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PRINCIPLES OF

by Sherri Torjman

Customized
T R A I N I N G

T
 Still other approaches are directed towards job creation,
through support for self-employment and small business devel-
opment.

One of the nodes in a range of job preparedness interven-
tions is customized training - which can itself be undertaken
according to a number of models. While the specifics vary, the
general story goes like this.

A designated organization assumes responsibility for identify-
ing job opportunities in the local economy and in specific
workplaces, including both current vacancies and impending job
demands. We are not talking about a cursory review of ads in
community newspapers here, but a systematic and in-depth
exploration of the local labour market. In some programs, this
process is referred to as �job development.�

In addition to counting vacancies, the task of the job devel-
oper is to determine the skill requirements associated with
these vacancies and with local employment opportunities more
generally.

The designated organization assesses the skills, knowledge,
and abilities of individuals who are currently unemployed or
underemployed. Very short-term, job-specific training is then
provided by the designated organization or by a partner company
or educational institute.

The designated organization also matches the trained partici-
pants with the appropriate job opportunities. The local compa-
nies that have been engaged in this process typically use the
designated organization as their �hiring window� because the
participants have been prescreened for their suitability to the
work. While there is no guarantee that the trainees will be hired
by the firm, it is clearly in the interest of business to employ
workers with job-ready skills.

Customized training differs from traditional training in several
ways.

The training generally offered by community colleges or
private institutes takes (at least) several months. Many unem-
ployed workers cannot go without a source of income for so
long. Ironically, some remain on welfare because they cannot
afford to leave. Even those eligible for a student loan may be
daunted by the prospect of carrying a large debt load with no job
security at the end of the day. The affordability issue is not
insurmountable; a combination of loans, grants, and subsidies
could address it.

The real issue has to do with the appropriateness of traditional
training. The latter typically provides general instruction but must be
supplemented by job-specific training. The customized training
approach, by contrast, designs the training right from square one to
meet precise job requirements.

Customized training has achieved a promising degree of success
in the programs in which it has been tried. Within Canada, there are
three particularly significant examples.

The �employment brokering� offered by Winnipeg�s Opportuni-
ties for Employment combines assessment, job readiness, training,
counselling, and support services. It receives payment from the
province when job seekers actually have found work and remain
employed full time for a minimum of six months. Toronto�s Learning
Enrichment Foundation (LEF) provides an integrated package of
services that includes job search, training, business incubation,
assistance with job placement, and work-related supports. (See
sidebar, next page.) A program created by the Social Services
Department of the Regional Municipality of Ottawa-Carleton in
conjunction with the Ottawa Tourism and Convention Authority
trains welfare recipients for various positions in local hotels.

he literature on welfare-to-work is clear: the successful integration of unemployed workers
into the labour market requires a combination of interventions. There is no single �magic
bullet� solution. Certain measures focus upon individual workers by ensuring that they have

appropriate skills. Other interventions are concerned with removing barriers to work, such as the lack
of affordable child care or accessible transportation.

O N T A R I O
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ISSUES

A number of concerns which observers have raised about
customized training warrant consideration.

Some argue that customized training is consistent with the
�work first� approach characteristic of many welfare reform
initiatives launched in the U.S. since 1995. Work First programs
seek to move people from welfare into unsubsidized jobs as
quickly as possible. Job search is a central focus of the program.
The underlying philosophy is that any job is a good job and that
the best way to succeed in the labour market is by joining it,
developing work habits and skills on the job rather than in a
classroom.

Although it acknowledges the importance of getting participants
into the labour market and utilizes short-term training, customized
training could be best described as a skills first, not a �work first�
strategy. Customized training does not confine itself to finding a
work placement for the unemployed, who then acquire skills on the
job. Rather, the intent is to ensure that the individual is suitably
qualified for the job prior to going to work. If anything, customized
training is really a �work second� approach.

Concerns have also been expressed over the scale of
customized training programs, which typically serve only a few
hundred participants a year. (LEF serves several thousand.) But it
is important to recognize that many of these programs have been
successful precisely because they are small. Making them larger
actually could lead to failure rather than greater success.

Then there is the age-old issue that arises around any
discussion of welfare reform. Welfare caseload reduction does
not equal poverty reduction. Due to taxes and employment-
related expenses, recipients who move off welfare into low-paid
work often find that they are no better off in terms of disposable
income � indeed, may be worse off � than when they received
income assistance.

Some of the jobs for which customized training takes place
pay minimum wage. Opportunities for Employment sees these
jobs as stepping stones to better employment. The program is
based on the premise that it is easier for people to go from low-
paying work into higher-paying work than it is to move to a good
job from no job at all. Customized training is their toehold in the
labour market.

While one can debate this issue, the arguments would touch

The Learning Enrichment Foundation (LEF) in Toronto is an
example of an organization that employs customized training. It
serves an estimated 5,000 clients a year, about half of whom are
involved in customized training. LEF claims an 80% success rate �
which means that participants remain in their jobs for a minimum
6-month period.

The Learning Enrichment Foundation provides an integrated
package of services that includes job search, training, business
incubation, and assistance with job placement and work-related
supports, such as childcare. Within this broad
spectrum of programs, LEF offers customized training
in four major streams: computer applications,
industrial skills, childcare, and language skills.

The computer applications field includes a 5-week
basic training course. Three weeks are spent on basic
hardware; keyboarding skills; use of Windows, the
Internet and e-mail; and basic Word skills. Two
weeks of the course are spent on résumé writing, interview
skills, and eliminating employment barriers.

Another computer course teaches accounting skills. It is a
seven-week program that involves five weeks of computer skills,
including general ledger, accounts payable and accounts receivable.
All LEF computer courses are Microsoft Authorized; it is the first
nonprofit Microsoft Solution Provider in Canada.

Industrial training focusses on the logistics, warehousing, and
maintenance fields. A 7-week course in forklift training offers
theory and 28 hours of practical experience in forklift operation.
LEF has set up an area in its warehouse in which forklift driving
and operation are taught.

The forklift training course includes first aid and WHMIS
(Workplace Hazardous Materials Information System) certification
as well as computer training. The final two weeks are spent in job
search. A more extensive 3-month program incorporates building
maintenance skills which include electrical wiring, basic construc-
tion and renovation skills, and proper use of maintenance
machinery.

LEF recognized very early that many prospective participants
would not be able to partake of its programs unless they had

access to affordable, high-quality childcare. In response
to this need, LEF set up its own network of 13 licensed
childcare centres serving about 650 children.

The program also trains early childhood assistants.
The course combines practical experience with
classroom work in the areas of child development,
curriculum planning, and safety and nutrition. Graduates
receive a certificate as an early childhood assistant as

well as certification in emergency first aid and childhood CPR.
The childcare centres are integrated with other LEF programs.

The centres receive food from the community kitchen that LEF has
set up as a restaurant and catering training facility. The kitchen
prepares and delivers 650 meals a day to the childcare centres and
serves high-quality, low-cost meals to other LEF program
participants, for a total 850 meals a day.

Language training includes business English, family literacy, and
basic and advanced computer literacy. Five levels of English training
are offered and weekend courses are scheduled to accommodate
the needs of those already working or who have childcare
responsibilities.
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only the tip of the iceberg of a more profound problem. The
labour market has been creating low-wage, low-skill employ-
ment. Gordon Betcherman pointed this out years ago in his
landmark study Good Jobs, Bad Jobs (Economic Council of
Canada, 1990). Customized training � or any training for that
matter � cannot resolve the problem of �bad jobs� that pay
poorly and offer few, if any, benefits.

But I would argue that customized training can play an
important role in ensuring that we are able to get and keep the
so-called �good jobs� - the well-paying, highly-skilled jobs that
are crucial to the economic health of the country. Customized
training is a means to build skills, help workers move into
higher-paid employment, and promote human resource develop-
ment in highly skilled areas of the labour force.

Finally, customized training typically is not geared to meeting
the needs of the hard to serve � those with serious language and
learning difficulties and/or significant personal or family prob-
lems. Is this method inherently successful because it creams the
best candidates?

Possibly. Customized training clearly appears most relevant to
that subset of prospective workers who are considered job
ready. But as I noted: there is no one-size-fits-all solution to the
integration of the unemployed into the labour market. Custom-
ized training is by definition a highly-focussed strategy whose
�narrow� scope is offset by the fact that it is intended as one
methodology in a continuum of interventions.

BROADER APPLICATION

Customized training is so simple a concept. Yet we seem to have
difficulty putting it into practice. Our current systems are not
geared up for this form of training. There are several problems
related to welfare �culture,� labour market information, and
funding.

Welfare departments generally have not had close links with
private employers. The departments typically are not able to act
flexibly in response to labour market demands. Customized training
calls for an entrepreneurial way of managing not just the welfare
system but human resource development more generally.

Solid and up-to-date information is the key to successful
labour market integration. But there are many problems with
current data. Several occupational classifications must be
updated. There is no reliable way of identifying emerging labour
force needs; information tends to focus primarily upon what
exists right now.

A major barrier to broader application is funding. The few
customized training programs operating in Canada have not
enjoyed consistent support from government or industry. LEF
obtains funds for clients receiving Employment Insurance or
participating in Ontario Works. But LEF�s purpose is to serve
the entire community, including youth, immigrants, those
involved with the corrections system, and the underemployed -
none of whom come with training subsidies. LEF is working on a

plan to establish a community skills development fund to bridge
this gap.

Finally, the post-industrial labour market places new pressure
upon workers to ensure that they invest in themselves. A
technology-driven world means that workers must continually
upgrade their knowledge and skills.

Customized training responds to the pressures of the new
labour market. It is a form of self-investment using a flexible
delivery method. As such, it has broader application than simply
helping welfare recipients or the underemployed find a job.
Customized training can be used to upgrade employee skills on
an on-going basis. It is one way of giving life to the concept of
lifelong learning, which, in the new labour market, really means
lots of new learning - all the time.c
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