists today.  

 
iii.  Awareness and promotion 
 
Committee members spent a great deal of time making presentations to different 
business and labour organizations in Manitoba, offering seminars, hosting 
breakfast meetings and planning conferences to raise awareness of the issue of 
workplace literacy. Committee members were able to get their business and labour 
counterparts out to seminars and breakfast meetings which tended to be well 
attended. WEMSC also developed a great deal of promotional material. In 1994, it 
developed a video to promote workplace education and also a promotional 
brochure and new logo with the slogan “Keeping pace with change.” It also 
developed promotional items such stationary, lunch bags, t-shirts and baseball 
caps.15  
 
Greg recalls making presentations to many organizations, both business 
organizations like the Chamber of Commerce, and the MLF executive council or 
union meetings. He says, “Sometimes it was just myself, sometimes all three of 
us.” Sue agrees. She says that it was “promote, promote, promote.”  “I was always 
out doing it,” she says. 

                                                 
15 WEM status report to the NLS 1994.  
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In addition, the provincial coordinator also sat on two provincial committees 
which contributed to the development of a coordinated approach to basic skills in 
Manitoba and promoted an exchange of information. WEMSC also worked in 
partnership with Workforce 2000, a provincial government training agency on a 
number of joint projects.16 WEMSC co-hosted events such as a dinner for business 
and labour with a turn out of 75 people.17  
 
In the late 1990s,WEMSC embarked on the development of a professional 
marketing strategy for workplace literacy. To begin, it conducted a survey with 
small businesses and past WEMSC clients to determine motivation for essential 
skills programs, anticipated outcomes, barriers to participation and awareness of 
WEMSC.18

 
In 2001, WEMSC hosted a 10-year anniversary event to which stakeholders from 
past projects were invited to share best practices, changes, and outcomes in their 
work.  
 
WEMSC also promoted its model externally. For example, in 1994, it presented at 
four national conferences spanning from the west coast to the east. WEMSC 
members also presented at conferences in the United States, Britain, and Mexico. 
These endeavours lead to new contacts and networks. For example, while in 
Mexico, WEMSC members met Dr. Albert Tuijnman from the Organization of 
Economic and Economic Development (OECD) and became friends with him. 
They invited him to come to Winnipeg to present on the International Adult 
Literacy Survey. He made presentations to three groups and had a breakfast 
meeting with Manitoba’s premier and five cabinet ministers. A highlight for Rob 
was this meeting. Rob says, “He came and we had an appointment with the 
premier. I thought I can’t believe this is happening. The premier indicated that he 
couldn’t believe people were functioning at this level. He (the premier) said that 
this was the group we needed to focus on and asked what do we do for these 
people.” 
 

                                                 
16 WEM interim report to the NLS 1994. 
17 WEM rural initiatives interim report 1996-1997. 
18 WEM interim report to the NLS 2000. 
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Greg reflects on the promotion and awareness work of WEMSC. He recalls, “We 
organized conferences and seminars around issues so people would gain an 
understanding inside their workplace. We usually held breakfast meetings. They 
were very successful. This had a lot to do with the respect that committee 
members had within their constituencies.” He notes they could get 60 to 70 people 
out to a breakfast meeting. This fact is echoed by Jonas who states, “In turns of 
numbers, we had a good turnout. It was the strength of Rob, me, and labour calling 
people.” Brigid concurs. She states, “They had breakfasts with discussions on 
different issues. There was a care and feeding of the business and labour partners. 
Registration started at 7 a.m. and people were out by 8:30. The breakfasts were 
packed. This got other business and labour partners on board. There was real 
receptivity to the needs of business and labour.” She adds, “WEMSC was good at 
promotion. They went across the country and internationally to promote a model 
they knew worked. That’s why we have similar models in Nova Scotia and other 
provinces.” 
 
Rob notes that a very beneficial activity was going to the Workplace Learning 
Conference in Milwaukee. He says, “It helped me gauge what we were doing 
against other countries and brought it back in context. It rejuvenated the 
committee. We could see our successes and that our work was leading edge. We 
got invited to conferences—international conferences.”  
 
WEMSC members and others note that WEMSC was also instrumental in the 
formation of the Western Canada Workplace Essential Skills Training Network 
(WWESTNET). The WWestNet web site19 indicates that it is “a group of 
educators, labour leaders, government representatives and business people with an 
interest in workplace basic skills education. Its purpose is to inform an ever-
increasing network of interested individuals from business, education, government 
and labour about key issues and activities in the field of workplace education.”  
 
Sandi Howell recalls, “WEMSC went on to do WWestNet. Brigid’s involvement 
led to a discussion among the provinces about larger events. At the end of the day 
after a conference,  people were sitting around having cocktails and came up with 
the idea that they should form a western alliance—with  the same business labour 
                                                 
19 The WWestNet web site is available at http://www.bdaa.ca/wwestnet/index.html 
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partnership as WEMSC, but as a  western entity across the four western provinces. 
WWestNet exists to this day.” Brigid agrees. “WEMSC helped to start 
WWestNet.. In 1992, after attending a conference in Ontario, they realized the 
west had different issues. WEMSC hosted the first meeting and they are still a big 
player in WWestNet.” 
 
iv.  Building practitioner capacity 
 
WEMSC also played a critical role in building practitioner capacity and 
practitioner development in Manitoba. From its inception, it offered 4 to 6 
practitioner events a year. It developed and offered practitioner training to meet 
identified needs, it sponsored people to go to conferences and workshops, and 
ultimately developed a program that became institutionalized within the 
University of Winnipeg that participants could get credit for. In addition, when 
practitioners wanted more control over their own development, WEMSC was 
instrumental in the development of the Manitoba Association of Workplace 
Educators and Consultants (MAWEC). MAWEC and WEM then began to co-
sponsor projects related to training for practitioners. 
 
v.  Train-the-trainer program and workshops 
 
As early as 1992, WEMSC had offered two 25-hour train-the-trainer programs to 
practitioners in the “basic education in the workplace process.” A third train-the-
trainer was offered in 1993. Then in 1994, WEMSC developed a mentoring 
system in which a new consultant was paired with an experienced one. WEMSC 
continued to offer workshops to practitioners on a variety of topics including clear 
language, needs assessment, marketing, and evaluation. 20

 
vi. Advanced certificate in workplace education 
 
In 1995-1996, WEMSC also developed and offered an Advanced Certificate in 
Workplace Education for experienced workplace practitioners. The program was 
two weeks long. The first week focused on seeing workplace education through 
the eyes of the client and “education for the workplace,” rather than “education in 

                                                 
20 WEMSC NLS reports 1992-2005. 
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the workplace.” The second week addressed course development and delivery. 
Included were topics such as assessment methods, critical thinking, math, etc. 
Participants had to produce learning modules of workplace lessons. Following the 
course, participants were required to complete an assignment. Participants enrolled 
in the Post-Baccalaureate Certificate in Education would receive three credit hours 
towards their degree at the University of Manitoba.21  
 
vii.  Manitoba Association of Workplace Educators and Consultants 

(MAWEC) 
 
1996-1997 saw the development of the Manitoba Association of Workplace 
Educators and Consultants (MAWEC). The association was sponsored by 
WEMSC and developed by a group of workplace education consultants. Its 
mission was to “develop and promote quality Workplace Essentials Skills training 
and consulting in Manitoba.”  MAWEC’s goals focused on collaboration among 
workplace educators on professional development, professional identity, 
promotion, and the creation of opportunities and projects where workplace 
educators can share expertise and information.22 MAWEC worked in partnership 
with WEMSC to offer practitioner training, professional development, and how to 
promote itself and its work. According to the Sandi Howell, current coordinator, 
MAWEC continued until 2002.23

 
viii. Summer institute 
 
According to the workplace consultant who developed and delivered the program 
for the summer institute in 2000 and 2001, the idea for it came from WEMSC 
during a retreat. She recalls that some committee members were very interested in 
having a university course at the master’s level. In the end, after exploring some 
other alternatives, the University of Winnipeg agreed to work with WEMSC to 
sponsor the institute. The institute was for half a credit at the undergraduate level. 
WEMSC was interested in enlarging the pool of practitioners who could work for 
it after completing the course. The goal was to prepare participants to work as 
workplace education consultants and instructors and to provide a general 

                                                 
21 WEM final report to the NLS 1991-1992 and interim report 1995-1996. 
22 WEMSC rural initiatives interim report 1996-1997. 
23 WEMSC final report 2002. 
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awareness of workplace education. The institute covered the philosophy of adult 
education, how to do a needs assessment, and how to develop and deliver a 
curriculum and evaluate a program. Content also included what the different roles 
of business, labour and government were in the process of developing a workplace 
education initiative from the beginning to the evaluation stage.  
 
In 2000, WEMSC, in partnership with the University of Winnipeg, offered the 
first one-week, intensive summer institute in workplace literacy. Sixteen 
participants attended the institute for credit and 4 for audit.  
 
The workplace education consultant notes, “In the first summer institute there was 
a lot of networking. Guests from business and labour and consultants came in. 
People made contact with WEMSC and other consultants.” 
 
The second summer institute in 2001, according to this respondent, was more 
academically rigorous than the first. It was demanding and people had to question 
some of their long-term impressions of literacy. The institute provided a critical 
overview in a very short period of time for the approximately seventeen 
participants who attended. 
 
She notes that one of the challenges of developing such a university course was 
meeting the various expectations of all the partners, and also having critical rigour. 
For a consultant, this is a constant balancing act. She also emphasizes that the fact 
that the institute was a university course and may have been a barrier for some 
people. This was thought to be the case because it raised expectations and 
commitment around the professional development. 
 
She concludes by saying that few of the current WEMSC consultants came to the 
institutes. Furthermore, to her knowledge, few participants worked with WEMSC 
after their enrolment in an institute. As such, the summer institute did not increase 
the pool of practitioners in the way that WEMSC had been hoping for. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 36



F. Perspectives of Key Players 
 
Rob notes the prominent role of WEMSC in building practitioner capacity. He 
says, “Practitioner training became a primary focus. There was a high failure rate 
in making the adjustment to the workplace—this is hard with the objectives of 
three stakeholders—business, labour and the learners. We formalized training for 
practitioners.” Sandi Howell concurs with the ownership and leadership that 
WEMSC took in providing for the development of practitioners in Manitoba. She 
adds that WEMSC also sent practitioners to other training events, including those 
outside the province.  
 
Rob explains that adult educators needed to know how to do a needs assessment, 
how to work in a workplace environment, and how to play a consulting role. He 
describes the typical content of the training. He notes that WEMSC offered 
workshops and panels with different perspectives of employers and the points of 
view of labour. Also included were the challenges that program participants might 
face. “Project Management” and “Marketing Yourself” were other workshop 
themes. Rob emphasizes the contractual nature of the work and the fact that to this 
day, not everyone wants to market themselves. He also stresses that good people 
got hired by the workplaces they were at and by other organizations. He adds, 
“Then there was a loss of the pool. There are a lot of leaders (from these 
practitioners) in the whole movement.” 
 
He explains that WEMSC took the practitioner training program to a Summer 
Institute at the University of Winnipeg. It was formalized and credentialized, but 
there was not enough demand. ‘But this vision is still the way to go,” he argues. 
 
Workplace educators acknowledge the practitioner development opportunities that 
have been available to them. One person notes that the professional development 
opportunities were timely and cutting edge. She indicates that she brought things 
back from these opportunities into her practice. 
 
Brigid reflects on the birth of MAWEC. She notes that practitioners said they 
needed more control over their professional development; through MAWEC the 
practitioners had the power to organize their own professional development.  
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G. Tools and Resources 
 
Over the years, WEMSC also sponsored the development of tools and resources. 
This included a process for Literacy Task Analysis and a four-step evaluation 
process for use in workplace education initiatives. An assessment tool for 
manufacturing and a workplace literacy instructor handbook were also 
developed.24

 
WEMSC was also the administrator for a national project: Workplace Education 
Development (WED) with WEMSC members on the advisory committee and a 
WEMSC consultant leading the project. WED produced a practitioner’s guide that 
outlined the essential skills needed in both work tasks and courses for 
accreditation like the GED.25

 
 
V. New Frontiers: WEMSC: 2001-2006 
 

Summary and Analysis 
 

Most of the key members of the committee had left WEMSC by 2001-2002. In 
late 2001, Sandi Howell was hired as the provincial coordinator to steer a brand 
new committee with the exception of one member. These changes, along with a 
focus on workforce development within the provincial and federal governments 
and with the need to provide support to those entering the workforce, led to a 
change in vision and direction for WEMSC. These changes led to new areas of 
responsibility for the coordinator that included workplace literacy, Prior Learning 
Assessment and Recognition, and Essential Skills across the provincial 
government. 
 
WEMSC has changed how it operates. While the business labour principles of 
inclusion are still paramount, the committee tends to be more advisory and big 
picture in nature. It meets less often and is less hands-on. The coordinator has 
taken on more of the work. In addition, she has positioned herself as working for 
the provincial government rather than the committee. This follows a trend that was 

                                                 
24 WEMSC NLS reports 1992-2000. 
25 WED brochure 
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already beginning to occur in the late 1990’s. Presently, this structure works 
because the current committee members are less invested in being hands-on and 
because of the increased responsibilities of the provincial coordinator. 
 
The present coordinator has been able to take the work of WEMSC to a new level 
by integrating essential skills across the provincial government and building 
relationships with new partners for workforce development. This has increased the 
scope of the work immensely and has increased funding tenfold from what it was 
before. At the same time, initiatives within workplace literacy continue to flourish 
and grow with new sectors and initiatives as well as with an increased 
understanding of how to meet the needs of rural and northern Manitoba. 
 
The new prospects have been possible because of both the strategic thinking and 
vision of the current WEMSC and the reputation and long standing work of 
WEMSC in the first decade. 
 
A. Changes to How WEMSC Worked 
 
Key players from 2001-2006 explain how WEMSC changed and how it has 
remained the same. During this time period, the work of the provincial 
government in workplace literacy has expanded and deepened with the coordinator 
managing ten times as much money as in the past. During this phase, the 
coordinator has been able to build and expand upon the original work 
accomplished in the first decade. 
 
Those presently part of WEMSC indicate that labour/management principles that 
were set out at the beginning of WEMSC have remained the same. WEMSC 
recently had a visioning exercise to document these principles in more detail.  
 
In terms of changes, respondents stress that the committee is now more advisory. 
WEMSC meets less often—usually quarterly and they do not know each other in 
the same way that previous members did. They do not look at project details. 
Rather, they tend to advise the coordinator on major trends and feedback from 
their areas of jurisdiction and they advise on project directions. As a result of this 
changing role, they tend to be less invested than the previous committee which 
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was hands-on. Another change is that the work of WEMSC is more transparent to 
the outside world.  
 
There is open access to the details of NLS projects as consultants work on the 
projects and financials. One workplace educator comments on the excellent 
communication and effectiveness of the relationship with WEM and the 
coordinator. She says, “Sandi goes out and hears what various groups need and 
invites their participation.” This workplace educator notes that all areas are in 
communication with each other and that she always feels respected and is treated 
as a professional. This respect and professional treatment is also echoed by 
another workplace educator. 
 
Key players indicate that the WEMSC focus is inward within government and the 
community rather than on broad promotion outside. The 2002 final report to the 
NLS shows this expansion of promotion and awareness includes areas of the 
provincial government such as Labour and Immigration, the Apprenticeship 
Branch and Aboriginal and Northern Affairs. 
 
Brigid Hayes comments on the changes in WEMSC. She says, “The committee is 
now one of many strategies. They are now more of an advisory group influencing 
government inside and externally.”  She concludes that the fact that the committee 
is not the focal point any more is not a bad thing. 
 
Sandi agrees. She explains some of the changes in how WEMSC operates. “I 
assume the larger share of responsibility. [Committee members] are not as 
involved.” She explains that the work of WEMSC is much more than workplace 
literacy now. She emphasizes that the work includes PLAR and Essential Skills, as 
well as work with immigration and Aboriginal groups. She notes that the funding 
has gone up to $1 million a year and that the expanded work takes more time. 
 
Heather concurs with Sandi. She notes that while the principles of WEMSC 
haven’t changed, Sandi does more of the work. Heather also indicates that 
committee members are very busy and tend to be more hands off now. She does 
not see this as negative, acknowledging that the work of WEMSC has grown. 
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B. Expanding the Work of WEMSC 
 
Key players indicate that the work of WEMSC has changed to be much broader 
and more strategic across the provincial government in a way that builds on the 
previous work of WEMSC. With the expansion of the work, the coordinator 
indicates that there are three full-time contract staff who work with her. 
Workplace consultants are hired early on in projects to take on more of a project 
management role on behalf of the coordinator. There is a smaller group of 
consultants with greater skills. 
 
The major thrust of WEMSC’s work is focused on partnerships to support  
workforce development (both employed and unemployed workers). In addition, 
their work has moved from just sector-based work to include high priority 
occupations, community-based work, and regional sectors. New sectors have been 
added as has partnerships across government. There is also a heightened 
Aboriginal focus. 
 
NLS reports from 2002 on show that the area of workplace literacy continues to 
grow and expand as well. For example, work in five areas out of Winnipeg 
continued to expand and grow through promotion and awareness, partnerships, 
and new programs and projects. The five areas are: northern Manitoba, Dauphin-
Parkland, southeast Manitoba, southwest Manitoba, and the Wesman area.  
 
One workplace consultant working in a rural region of Manitoba reflects on how 
the work with small businesses has been able to develop. She explains that in her 
work, she partners with business organizations, literacy organizations, community-
based training organizations, and a variety of community partners. She uses a 
community development model and also builds capacity with local instructors. 
She indicates that what works is being able to customize short-term essential skills 
training to the needs of the clients. She describes offering workshops to First 
Nations organizations and health units. She emphasizes that the regional approach 
works because there is autonomy and flexibility to meet regional needs using non-
traditional approaches. This approach serves the needs of organizations that cannot 
afford to travel to urban centres for training. 
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Brigid notes that that the approach has become more strategic and focused on 
integration because the labour and business capacity is already there. She 
acknowledges the plan to influence government and have essentials skills 
everywhere. She indicates that the coordinator has the latitude and support to 
develop a provincial strategy for essential skills. Brigid notes that Sandi used the 
WEMSC model to set up a Prior Learning Assessment and Recognition (PLAR) 
committee. She says, “Now we have not just the committee but a provincial 
strategy on essential skills. Sandi has really taken this work to the next level in a 
way that had not been done previously.” 
 
Sandi indicates that there were two landscapes in her work as a new coordinator 
— one was WEMSC with a brand new committee that needed a new vision; the 
other was PLAR, which had just been launched. She indicates her first steps were 
to build confidence on the part of old and new partners and to expand the partners 
to include the Department of Labour and Immigration, Aboriginal groups outside 
government and others. She explains that Manitoba has the highest percentage per 
capita of Aboriginal people in Canada and that no WEMSC work had previously 
targeted this group as an area of focus with its own needs. 
 
She also describes how the policy focus of WEMSC has changed to include 
workforce as well as workplace literacy as a way of responding to changing times. 
She explains that workforce development is the current focus and that WEMSC 
gets to be the expert, building on its reputation and expertise in workplace 
development. She emphasizes that there is an upcoming labour force shortage and 
that there is a responsibility to get people ready for that.  
 
Sandi describes how she has implemented a cross-government essential skills 
committee so that different branches across government can come together and 
talk about essential skills. She says that adult education was in crisis because the 
content was not meeting the needs of learners and that she was asked to contribute 
to solutions. She explains how she uses the list of nine HRSDC Essential Skills to 
explain that reading and other skills on the job are not the same as reading for 
example, grade 11. 
 
She stresses, “Without what went on before, I wouldn’t be able to do what I do 
now. WEMSC was deliberate in showcasing themselves and promoting their 
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work. They had broad coverage all over. My coverage is deeper but not as broad. 
They did a lot of needs assessment, curriculum and pilot delivery. I’ve gone [to] 
the next level. Without their work and great reputation, I wouldn’t get the attention 
that I do. WEMSC worked within workplace and now workforce development. If 
you are not in touch with what employers and unions need, you don’t have good 
workforce development. WEMSC developed great models for the workplace, and 
also developed us as workplace educators. This has allowed us to move into really 
good workforce development.”  
 
She explains that now workplace experts can take on and breathe life into 
workforce—people get employment and employers see the value in developing the 
skills of its workforce. She says, “We do workforce development but our strength 
and expertise is in workplace development. She stresses the importance of union 
allegiance and inclusion from the ground level, with the voice of the worker. She 
explains that WEMSC still does this, but now with a keener awareness of health 
and safety, diverse populations, and assessment. She says, “We carry WEMSC’s 
tone into today’s projects.” 
 
VI. The Impact and Challenges of WEMSC: 1991-2006 
 
A. The Impact of WEMSC 
 
Summary and Analysis 
 
Since it has been in existence, the impacts of WEMSC have been many and 
widespread These results extended outside Manitoba to other parts of Canada. In 
the words of one research respondent, “WEMSC did an excellent, excellent job of 
meeting goals. The success measures were that there was engagement, there were 
programs and 15 years of evidence!” These impacts fall generally into six broad 
categories.  
 
First and foremost is the impact that WEMSC had through its work on individual 
citizens of Manitoba who were participants in workplace education programs and 
initiatives. Participants in this case study, particularly workplace educators 
working closely with program participants, attest to the outcomes for individuals 
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in programs that include improved confidence, getting new credentials and further 
education, passing industrial tests, as well as increasing leadership responsibilities 
in the workplace and community.  
 
Another major outcome is the development of a culture for workplace literacy and 
essential skills in Manitoba and a joint labour-management process and principles 
for implementing workplace literacy initiatives. WEMSC has worked and 
continues to work in a multitude of sectors across Manitoba. To this day, it 
continues to develop new partnerships with new sectors using a variety of models. 
It has also been able to move successfully into and address the needs of small and 
medium sized businesses in rural and northern sectors as well as larger businesses 
in urban sectors. To this day, these partnerships represent the original joint labour 
management intentions that WEMSC developed at the outset. 
 
A third category is the development of practitioner capacity for workplace literacy. 
To address the needs of current practitioners working with WEMSC, since the 
beginning of the committee, there has been an effort to focus on practitioner 
development in a very systematic and developmental way. There has also been an 
attempt to develop a new pool of practitioners. 
 
A fourth area of impact is the ability of WEMSC to leverage additional dollars as 
a result of the original partnership. In the first decade of WEMSC, this included 
leveraging dollars from Labour Market Language Training through Human 
Resources Development Canada, and later from the provincial government for 
program delivery. Within the last five years, the money that WEMSC has been 
able to leverage has increased ten-fold from both sources across the provincial 
government as well as the federal government. In-kind contributions from 
business and labour have been enormous through, for example, program 
development time, time off for worker training, and contributions of space and 
materials. 
 
A fifth outcome  is the ability to use the foundation work of WEMSC to develop a 
strategy for essential skills across government, for workforce literacy, and for 
engaging new partners. Workplace essentials skills has been integrated into 
government departments across Manitoba and the expertise developed for 
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workplace literacy is being used for workforce literacy and work with new 
partners such as Aboriginal groups.  
 
A sixth area of impact of WEMSC has been on other provincial and regional 
business labour partnerships for workplace literacy and essentials skills in Canada. 
Workplace partnerships in Alberta, Nova Scotia, PEI and western Canada have 
used the WEMSC model in the development of their own models. 
 
i.  Outcomes for program participants 
 
Committee members and workplace consultants articulate many benefits and 
stories about the impact and outcomes of program for participants. 
 
One workplace educator tells a story about a workplace she taught in. She says 
that when the owner went to the coffee room before the program started, people 
were silent. After the program started, he couldn’t get a coffee because people had 
so many questions for him. She stresses that it is crucial that people believe in 
themselves and feel empowered. She adds that sometimes employers expect a 
quick fix, yet that is unrealistic. She adds that in her recent work developing and 
instructing a program for foreign trained professionals, the WEMSC framework 
allows for creativity and partnership arrangements that are not strangled by 
institutional regulations. 
 
Another workplace educator relates how a program saved jobs for workers who 
were going to lose their jobs if they couldn’t pass a test. She also describes another 
situation where many workers had tried to learn computer skills but dropped out 
because they didn’t have the essential skills. She describes how a peer-based 
approach that integrated essentials skills and computer skills worked for these 
workers and their families. She also describes how one person she taught in 
another program is now the instructor in the workplace program. She tells other 
stories about students who became supervisors and leaders in their workplaces. 
They became lead hands and they joined workplace committees. One participant 
eventually became the plant manager at his workplace. 
 
The same educator tells a story about one of her greatest moments. She talks about 
a woman she worked with who was very stressed. The educator worked with her 
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and gained her confidence. The woman was nervous about writing and spelling; 
her own impression of herself was that she couldn’t do it. Once she saw her own 
skills, she learned quickly. The woman is holding her own and is doing well today. 
 
Heather notes that many workers and their families have benefited from learning 
opportunities. They got the confidence to take the next steps. Rob also recalls the 
benefits for participants. He notes that after their first successes, they went on to 
finish high school or Grade 12 equivalent. He says that they had the confidence to 
go for it, and in a lot of cases, they did it on their own. He relates that people got 
invigorated about learning and that they were charged up, and more confident. He 
says this was typical feedback from supervisors and that supervisors thought this 
kind of program had merit. He also adds that a lot of participants were given 
promotional opportunities.  
 
Wendell adds, “Many individual employees got the opportunity to improve their 
skills and go on to further education. The work of WEMSC expanded and 
increased the capacity of the work force.” 
 
ii.  A culture of workplace literacy using a joint business labour process and 

principles 
 
Past and present WEMSC members and others reflect on what has been 
accomplished in this area. Sue emphasizes that WEM is an entrenched program 
that won’t go away. She says, “It’s low cost and successful. It’s had a positive 
impact on labour management relationships.” 
 
Jonas stresses that more and more companies are embracing essentials skills as 
part of their training. He says, “I believe that government had good foresight to get 
this going.” 
 
Brigid stresses that the work of WEMSC shows that workplace literacy programs 
work best when business and labour lead the charge. She also adds that there are 
least 40 programs a year and many learners for a cost of $45,000 a year. She adds 
that this support has lasted beyond projects because companies pay for it 
themselves or that it is part of their system. She relates the story of a local union 
election that was fought over whether to keep the workplace education program.  
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Jonas, Wendell, and Rob echo Brigid’s point about sustainability. Wendell 
describes how Bristol Aerospace built a training culture using the original work 
with WEMSC as a catalyst. Rob describes how organizations like Boeing and the 
CME have expanded and integrated essential skills into their work over the years. 
Jonas describes how CME nationally has made essential skills a part of its work as 
a result of his work as a WEMSC member. He also describes how he carries on 
building awareness of essentials skills and ensuring funding for essential skills in 
other work with industry even though he is no longer a member of WEMSC.  
 
In terms of a joint labour management partnership, Rob relates that management 
can more easily give up control in some areas like training and education because 
this is an area where there is less tension than there is with other workplace issues.  
 
Heather stresses the foresight of unions and employers to look at needs and 
training for the future either through the activities of WEMSC or WWestNet. She 
says that a major impact has been that the work of WEMSC has “kick-started 
unions to apply for their own funding.” Sylvia notes that through its labour 
representation, WEMSC has been able to address issues like offering a program in 
a poisoned work environment upfront before they get too far along. 
 
One workplace consultant says that for the criticality of the partnerships, having 
the perspective of each partner at the table was a big impact. She says she would 
not have thought of these perspectives and that having the different perspectives 
strengthened the workplace initiatives. Another consultant reflects that recently in 
rural areas, small businesses are more aware of the importance of essential skills 
and that there are more requests for training. She notes that the idea of a 
partnership has expanded in rural areas to focus on community development 
approaches that involve partnerships with community economic development 
groups in order to integrate essential skills as part of other kinds of training. 
 
Sandi concludes, “WEMSC has advanced the cause for workforce and workplace 
literacy. That’s the what. They have had a major impact on how to do it.—the 
partnerships and also relevant content. The work of WEMSC also shows that 
labour/management partnerships work. Others imitate us and what they have 
gleaned helped in their success. WEMSC has also helped to revitalize labour 
management partnerships. In one recent project, labour and management now 
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meet and continue to meet where they didn’t before. In many companies, labour is 
included in things they wouldn’t have been in the past.” 
 
iii.  Practitioner capacity for workplace literacy 
 
Heather stresses the impact of the practitioner development work of WEMSC. She 
says, “We grew facilitators who were not familiar with adult education and the 
mindset of literacy, ESL and clear language in the workplace and we had to 
develop tools and materials.”  Greg concurs. He says, “There was a lack of 
opportunities for practitioners. WEMSC went a long way to helping that 
situation.” Brigid adds, “Manitoba has highly-skilled practitioners that are still 
doing incredible work. The legacy of the practitioner training WEMSC developed 
has been left behind. Every project was documented and is readily available. There 
are lots of publications.” Wendell also identifies the establishment of a network of 
professionals that are connected to the workplace as a definite impact. He notes 
that these professionals are good at what they do. 
 
Rob also notes that it was a struggle to try and find individuals with adult 
education background, the skills set, and the personality for a dynamic workplace 
setting working with management, labour, and participants. He adds that the 
workshops that WEMSC developed to train people were really good. He says, 
“We used experienced consultants and people from other provinces. The sessions 
were practical on how to contextualize. We always brought people in from the 
workplace.” 
 
One workplace consultant says she has seen a change in how programs have been 
delivered. She notes that there is more customization and flexibility in program 
development and delivery. It’s not just a program for twenty weeks. She also says 
there is more recognition of prior learning and what students need to know as well 
as more linking with formal credentials. She adds that as a result of this approach, 
the benefits are immediately obvious. Another consultant concurs that in the rural 
area where she works, this kind of customization and flexibility has been key to 
the success of her work. She also adds that another important impact she is aware 
of is that workplace consultants have been able to share curricula. She also 
explains that currently in her area, she is developing an innovative model for farm 
workers that can be replicated in agricultural areas across the province. She 
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concludes that through her work with WEMSC, she is gaining an understanding of 
the needs of the Aboriginal community and that this will be critical in terms of 
future needs to address. 
 
iv.  A provincial government strategy for essential skills, new areas of 

development, and the ability to leverage additional dollars 
 
Brigid stresses the increasing development of additional dollars as a result of the 
work of WEMSC. She says, “The provincial government has steadily committed 
funding to this area. It has increasingly gone up. WEMSC had a huge impact in 
this commitment and shaping government’s workplace development.” Sandi adds 
that with a mandate that has broadened to include workforce literacy which 
reflects government priorities, she can access other money. She adds that she now 
has ten times as much money in her budget than before. 
 
Sandi notes that there has been an impact on government itself in that the WEMSC 
model is seen as a successful way to include unions and work with business. Other 
branches have done this as they see it as good project model.  Other key players 
identify new partnerships with Aboriginal groups, immigrants, refugees, and 
others. 
 
v.  Adoption of WEMSC model by others 
 
Committee members and others identify how WEMSC has influenced the 
development of other business and labour partnerships across the country. In 
Manitoba, Sandi and Brigid note the development of a successful Prior Learning, 
Assessment and Recognition (PLAR) committee based on the WEMSC model. 
Sylvia notes that WEMSC is a model used by other provinces as a best practice 
model. 
 
Sandi, Sue and others describe how WWestNet, AWES and the Nova Scotia 
model have been developed based on WEMSC model. 
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VII. Challenges 
 
Summary and Analysis 
 
As one would expect, WEMSC has had challenges to deal with over its life so far. 
There have been different challenges at various stages of WEMSC’s work. 
 
The first challenge in the early days of WEMSC was to get the right business and 
labour people on the committee and for these founding members to figure out how 
they would work together and drive the work. This was a challenge that was 
overcome with committee members who genuinely liked each other and had the 
same commitment to, and passion for the issue even though they represented 
different constituencies. They tended to favour a style of working that was 
informal rather than the usual formal nature that joint committee can tend to be. 
This appears to be one of the committee’s greatest strengths that lead to a 
challenge later on when new committee members came on board. With no 
formalized committee terms of reference, no formal minutes, and a committee that 
intrinsically understood how to work together, one could imagine it would be 
difficult for new members with a different point of view to integrate easily and 
“break into” into the committee. Furthermore, it was not always clear to partners 
and consultants on the outside who worked with WEMSC how the committee 
made decisions in hiring people and how it did its work.  
 
These challenges were overcome when WEMSC developed formal terms of 
reference in the late 1990s. They have been further addressed when WEMSC, 
under the style of new leadership, adopted a more formal committee process and a 
more transparent communication strategy. 
 
There have been two ongoing challenges throughout the life of WEMSC. One 
challenge has been to maintain a current bank of practitioners and consultants to 
do the work. There are several reasons for this. The first reason is that not 
everyone who gets involved in this work is cut out for it—especially vis-à-vis the 
need to balance and manage the needs of the different partners. A second reason is 
that the work tends to be contract and part time. Some consultants would develop 
their skills and expertise, and then get full-time positions in other organizations. 
Others were only comfortable with some parts of the workplace education process. 
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Although the pool of workplace consultants has waxed and waned over the years, 
there tends to always be a small group of highly skilled and experienced 
consultants who do the bulk of the work.  Another major challenge noted by both 
business and labour is the ongoing effort that is needed to keep business and 
labour committed to the issue of literacy and essentials skills. 
 
B.   Comments from Key Players 
 
Rob indicates that it was always a challenge to keep a pool of trained practitioners. 
He says that there was not enough work to keep people employed and that it was 
difficult to find people and then keep them because they needed a permanent job. 
 
One of the issues identified by several of the committee members was the 
sustainability of interest and activity in workplace literacy and essential skills by 
business and labour partners.  
 
Greg wonders if some of the companies WEMSC worked with are still doing 
something. He also wonders if the partnerships at the workplace are true joint 
partnerships or whether the employers are driving the initiatives. He also questions 
what would happen if government stopped funding workplace literacy. He notes 
that the players keep changing and that the right people from an organization don’t 
always come to events. He believes that the case for addressing essential skills is 
there but employers may not want to spend money. He says that many of the same 
issues apply to unions. Unions think there are more important issues. “It’s far back 
on the stove,” he says. He says that currently he is hard pressed to find examples 
on labour management partnerships at the workplace level. 
 
Jonas echoes some of Greg’s concerns. He says that the challenges WEMSC had 
in the past are still there today. He notes that even today, businesses still ask why 
they should invest in basic skills. He says that there is still a certain amount of 
ignorance and that employers believe that if they train their workers they will 
leave. He believes that it is absolutely critical to train the current work force to be 
prepared for the future. Jonas also reflects on the ongoing challenge of getting 
small businesses involved. He believes that it is necessary for government to set 
policies to address the issue of essential skills learning. He believes that it is 
important to deal with the existing workforce and those not employed. He says, 
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“These are the kinds of challenges that are still out there and need to be addressed. 
There has to be a collective effort on the part of business, labour, and government 
to deal with it. It’s a very serious issue.” 
 
VIII. Conclusions 
 
This case study provides an in-depth insider picture of the progress of WEMSC 
work and development since its beginnings in 1991. The case documents both the 
challenges and successes of the work of WEMSC and attempts to illustrate the 
complexities in how it developed, evolved and dealt with the different challenges 
that came up over the years. It attempts to provide rich texture to the inner 
working of the committee and what its strengths and weaknesses have been. 
 
The key success factors have been the common goals of WEMSC members, their 
respect for one another, and respect for jointness. The development of trust, the 
personalities of committee members, and personal relationships were other success 
factors. The partnership with the NLS and the contribution of the province were 
also major success factors. 
 
The success factors led to a number of key impacts. The key impacts have been 
positive outcomes for workers, a culture of jointness for workplace literacy, the 
development of practitioner capacity, a broad provincial strategy for essential 
skills, the ability to leverage new dollars, and adoption of the WEMSC model by 
others. 
 
There were ongoing challenges for WEMSC that the committee has worked hard 
to overcome. The main challenges have been to develop the ability to change and 
formalize with its growing success, to maintain an ongoing bank of experienced 
practitioners, and to keep literacy and essential skills on the business and labour 
agenda. The main test which remains today is to keep literacy and essential skills 
on the business and labour agenda.  
 
WEMSC represents a remarkable model of truly pioneering work that has grown 
and moved to new levels over time and with new leadership. There is no other 
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joint model for workplace literacy that can attest to the successes and remarkable 
impact that WEMSC has been able to sustain over the last 16 years. 
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Appendix 1: Methodology 
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Methodology for the Case Study Research 
 

Three major sources of information for the WEMSC case study research were 
used. These were: 
 

• information from interviews with 15  key contacts involved with WEMSC 
• National Literacy Secretariat interim and final reports from WEMSC from 

1990 to the present 
• the chapter What makes a successful workplace education partnership? In 

M. Taylor’s Workplace education: The changing landscape (1997). 
 

Interviews with key contacts 
 

The project steering committee identified participants for the case study. 
Interviews with the original list of participants led to the identification of several 
other important contacts for a total of 15 interviews. Each contact was interviewed 
by the researcher by phone. Interviews ranged from 1 to 3 hours. The researcher 
requested and got permission to use quotes from key contacts with their names 
attached to the quotes. The researcher agreed to send the quotes to each key 
contact for approval before the report was finalized. Each contact was sent a list of 
quotes and approved the quotes in writing by e-mail.  The four workplace 
educators interviewed remained anonymous in the report as some are still 
employed by WEMSC. 
 
NLS reports 
 
The researcher travelled to NLS offices in Ottawa and reviewed all the NLS files 
and reports on WEMSC from its inception to the present day. The researcher used 
information from the reports to complement the data from the key contact 
interviews. 
 
Workplace education: The changing landscape 
 
The researcher used the chapter written by WEMSC committee members “What 
makes a successful workplace education partnership?”  in Workplace education: 
The changing landscape to provide important details and background information 
about WEMSC. 
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Appendix 2: Interview Questions 
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Interview Guide: (Long-term WEMSC members and other key players) 
 
Introduction: 
 
Thank you for agreeing to the interview. The purpose of the research is to develop 
a case study on the implementation and impact of WEMSC over the last decade or 
so. The case study will provide important information to other interested parties on 
how to successfully set up and maintain such a partnership as WEMSC over time. 
The research is being conducted at the request of the National Literacy Secretariat. 
 
I would like to ask your permission to name your contributions from the interview 
as it seems appropriate. This might include important points you make or quotes. 
You would have the opportunity to review any comments or quotes where you are 
named and revise, change or delete them until you are satisfied. The purpose in 
naming you as a long-term member/player is to strengthen the research and to 
provide clarity and credibility to this research.  
 
Interview Questions 
 
WEMSC Implementation 
 

1. Please tell me how you got involved in WEMSC. (also when, why, time 
period, etc.) 

 
2. What was the environment like when WEMSC was set up? 

 
3. What did you personally envision for the committee when it started? 

What did you think might be difficult? 
 

4. What is the purpose of WEMSC? How did you arrive at that purpose as a 
committee? 
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5. What did the committee put in place to make WEMSC work? What made 
the committee work in the beginning? What has kept it working 
successfully over time? 

 
6. What principles, guidelines, terms of reference, decision making 

practices, etc. did WEMSC put in place for itself?  What about for the 
implementation of workplace education? Why these ones? How did they 
work on the ground? 

 
7. What work/activities does WEMSC do to achieve its goals? How has that 

changed over time? Why has it changed? 
 

8. How did/do you see your role on the committee? 
 

9. What was the role of each stakeholder (including the funder) in ensuring 
the success of WEMSC? 

 
10. In your opinion, what have been some the greatest highlights in how 

WEMSC members have worked together to achieve goals? 
 

11. What were WEMSC’ greatest challenges /disappointments? How were 
they overcome? 

 
12. What, if anything, would you suggest that WEMSC do differently if it 

were starting over tomorrow?  
 
WEMSC Impact 
 

13. Why did employers and unions get involved in workplace education in 
Manitoba? What was WEMSC’s role in facilitating that involvement? 

 
14. What has been the impact of the work of WEMSC over the last decade?  

 
• in how workplace education programs are structured and delivered? 
• as far as changes or ripple effects in the workplace or government? 
• in building capacity for workplace education in Manitoba? 
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• in leveraging other resources and funding? 
• on workplace education participants? 
• how labour and management work together? 

 

15. How well has WEMSC met its goals? How does its measure its successes 
and how well it has achieved its goals? 

 

16. Is there anything that WEMSC hasn’t achieved that you wish it had 
achieved? 

 

17. How would you sum up the experience of being a part of WEMSC and its 
achievements? 
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 Questions: (workplace educators) 
 

Introduction: 
 
Thank you for agreeing to the interview. The purpose of the research is to develop 
a case study on the implementation and impact of WEMSC over the last decade or 
so. The case study will provide important information to other interested parties on 
how to successfully set up and maintain such a partnership as WEMSC over time. 
The research is being conducted at the request of the National Literacy Secretariat. 
 
Your contribution will be confidential and anonymous. 
 
The interview will take 45 minutes to an hour. Do you have any questions? 
 
WEMSC Implementation 
 

1. How did you get involved with WEMSC? 
 
2. How did you work with WEMSC? 

 
3. How did the committee do its work? 

 
4. In your opinion what has made the committee so successful over a long 

period of time? 
 

5. How has the way the committee works changed over time? 
 
WEMSC Impact 
 

6. What has been the impact of the work of WEMSC ?  
 

• in how labour and management work together? 
• in how workplace education programs are structured and 

delivered? 
• as far as changes or ripple effects in the workplace or 

government? 
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• in building capacity for workplace education in Manitoba? 
• in leveraging other resources and funding? 
• on workplace education participants? 

 
7. What has been the impact of WEMSC on your work? 
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