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The global economy is shifting, and Canada’s
economy is shifting with it. That’s not news.
Wherever we look, we find governments and
industry eager to embrace the knowledge economy
and to increase their competitiveness in high
technology sectors.

What does this do for workers who were already
having a hard time finding employment in the Old
Economy, especially those who did not finish high
school and now lack the educational qualifications
that many high tech jobs require?

That was the question asked by the Manitoba Research Alliance

on CED in the New Economy (MRA), a coalition of academics

from three Manitoba universities, practitioners from 21 CED

organizations, and federal and provincial government representa-

tives. In 2004 the Manitoba government announced its“Innovation

Framework,” essentially its industrial development strategy. The

Province wanted to devote its resources primarily to support six

industrial sectors, mostly high tech. Knowing that the Province is

committed to a social inclusion agenda, the MRA decided to

research ways to enhance social inclusion within an economic

development agenda that is shifting toward a high tech emphasis.

We started by researching how this is being achieved elsewhere.

We focussed on two industrial sectors – information technology

and advanced manufacturing. Our research included an extensive

review of the literature on employment development, and a review

of about two dozen programs that create bridges into high tech

jobs for people with employment barriers. The programs we looked

at were located in the United States, Ireland, Europe, and Australia.

(Two are profiled on page 14.)

After identifying a body of “best practice” for getting employ-

ment barriered people into high tech jobs, we interviewed about

three dozen Manitoba employers from the two industrial sectors to

test the potential for replication of those programs and practices

here. We asked employers what they are already doing to create

employment bridges, what possibilities they see for replicating

other (global) programs locally, and what would make it attractive

for them to participate in those replications. We then developed

some recommendations.

What did we do?

What did we find?

The most encouraging thing we found is that there are many

programs around the world that are successfully creating the

bridge between high school leavers and high tech jobs. And it is

possible to discern a set of “best practice” principles for how that

is done (see diagram, next page). Five of them bear a little more

elaboration.

First, it is important to set your sights on before you

even begin to plan your employment development program. If an

employment development program defines“success” as helping a

person with a long unemployment record to simply get a job, the

long-term results are likely to be marginal. But if the focus from

the outset is to provide the kinds of support that move people

into skilled positions that provide a living wage, benefits, and

opportunities for advancement, there is a better chance of

success.

good jobs
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Second, the best results are likely to be achieved if employers

are engaged at every stage of the process. The programs that work

best are more“demand driven” than“supply driven.” This means

more than simply being connected to employers. It means

starting by having employers identify the positions for which they

need workers, and the skills and attributes that are required to fill

those positions. It includes having employers help to design the

employment programs, possibly release some of their supervisors

to assist in some of the training, offer work experiences and

internships to trainees, and commit to hiring job seekers who

eventually graduate.

Third, it is helpful if programs are comprehensive in the

supports they provide. Many programs across the country

provide only a portion of the supports that a job seeker needs to

become competitive for employment. Programs typically offer
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Sectoral Approaches: Target a high potential

industry and intervene in its practices to

benefit disadvantaged job-seekers.

Customized Training: Short-term, intensive

training for specific jobs in a given industry,

designed in collaboration with employers.

Bridge Programs: Training for

disadvantaged adults to enter advanced

technology trades.

Apprenticeship Programs

Delivering a comprehensive array of

needed resources to disadvantaged

people.

Technical (Hard Skills) Training

programs: Technical skill training

at a college or vocational school.

Basic Education Programs: Teaching

math, writing, and reading.

Soft Skills Training (Job Readiness):

Teaching job-seekers to adapt to the

norms of the workplace looking at

punctuality, proper dress, appropriate

language, etc.

Support services: Offered by service

agencies, job-seekers receive

supports to help them overcome

their barriers to employment (e.g.,

childcare; drug, alcohol, or abuse

counselling; financial assistance for

housing, transportation, health care,

phone, etc.).

Job Search Activities: Resumé-

writing, interview skills, access to

employment kiosks, help with job

search, work experience

placements.

Post-Employment Counselling or

Mentoring

Motivation and Advocacy programs:

Campaigns/career fairs to introduce

job-seekers to opportunities and

motivate them to find work.

Job Placement Activities: Job

developers match job-seekers

with employment.

Best Practices

Focus on High Quality Jobs

Engage the Employer

Build Networks & Create Partnerships

Enlist stakeholders with clout

Offer training with

supports

Create training environments that

simulate the real work place

Provide Post-Employment Support

Promote “cultural competence” for

both employers & job-seekers

Alter the structure of the labour

market

Jobs alone will not help disadvantaged

people out of poverty. They must offer

benefits, opportunities for advancement,

and good pay.

Involve employers from beginning to end

in designing the initiative. They can

identify jobs, identify desired skills, help

design training curricula, offer jobs to

participants.

No group can do workforce development

alone. Neighbourhood community-based

organizations, community colleges and

vocational institutions, government,

unions, and especially employers need to

collaborate to get people into jobs. A

works to bring

these diverse stakeholders together.

The best initiatives combine not only

technical (hard skill) training and basic

education, but also soft skills (“job

readiness”) training and job search/

placement assistance. Furthermore, they

provide a range of support services

(childcare, transportation and financial

assistance, drug/substance abuse

counselling, etc.) to help clients overcome

their barriers to employment.

Successful initiatives provide supports,

mentoring, and/or follow-up counselling

after a client is working to increase job

retention.

Promote changes in the local employment

system that will benefit disadvantaged

job-seekers.
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Many programs around the world are successfully creating the bridge
between high school leavers & high tech jobs. It is possible to discern five

“best practice” principles for how that is done.
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some job readiness training, or job placement assistance, or job skill training, but

seldom all of these. Each of these supports by themselves is helpful, and usually results

in some success. But the success is greater when programs offer all of these supports,

along with basic education upgrading, financial assistance, and post-employment

counselling or mentoring.

Fourth, it is important that programs be networked. One particularly helpful

institution in that regard is something called a“workforce intermediary.” The most

successful programs we looked at are made up of networks comprised of employers,

community-based employment development organizations, unions, governments, and

educational institutions, all co-ordinated by an intermediary.

Typically the intermediary is led by a champion who is well regarded within the

employer community. The role of the intermediary is to provide a place for employers

to identify their needs, and for each of the other representatives to agree about the part

they will play in meeting those needs. The networks that work best are highly

formalized. Members around the table make formal commitments as to the role they

will play, and are held accountable for the standard to which they play that role.

Fifth, the results will be strongest if the employment development program is

“interventionist,” that is, if it actually changes the local employment system to benefit

disadvantaged workers. The establishment of a workforce intermediary is in itself an

“intervention.” It changes the process by which companies in a particular sector recruit

their workforce. Another common type of intervention is to change employment
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Best Practice I: Centre for
Employment Training

Best Practice II: Jane
Adams Resource
Corporation

Many of the people with whom the Centre

for Employment Training in San Jose,

California works are Hispanic farmworkers

or dependents of farm workers. Over half of

CET’s students are school leavers. Over half

cannot speak English or have limited English

skills.

CET provides a wide range of supports,

including vocational guidance, job

preparation, educational upgrading,

financial assistance, specific job skill

training, and job placement services. They

are known, among other things, for

developing training that simulates real

workplaces – they call it the “contextual

learning model” – and they try to duplicate

the “rhythms of industry” in their training.

They are also known for working very

closely with employers. They train people

for entry-level high tech positions like

computer support specialist, computer

systems hardware specialist, computer

operator, electronic assembler, and printer.

They experience placement rates as high as

75% of all graduates. In 2003, the average

income of those who completed CET training

tripled after graduation.

The Jane Adams Resource Corporation in

Chicago works primarily with participants

who are living at or below the poverty line

of US$8,900 per year. It sets the participa-

tion bar low. Participants are required to

have a minimum of Grade 6 math, to be

drug free for the past six months, not to

have been incarcerated in the last six

months, and to have no history of violent or

sexual crimes.

They are provided with educational

upgrading through one-on-one tutoring,

basic computer skills, financial management

training, conflict resolution training, specific

job skill training, and job placement and

internship possibilities. Graduates of their

Careers in Metalworking program get jobs

as Computer Numerically Controlled

Machine Operators, Welders, Punch Press

Die Setter Trainees, Quality Control

inspectors, and the like.

qualifications. Many employers have indicated that when they name educational

qualifications as threshold levels for employment, those minimum educational levels

don’t really relate to what is required to do the work. Employers name educational

qualifications as proxy indicators for the kind of person they are looking for. When

this becomes a needless barrier for disadvantaged workers, it can be helpful to focus

instead on required competencies (e.g., ability to read at a certain grade level).

Changing the actual structure of the job can also be an effective intervention.

“Best practice” language is always a little tricky. It assumes that one can generalize

across all contexts, and that what works best in one context will necessarily work best

in every context. We all know that isn’t necessarily true. We also know that many

employment development programs across the country get really good results without

embodying all of the best practice features that we have articulated above. So it is

important not to overstate the importance of the principles that emerged in our

research. But it is also true that the principles we have stated here are commonly found

in programs that assist high school leavers to make the jump to good high tech jobs.

Employers in New Economy industries are already experiencing
skills shortages & are prepared to participate in programs directed
at disadvantaged workers. Models of best practice are available.
They have been tested in many jurisdictions & have a proven
track record. With thought & care, we can replicate that success.
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For all you do...

help is here
In our of helping the social

economy build capacity, find efficiencies,

and improve productivity, we’re still just a

click away when you need solutions for all

the everyday challenges in your organization.

With 3000 pages of ready-to-go, easy-to-use

services, ideas, resources and information,

CharityVillage.com is your online personal

assistant for the tasks on your “to-do” list.

10th year

www.charityvillage.com

CharityVillage.com®

Canada’s supersite for the nonprofit sector

What did employers say?

Conclusion

We were amazed at how open employers were. Employers in the

advanced manufacturing sector told us they are desperate for

skilled workers. Of manufacturers recently surveyed by the

Canadian Manufacturer’s Association, 94% indicate a concern

about having enough skilled workers to remain competitive. While

employers in the IT sector are not experiencing skills shortages

currently (at least, not within the positions that disadvantaged

workers can be readily trained for), they were projecting shortages

in the next five years as their workforce ages. Many of the employ-

ers we interviewed, whether or not they were experiencing skills

shortages, concurred with the need to create bridges for disadvan-

taged workers, and indicated a willingness to play a role in that.

A range of factors increases the likelihood that employers will

participate in programs to build such bridges. A program is more

likely to be attractive to employers if it is led by a champion whom

they respect. It will address some of their human resource issues

and bring some additional training and HR development

resources to the table. It will create some positive profile for

employers in the community, but will allow their commitments to

be tentative until results are proven (i.e., internships/co-operative

work experiences). Finally, the programs most appealing to

employers don’t take huge amounts of their planning time.

The New Economy is not exactly a good news story for disadvan-

taged workers. They face multiple barriers that are difficult to

overcome. But it doesn’t all have to be a bad news story.

Employers in New Economy industries are already experienc-

ing skills shortages and are prepared to participate in programs

directed at disadvantaged workers. Models of best practice are

available. They have been tested in many jurisdictions and have a

proven track record of success.

With thought and care, we can replicate that success.

Community-based practitioners are needed who link their

practical knowledge of disadvantaged workers with strategies that

are comprehensive, networked, and interventionist. Governments

must be prepared to provide funding. Champions must be ready to

pull together the major players – employers, unions, community-

based organizations, governments, and educational institutions –

by means of a workforce intermediary. When we apply models of

best practice in combination with these additional factors, there is

hope for high school leavers who aspire to good jobs in the

New Economy.
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