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�Windows NT� is just one of the 32
programs that LEF currently manages.
Serving 7000 people a year on a budget
of $16 million, it is the largest nonprofit
training agency in Metro Toronto. Like
Aida Eshetu, the majority of the adults
among them are social assistance or em-
ployment insurance recipients. And of
them, eight out of ten generally find jobs
once they graduate from LEF�s computer
courses, self-employment training, con-
struction, or childcare programs. It is a
singular example of how much a commu-
nity service organization can achieve when
it chooses to pursue a creative, activist
agenda of human resource development.

DIVERSIFICATION

The City of York was a municipality in what
was formerly known as Metropolitan Toronto.
The 1970s hit York hard. Manufacturers
started moving out. Unemployment rose. Of
the entire Metro region, York had the lowest
incomes, highest illiteracy rate, highest infant
mortality rate, and many other indicators of
poverty. The area was (and remains) a recep-
tion area for consecutive waves of immigra-
tion from all corners of the globe.

The most pressing issue was unemploy-
ment, especially youth unemployment. That
much was apparent to LEF, which had been
launched in 1978 with the assistance of the

THE OF
INTEGRATED SERVICES

POWER
The Learning Enrichment Foundation

by Eunice Grayson

part from some basic word-processing, Aida Eshetu knew nothing about computers three years
ago. A traumatized refugee from Ethiopia�s civil war, she had finally come to rest in York,
 Ontario in 1996. To find work she enrolled in a training program entitled �Windows NT and

Hardware� offered by a local charity, the Learning Enrichment Foundation (LEF).
Swamped at first, within a fortnight she could strip down and reassemble a PC into working

order. The 4-month course equipped her to pass the Microsoft Certified Professional examina-
tions. But she was ready for more. With LEF assistance, she went on to complete three corre-
spondence courses and become a Microsoft Certified Systems Engineer.

Aida now works as an instructor in a private vocational school. Astonished at how far she has
come, she credits LEF staff not just for their technical skill, but for their generosity of spirit.
�Their love and care boosted my energy,� she recalls, �For the first time I recognized my empti-
ness and how hungry I was.�

York Board of Education. To date, LEF�s ex-
perience had been limited to providing
school children with multicultural theatre and
other types of cultural enrichment. Unde-
terred, LEF launched a construction and
renovations training program for the chil-
dren�s teenaged siblings.

Another nagging problem was quality
childcare. Child-raising responsibilities
kept many students and other commu-
nity residents from acting on training or
job opportunities. In 1981, LEF launched
the first of a network of affordable, high-
quality childcare centres in what was to
be the organization�s toehold in the realm
of community revitalization.

A
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LEF�s functions quickly diversified in
the mid-�80s. With financial assistance
from Employment & Immigration
Canada, LEF initiated a youth employ-
ment counselling centre in 1985. Then
came employer outreach, self-employ-
ment training, and English as a second

language. The list grew longer and longer.
In 1986, the Ontario Ministry of Industry
& Trade supplied start-up funds for a
business incubator, the York Business Op-
portunities Centre. A commercial kitchen
and training program was installed in yet
another building. (See photo p.13).

This diversification was matched by a sec-
ond, equally significant process of service
integration, both structural and physical. In
1991, LEF leased a vacant, 73,200 square
foot industrial warehouse. Into this vast, ram-
shackle facility the business incubator and
LEF�s other initiatives began to concentrate.

Low and behold, joint occupancy and
close proximity created a dynamic synergy
which exponentially increased the success
and productivity of all programs - and at-
tracted more.

The construction students assisted with
the renovations to the building. English lan-
guage training was available to the young
people, who were of course clients of the
youth counselling centre. The kitchen pro-
vided high-quality, low-cost meals to these
trainees as well as the self-employment can-
didates and daycare children, while func-
tioning as a catering training facility.

But what is childcare without trained su-
pervision? So LEF also began to train early
childhood assistants in a course combining
practical experience with studies in the ar-
eas of child development, curriculum plan-
ning, and safety and nutrition.

LABOUR MARKET INTEGRATION

By the early 1990s, LEF had set new stand-
ards in the supply side of the labour-em-

ployment equation. In 1994, LEF took on
the demand side, and since then has grown
into one of Canada�s pre-eminent practi-
tioners of labour market integration.

The trigger was an unmistakable disloca-
tion between labour supply and demand.
While recording alarming levels of unem-

ployment among LEF constituents, staff
members were receiving an increasing
number of employer requests for trained
workers. LEF therefore launched the Action
Centre for Employment (ACE) as an ex-
periment in �customized training� - a sys-
tematic, information-rich process of marry-
ing specific jobs (current and prospective)
with individual job-seekers.

Customized training places heavy empha-

sis on sustained, comprehensive research
into the local labour market. At ACE, �job
developers� closely track both the require-
ments of local employers and the abilities of
unemployed clients. (Much of the spade-
work is handled by a 40-telephone call cen-
tre, staffed by volunteers, who make thou-
sands of calls monthly to local employers.)
When jobs are uncovered, job developers
follow up to discuss with employers the job
descriptions and training requirements.

LEF�s skill training is configured accord-
ingly. In some cases, the employer agrees to
use LEF trainees as a hiring pool; LEF un-
dertakes to find and train people to suit
that job�s exact requirements. In other cases,
LEF trains unemployed people in a reper-
toire of skills known to be in high demand
and then �markets� the graduates to a
broader base of small- to medium-sized
employers. Hundreds of job leads are fol-
lowed each week. Of the 5000 clients tradi-
tionally served by LEF annually, half are in-
volved in customized training. Four out of

�joint occupancy & close proximity created a dynamic
synergy which exponentially increased the success &
productivity of all programs - & attracted more �
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five of those participants remain in their jobs
for a minimum 6-month period - the suc-
cess criterion.

The training itself follows four major
streams: computer applications, industrial
skills, childcare, and English language skills.
All the computer courses are Microsoft Au-
thorized; as of 1994, LEF became the first
nonprofit Microsoft Solution Provider in
Canada.

Industrial training focusses on the logis-
tics, warehousing and maintenance fields.
For example, a 7-week forklift training course
offers, in addition to theory, first aid,
WHMIS (Workplace Hazardous Materials
Information System) certification, compu-
ter training, and 28 hours of �road experi-
ence� in a section of the LEF warehouse.
(Holes in the walls testify to the challenge
of �hands-on� training.) The final two weeks
of the course are spent in job search.

LEF scored another major coup in the
fall of 1998. Ontario Works, the provincial
welfare-to-work program, relaxed funding
criteria which (in the view of Toronto mu-
nicipality) had recognized skill develop-
ment, volunteer internship, and job search
services as mutually exclusive initiatives. LEF
pounced on the opportunity to secure a
major contract for its integrated approach to
�workfare.� Staff drafted a proposal that
would annually have assessed, counselled,
trained, and helped 2000 social assistance
recipients to find a job. If fully 80% did not
keep that job for six months, LEF would
not get paid get its per capita payment of
$1200 for any unsuccessful clients.

Despite LEF�s record, that concept put
more eggs in one basket than Toronto�s
department of Social Services (the admin-
istrator of the provincial monies) was will-
ing to risk. Municipal officials instead ap-
proved a 6-month pilot project serving 500
referrals (at a per capita price tag of $2,928).

The people in question are particularly
hard to employ, out of work an average of 4.7
years (as many as 20 years in some cases)
and often with health problems to boot. Most
can be said to represent the �structurally un-
employed� who would likely remain unem-
ployed even in times of growth. In this, the
clients differ significantly from any other
group which LEF skill training programs have

STRATEGIC ALLIANCE

LEF and Lasso Communications first
met about a year ago, the result of a
chance referral by a mutual contact. A
blind date from hell, you might think,
the one being a specialist in labour
market integration for the
marginalized and the other a division
of a major international marketing
agency (Grey Canada). But the two
organizations share an interest in
community responsive models of
development. With Lasso�s assistance,
LEF has been able to develop,
implement, and market its learning
initiatives using interactive technology.

One result of this collaboration has
been the leveraging of LEF On-Line, an
internet service provider that offers
e-mail, shareware, web design, and
hosting to all comers, as well as
technical assistance - from LEF-trained
Microsoft Certified Systems Engi-
neers.

More significant, however, are
specific training instruments which
LEF and Lasso have re-deployed
together, especially the Life Learning
System, a software suite that helps
organizations to deliver, track, and
manage training with customized
�learning paths.�

Imagine someone in your neigh-
bourhood who wants to work in an
office, but doesn�t know the variety of

office jobs there are, nor the skills
each requires, nor even if any local
employer is looking to fill such a
position.

What if that person could visit a
website which permitted a systematic
examination of office work (and any
other job that will exist in the next 6-9
months)? Each job is described in
terms of its core skill, position skills,
and personal development qualifica-
tions. In addition, attached to each
specified skill is the program through
which the job-seeker can acquire the
skill - and an electronic link by means
of which this person can sign up for
the next course. Now imagine such a
system informed by a process of
labour market data gathering as
sustained and comprehensive as that of
LEF. Finally, consider the implications
of sharing such a learning infrastruc-
ture across training organizations and
small- and medium-sized businesses in
a community or region.

That is sort of all-encompassing
linkage of learning and job opportuni-
ties which the Life Learning System is
creating in York. (The community
model so impressed Lasso that it
donated a copy of the software to
LEF.) Brilliant in its simplicity and its
employee-client focus, the Life
Learning System is a remarkable
example of the synergy achieved by a
pair of unlikely strategic partners.

served. That being said, LEF has been able
to bring a wealth of expertise and infrastruc-
ture to bear on the dilemma. To date, 500
people have been served (virtually all who
expressed an interest in participating). Al-
though people are still in the program, 175
already have jobs, proving that the issue of
structural unemployment can be addressed
successfully through support strategies fully
attuned to the individuals� needs.* For the
first time, municipal social workers have had
a holistic or comprehensive program to which
they can confidently refer their most chal-
lenging clients.

THE FUNDING DILEMMA

A variety of agents refer people to LEF for
skill training. Because clients can seldom
afford to pay from their own limited re-
sources, funding is a constant issue. Block
purchases and grant structures are on the
way out; partnerships and fee-for-service ar-
rangements with government and the pri-
vate sector are on the way in. Federal funds
for employment insurance recipients and
provincial funds are not always available. Just
this year, a petition for additional Ontario
Works funding for LEF�s welfare-to-work
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initiative bogged down. The municipal-
ity refused to budge without the Province�s
full approval (pending a project evaluation
later this year), lest the City find itself foot-
ing the entire bill.

However, the real challenge is helping
those who do not have access to either gov-
ernment source: the under-employed, im-
migrants, and youth with no work history
and re-entry women.

�Community enterprise� presents one
partial solution here. When enrollment (and
funding) to its Metro Youth Job Corps was
frozen, LEF elected to give up funding in
return for freedom from government selec-
tion criteria. The Job Corps woodworking
shop re-opened in 1997 as LEF Wood Works,
funded through sales of furniture crafted by
street kids and other marginalized youth
people. Of 124 program participants since
1997, 108 have graduated, most to full-time
(51%) or part-time (11%) jobs located
through ACE. Another 25% returned to
school full time. Currently, Wood Works� pro-
ceeds amount to 30% of its operating costs,
LEF absorbs the remainder through charita-
ble donations.

Individual Development Accounts, which
multiply every dollar a poor person spends
on training, are another good concept. They
present a wonderful opportunity for financ-
ing the career advancement of people with
entry-level jobs, but will not assist the struc-
turally unemployed.

The real answer to the funding problem,
LEF believes, is a �Community Skill Devel-
opment Fund,� financially assisted by large
donor corporations or foundations and by
contributions from satisfied employers. The
idea would be for LEF to provide training
�up front,� for which clients will pay once
they are employed. A repayment agreement
would be concluded with each client, which
would take into consideration his/her even-
tual wages and living expenses.

LEF has experimented with this ap-
proach, but hasn�t the resources to sustain it
for very long or with many individuals. We
hope, however, this exercise will inform a
broader process of consultation with parties
interested in a larger initiative. These �learn-
ing circles� will engage representatives of
business and foundations in the design of a
skill development fund - essentially, many
of the organizations which would eventually

be asked to support it. An additional series
of consultations will involve representatives
from communities that may wish to emulate
the model.

MEMBERSHIP

Structurally, too, LEF has altered to meet
new requirements. In the mid-�90s, many
board members, staff, and supporters per-
ceived the need to develop a new govern-
ance structure. A dozen dedicated board
members and over 200 employees - but no
membership base - were no longer suffi-
cient to the tasks at hand.

The transition was turbulent. Could the
work and assets of a by now multimillion
dollar �enterprise� be entrusted to the un-
certainties of the democratic process? In
LEF�s early years, the stability and the con-
tinuity of limited membership made deci-
sion-making easier. The organization pros-
pered. By the mid-90s, however, the magni-
tude of operations made real or perceived
conflicts of interest in LEF�s decision-mak-
ing a dangerous possibility.

A consulting specialist in non-profit gov-
ernance was hired to assist in the transition.
Focus groups helped to clarify strengths and
weaknesses. It was not easy, but in the end
good will and determination won out. A
board policy book was written, policy de-
fined, the mission statement confirmed,
principles and values stated, and strategic
priorities articulated. The board was recast

to comprise 15 people (five of whom are
replaced annually) whose role it is to set
policy. The executive director manages the
organization, within pre-set limits.

The turbulence over, LEF has never looked
back. Since 1995, concerted recruitment has
increased membership to over 1000, made of
up clients, employers, daycare parents, inter-
ested community members, donors, and em-
ployees. One of the most advantageous as-
pects of such a broad membership base for an
organization like LEF is the empowerment
that membership symbolizes. Membership,
voting rights and the opportunity to govern
are attainable. Inclusion, not exclusion, is the
rule for a change. LEF is now often described
as a �caring family.�

At LEF, the changing circumstances
within the community and government, as
well as innovative ideas, entrepreneurial in-
clinations, and an empowering atmosphere
make even inevitable change exciting.c

EUNICE GRAYSON is the executive
director of the Learning Enrichment
Foundation. Contact her at (tel) 416-769-
0830, (fax) 416-769-9912, (e-mail)
egrayson@lefca.org. LEF�s website is
located at http://www.lefca.org
*An interim research document assessing
this Ontario Works program will be
available by October 1999. While the
evaluation process will not be complete
for a number of months, it would appear
that significant progress has been made in
addressing structural unemployment. For
further information, contact LEF.

�In 1994, LEF took on the demand side of the labour-
employment equation, and has since grown into one
of Canada�s pre-eminent practitioners of labour
market integration.�


