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2. Overview of Case Study (1pp) 
 

a. Summary of focus of case study 
The focus of the case study was to assess the experiences and outcomes of a 
community outreach program housed in George Brown College dealing with 
Construction Trades Pre-apprenticeship transitions for at-risk youth in several 
downtown east neighbourhood. The study followed youth participants through the 
program and also carried out interviews with program workers to develop a clear profile 
of how such programs could contribute to participant‟s lives and potential for community 
engagement/activism afterward. 
 

b. Relation to APCOL project themes 
This case study relates to the APCOL project theme of Good Jobs as well as the means 
by which at-risk youth transition to quality employment and its affect on various 
downtown east communities including St. James Town, Moss Park, and Regent Park. 
This basic them of employment is among the four basic needs cited in the APCOL 
proposal; a) Health/Nutrition/Food Security; b) Safe Shelter / Housing; c) Opportunity for 
Adequate Education; and d) Access to a Jobs, Vocational Training and Living Wages. In 
addition to this direct connection to the four basic needs, this case study also 
emphasized the importance of the learning, in the context of employment transitions, of 
youth who were potentially activists and community leaders. In this way the case study 
offered an opportunity to explore the transition of non-activists toward various forms of 
community participation and activism. The case study is also notable in the APCOL 
project as a whole as an institutionally-based (in George Brown College‟s Community 
Partnership Office) initiative.  
 

c. Linkage to community need; 
George Brown College operates in the heart of Toronto which is home to client groups 
who would significantly benefit from the proposed program. Pre-apprenticeships 
program are structured to support immigrants / Newcomers; single Parents; Under-
Employed persons; and/or at-Risk Youth. 
 
Despite many barriers to employment, these target groups have a strong desire work. 
Their greatest challenge is that our employment programs often do not offer the range 
and intensity of supports, as well as the duration of support, that allows them to acquire 
the appropriate job skills and work habits, while at the same time addressing the many 
non-work related difficulties that impede their ability to get training, an education or to 
maintain a regular job. 
 
As Canada continues to experience a skills shortage, and with a projection that 70% of 
all jobs will require some form of post-secondary education, the Construction Craft 
Worker (CCW) Pre-Apprenticeship program, was created and delivered in response to 
the Government of Ontario‟s focus on increasing the number the new entrants to 
apprenticeship programs, while addressing the skilled trades shortage.   The 
Community Partnerships Office, who‟s mandate is to build social and economic 
development in local communities, has focused attention on the delivery of pre-
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apprenticeship programs in priority neighbourhoods.  A 2005 report commissioned by 
the City of Toronto and entitled Regent Park Employment, Skills and Economic 
Development Study identified the Toronto Downtown East area, which is included in the 
geographical area served by George Brown, as having “the groups facing the greatest 
challenges: non-English speakers, young males, women, people with disabilities and 
people with low educational attainment. Each of these groups lags behind the general 
population in some aspect of employment. Non-English speakers have less access to 
standard, full-time permanent jobs and job advancement. People with disabilities have 
opted out of the labour force due to lack of supports. Young men have opted out of the 
labour force due to lack of prospects. Women have opted out of the labour force due to 
the constraints of childrearing.  In effect, the CCW helps potential entrants into the 
apprenticeship system develop their job skills and trade readiness so that they will be 
prepared to find work as apprentices.  The Construction Craft Worker pre-
apprenticeship program is a unique „community capacity building program‟ that aims to 
provide access and opportunity to education for underserved populations as a way to 
contribute to Toronto‟s anti-poverty reduction strategy. 
 

d. Summary of major achievements/outputs. 
Based on extensive partnership consultation in the spring of 2010, this case study was 
undertaken in three main phases. The first phase involved the completion of semi-
structured interviews with 17 program participants within the first few weeks of the start 
of their program. These interviews focused on prior life experiences, how they came to 
enrol in the program and why, expected outcomes and general views on education, 
training in relation to labour market transitions to good jobs. This was followed by the 
second phase which involved consultation with selected program participants, university 
and program-based researchers on post-program data gathering and it was determined 
that post-program focus groups would be carried involving the same 17 participants split 
into focus groups of manageable sizes. We completed these focus groups by December 
2010. Following this, in the third phase of the case study work, through the April and 
May 2011 we undertook more extensive, in depth interviews with eight former pre-
apprenticeship program graduates (mainly from the Baking pre-apprenticeship program 
from 2008-2009) from the past five years in order to further gauge the long-term 
potential for community contributions and effectiveness of the program for both activism 
and in participants personal life success. Through involvement in the research it was 
clear that both program participants and program staff developed a richer appreciation 
for the dynamics and potential contribution of the research to community development 
to combat poverty issues in the downtown east area. 
 
Five participants in from the Construction Craft Worker program have secured paid 
employment at Tridel™ through their initial placements.  Another student is furthering 
his trades training with Hammerheads. And, even after recently giving birth to a 
newborn baby, the only female in the class is furthering her trade training with the 
carpenters union local 27. 
 
Over the course of this case study, several of the students were heavily impacted by the 
need to connect the community with more educational opportunities and pathways.  
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With their focus on community development, a few students are still in contact with the 
Pre-Apprenticeship Coordinator to explore the development of Streets to Trades, a 
program assisting other street involved youth making a break through the trades.   
 
In terms of the achievements of past graduates from the Baking Pre-Apprenticeship 
program that was offered in the 2009-10 academic year, 10 students are still currently 
working at their placements, two are students are finishing up a post-secondary 
Culinary program at George Brown, and another student is currently registered as an 
Apprentice at a local French pastry shop.  
 
One student from the Baking pre-apprenticeship program (past graduate) is now a 
Pastry Chef at the Daily Bread Food Bank, and trains volunteers and/or food bank users 
on how to bake healthier meals.  This student believes in the many benefits of this 
program and therefore has returned to the Baking pre-apprenticeship program (2011) to 
teach introductory baking skills to a new cohort of students. 
 
 

3. Description of University-Community Research Partnership 
a. Roles of organizations involved in the case study, their contributions 

and changes in capacities in relation to APCOL project themes. 
The CCW pre-apprenticeship program case study was coordinated by the Operations 
and Research Manager (Kizzy Bedeau) in the Community Partnerships Office at 
George Brown, with support from the Community Projects Manager (Joseph Stapleton), 
Pre-Apprenticeship Coordinator (Chris Harris), and a Job Coach (Aali Ali).  The 
Community Partnerships Office is responsible for the delivery of the Construction Craft 
Worker and Baker Pre-Apprenticeship Programs, and therefore was directly involved in 
the oversight of the Case study along with the University of Toronto.  Nadia Salter, a 
University of Toronto graduate student, provided support to the case study and 
conducted the past-graduate interviews with participants.  Kizzy Bedeau provided the 
overall coordination and support for the case study, contributed to the creation of the 
interview and focus group guides, and contributed to the writing of reports. Joseph 
Stapleton, Chris Harris, and Aali Ali were integral in recruiting participants for the 
interview and focus groups and administering the interviews and focus groups at a 
convenient times and locations for participants.  It is important to note that participants 
in the pre-apprenticeship programs were recruited from various community 
organizations in the Regent Park, Moss Park and St. James Town neighbourhoods. 
Sacha Bradley, Peter Sawchuk, Joe Stapleton and Youssef Sawan facilitated or 
assisted in the facilitation of our project focus group sessions. Please see appendix 
below for a list of partners.  
 
In regards to the project themes that emerged, those being new opportunities and life 
directions, and mutual trust/commitment and support, staff in the Community 
Partnerships Office (CPO) have a better understanding of the impact pre-apprenticeship 
programs had on the personal development of the participants, and how such programs 
have a direct role in reversing the poverty landscape in Toronto. Staff noted attitudinal 
changes in the participants throughout the case study as participants became 



APCOL / GBC Good Jobs Transitions Case Study 
Condensed Final Report 

 
 

Page 5 of 21 
 

advocates and the best cheerleaders for themselves and each other.  The participants 
grew to be the voice and ambassadors of the program, taking every opportunity to 
share their accomplishments with others in the outside world.  With the recognition that 
this program offered new opportunities beyond the immediate goals of the program, 
CPO staff opted to maintain the energy from the participants by supporting their new life 
directions and allowing them to be the champions of the program.  In effect, staff have 
brought back past graduates to be program recruiters and ambassadors, deliver 
workshops, and initial training sessions. 
 
The case study built on the central APCOL project themes of employment and 
approaches to combating poverty through organizing in the form of a government 
supported, institutionally delivered, formal program initiative. Organizing to combat 
poverty can be studied in many different contexts, but this case study offered a unique 
context and approach in comparison to the others explored in the APCOL project 
overall. Additionally, themes of social exclusion and issues of race, gender and class 
were involved in this case study. As discussed below learning related to challenging 
poverty and exclusion occurred in the classroom, in the work sites and there is evidence 
that it extended and included learning in the communities from which the participants 
came. The approach to analysis also discussed below fits with the types of theories to 
which the APCOL project as a whole has oriented including the importance of 
recognizing and investigating forms of social and informal learning, social networks, the 
identification and shifts of meaning of challenges in participant‟s lives in the course of 
participating in making changes related to poverty, and so on. 
 
 

4. Financial summary 
a. Final copy of case study budget/expenditures including brief notes of 

explanation where revisions were made to approved original budget 
document. 

 
{Not included in Condensed Final Report} 
 

5. Summary of  Work Plan & Case Study Outputs 
a. Final Copy of case study work plan document including brief notes of 
explanation where revisions were made to approved original workplan document. 

 

Objectives  Tasks  Number of 
events/group 
sessions/time  

Timeline/ 
status  

Goal 1: Develop APCOL GBC Research Plan/Budget 

Develop of 
APCOL Case 
Study Research 
Focus and 

- Consultation between 
GBC Community Programs 
and University researchers 
to determine focus of case 

 - two meetings and 
additional ongoing 
communication/sharing 

March 2010   
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Budget; Revise 
and sign-off on 
Letter of 
Understanding 
(Work Plan and 
Budget 
appended) 

 

study, work plan and 
budget 

- review existing 
information on pre-
apprenticeship participants 

- finalize revised interview 
schedule that meets the 
needs of APCOL project 
focus and GBC pre-
apprenticeship/community 
needs 

of information 

Develop APCOL 
Case Study 
Research Team  

 

- identify GBC local 
administrator for Case 
Study 

- Consultation with Pre-
Apprenticeship program 
leadership at GBC and 
university faculty/graduate 
student researchers 

-Advertise, interview and 
hire GBC/Community 
based researchers 

 

- 2 meetings and 
additional  
communication/sharing 
of information 

March – 
early April 
2010 

Goal 2: Training of APCOL GBC Researchers 

{Note: Training was set back a few months as the Case Study could not move forward 
internally at George Brown College until ethics approval was received from George 
Brown College‟s Ethics Committee.  Ethics approval was received in July 2010.} 

Identify training 
needs  

- Identify  general and 
specific training needs 

  

- 2 meetings and 
information sharing as 
necessary 

- interview research 
shadowing sessions 

  

  

March – 
early April 
2010  

Training 
workshops 

 

- finalize training materials 

- orientation and training of 
researchers including 
discussion of research 

- 1 session and 
information sharing as 
necessary 

 

revised date 
was August 
2010 
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aspect of the project 

 

Research 
shadowing 
training 

- GBC/community 
researcher shadowing 
during initial interview 
sessions meeting 

- interview research 
shadowing sessions 
during initial pre-
apprenticeship 
interviews 

 

revised date 
was August 
2010   

Goal 3: Interview Research & Initial Reporting 

Pre-
Apprenticeship 
Entry 
Interviews, 
transcription 

- GBC/community 
researchers complete initial 
set of entry interviews 

- interview transcription 

 

- Multiple interview 
sessions 

  

 revised date 
August – 
October 
2010 

Transcription 
completed 
January 
2011 

Pre-
Apprenticeship 
Focus Groups, 

transcription 

- GBC/community 
researchers complete focus 
groups along with UofT 
Graduate Student 
Researcher 

 

- 2 focus 
group sessions 

November – 
January 
2011 

Pre-
Apprenticeship 
past graduate 
Interviews, 
transcription 

- GBC Case Study 
administrator contact, 
recruit and finalize 
interview sample 

- GBC/community 
researchers + university 
researchers complete initial 
set of entry interviews 

- interview transcription 

- 1 meeting to consult 
on past graduate 
sample 

- Multiple interview 
sessions 

revised date 
February 
2011 – July 
2011 

Goal 4: Report Development & Knowledge Mobilization Activity  

Development of 
final report on 
Case Study  
(basic findings + 

- GBC Case Study 
administrator, with 
assistance from university 
case study researchers 

- 3 meetings and 
information sharing as 
required 

revised date 
July – 
August 2011 
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financial report) produce final Case Study 
Report 

Development of 
draft of academic 
research article 

- University researchers 
with assistance from GBC 
administrator/researchers 
produce a draft of an 
academic article 

- 1 meeting to consult 
and information 
sharing as required 

revised date 
August – 
September 
2011 

Public 
Presentation of 
findings 

- GBC Case Study 
administrator along 
selected pre-apprenticeship 
participants and university 
researchers co-present on 
the findings and experience 
of the research  

- 1 meeting to consult 
on presentation 

- presentation (venue 
to be determined) 

revised date 
August – 
September 
2011 

Additional 
Project outputs 

- research team develop 
additional knowledge 
mobilization outputs to be 
determined (e.g. streaming 
video materials; video; 
handbook/pamphlets; etc.) 

- 2 meetings to consult 
on nature of these 
outputs 

- additional production 
work as required 

revised date 
August – 
September 
2011 

 

 
b. Training, skills development: community organization and community 

members (list names of all people involved and the capacity in which 
they participated) 

During the course of the case study, all participants (see Appendix for names of 
participants) in the Construction Craft Worker program were engaged in the following 
training and skills development opportunities (6 in total). In addition partner researchers 
were engaged in two research methods skills development sessions. 

1. Introductory Training Day at the LIUNA Local 183 for all CCW pre-apprenticeship 
students. 

a. Note: in response to this training day, LIUNA Local 183 committed to 
providing several students who successfully completed the requirements 
for Level 1 with the opportunity to enroll in their Level 2 training course in 
winter 2011.  

2. Trades specific Academic Upgrading for CCW pre-app students (math and 
communications) delivered by George Brown College – Academic Upgrading 
Department 

3. Level 1 apprenticeship training (for CCW pre-app students) delivered by George 
Brown College – Centre for Construction and Engineering Technologies 

4. WHMIS and First Aid/CPR Training for CCW pre-app students delivered by 
George Brown College – Centre for Construction and Engineering Technologies 
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5. Job Readiness Training for CCW pre-app students (resume writing, job search 
skills, interviewing techniques) delivered by Community Partnership Office – Pre-
Apprenticeship Job Coach 

6. Job Transition workshops for CCW pre-app students (facilitate student transition 
into job-ready status i.e. special workshops, videos and exercises) delivered by 
Community Partnership Office Pre-Apprenticeship Coordinator and Job Coach 

7. Conducting effective interviews with diverse participants - Community research 
methods training sessions for program-based researchers delivered by University 
of Toronto researchers 

8. Facilitating Effective Focus groups with diverse participants  - Community 
research methods training sessions for program-based researchers delivered by 
University of Toronto researchers 

9. SPSS Quantitative Analysis Software Training delivered for community partner 
researcher by the University of Toronto 

 
c. Events 

Participants participated in the following events between October 2009 and August 
2010. 
 

1. Money Management (Self-Employment Program, YMCA) – 1 hour 
2. Habitat For Humanity (Guest Speaker) – 1 hour 
3. St. Stephen‟s Community House, Employment and Training Centre – 1 hour 
4. Interviewing skills (CCW Job Coach) – 1.5 hours 
5. Employment Counseling (CCW Job Coach)  - 1.5 hours 
6. Resume and cover letters (CCW Job Coach) 1.5 hours 
7. First Aid & CPR (St John‟s Ambulance) 3 hours 
8. WHMIS (The Essentials)  - 3 hours 
9. Fall Arrest (The Essentials) – 3 hours 
10. APCOL Conference – June 7th & 8th, 2010 

 
d. Written outputs (titles, authors, length, date) 

Bedeau, K., & Sawchuk, P. (2011) “College/Community Partnerships: The Potential for 
Combating Poverty and Developing Community Leaders”, Learning Changes, Vol. 2   
No. 2, Spring 2011 (3pp) 
 
Bedeau, K. (2011). CPO Access Survey Research Initiative. George Brown College. 
 
Carter, S., Salter, N. and Sawchuk, P. (forthcoming). “Building Identities through Peer 
Network Establishment in Pre-Apprenticeship Programs for At-Risk Groups: How 
getting a job builds capacity in the community” Studies in Continuing Education (19pp) 
 
Community Partnerships Office (2011) College and Community: Impact Review.  
George Brown College (page 9) 
 
Community Partnerships Office (2011) Focused Education for Community and 
Economic Development. George Brown College (page 15) 
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Levy, K. (2011). Concrete. (original music and lyrics written and performed by K. Levy, 
CCW Pre-Apprenticeship Program Participant) 
 
Pipitone, B., Stapleton, J. and Bradley, S. (2011) “CHEF-A Partnership Response to a 
City Need”, International Institute on Partnerships Conference. Portland State 
University, Portland, Oregon, May 23-25. 
 

e. Summary of changes in community and/or community partner capacity 
for anti-poverty activism 

Community anti-poverty activism has not been a stated goal of the community partner 
(Community Partnership Office, George Brown College) activities in relation to pre-
apprenticeship programming in the past.  
 
Yet, through the APCOL Case Study research initiative research findings and 
experiences have raised awareness within both the CPO and to an extent the 
communities from which the programming draws its participants (Regent Park, Moss 
Park and St. James Town primarily) regarding the contribution (and potential further 
contribution) of pre-apprenticeship programming in these terms. Combined with new 
capacities for carrying out research via the experience and additional training provided 
CPO researchers and the learning experienced by the reflection afforded program 
participants in the course of the research, the case study has in our view encouraged 
exploration of better documenting the contribution the program does and can make to 
community development in the form of changes in attitudes and in particular the 
establishment and support of peer groups established in pre-apprenticeship programs 
of this type. A specific example of work that have emerged directly from the Case Study 
research is the new survey initiatives (e.g. access survey; see listed above).  
 
 
6. Research Findings 

a. Summary of academic and policy research literature relevant to the 

concerns of the case study 

Income gaps in Canada continue to grow along racialized lines, among both Canadian-
born and immigrant populations (Galabuzi, 2006).  Economic exclusion, 
underrepresentation in unions (Reitz and Verma, 2000) and income gaps (Statistics 
Canada, 1998) account for what Galabuzi and others have referred to as Canada‟s 
creeping economic apartheid.  There is strong rationale for pre-apprenticeship programs 
that offer material support andmeaningful access to legitimate employment 
opportunities for marginalized populations - i.e., programs that understand what 
Livingstone (1999) has referred to as the education-jobs gap, through the lens of 
access, social difference and equity.  In particular, pre-apprenticeship programs can 
deliberately create the conditions for powerful and robust knowing and learning (Lave, 
2006) and provide strong support for participants transitioning out of social assistance 
and/or the informal economy into decent and skilled jobs.  In understanding more about 
the experiences of participants in the pre-apprenticeship program we studied, we also 
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begin to see how an individualized anti-poverty strategy can have some –limited but 
potentially significant – collective and community-based outcomes. 
 
We base our initial evaluation of the data from the pre-apprenticeship research in what 
is known as sociocultural theory. Among other things this entails recognizing how 
“learner‟s learning” is historically and socially situated and is an active social and/or 
collective process.  A sociocultural view of education holds that learning is mediated – in 
particular by the learner‟s historical, cultural, social situation (e.g., race, class, past 
experience, location), by key tools s/he interacts with (e.g., classroom lessons, project, 
materials), by his/her community (peers, teachers, tradespeople, friends inside and 
outside of the classroom), and by how this shapes and is shaped by his/her goals and 
overall purpose (Engestrom, 1999, 2001; Sawchuk, 2006).  Educational scholar Jean 
Lave wrote about the powerful nature of situated learning in apprenticeship programs:    

 
breaking down distinctions between learning and doing, between social identity 
and knowledge, between education and occupation, between form and content 
[…] at the same time / they suggest that intricately patterned relations between 
practices, space, time, bodies, social relationships, life-courses-ubiquitous facets 
of ongoing communities of practice – are both the content and the principle of 
effectiveness of learning. (Lave, 2006, 153-54) 
 

In this paper we adopt a view of learning as both collective and individual (Kilgore, 
1999).  Further, we understand learning as an on-goingprocess of becomingourselves: 
developing the skills and knowledge associated with effectively putting identity into 
practice in ongoing ways(Lave, 2006; Holland et al., 1998). These are views that may 
be especially important to understanding outcomes of pre-apprenticeship programs 
designed to provide meaningful access and support for historically disadvantaged 
groups breaking barriers(as is the case with this study). 
 

b. Summary of Initial Data Analysis 
The case study revealed important preliminary answers to many questions that will be 
developed further in later publications. These included the barriers and supports in work 
placement, the distinct types of broader pedagogy (inclusive of informal learning) and 
classroom-based learning in the program, prior school experiences, beliefs about 
education and employment before and after the program, and so on. However, the 
focus of our attention in this summary report is on community contributions of this type 
of initiative and specifically how the (still too often hidden) process of emerging 
community activists may be set in motion and take place. The key question for us in this 
sense is: What sets the stage for young adults – and in particular young Black men who 
have experienced an enormous range of barriers – to build not only better lives for 
themselves but also for others in their neighbourhoods in relation to a pre-
apprenticeship program/community partnership initiative? 
 
Learners as historically and socially situated. A starting point for analysis of this type 
revolves first around the issue of how life circumstances – and the processes of thinking 
about these experiences in particular contexts – can create openings for new life 
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directions, identities and so on, beyond unemployment, underemployment or under-
ground/illegal employment. As in the APCOL project as a whole, we understand this as 
a type of lifelong learning process. But, it is a process that is inseparable from 
environments where barriers and injustices of race and social class are common. The 
excerpt below illustrates the types of issues related to these concerns seen in this case 
study research. 
 
Emmet:1 I have a Grade 8 education. I come from a broken home. It was really 

crazy. I have been on my own since I was 11 years old, and so I had to go 
to work early and everything I had to leave those school years behind, and 
then it wasn‘t until I met girlfriend and I found this program. It taught me 
the basics and I worked really hard. I attended just about every day and I 
studied at home after school, until at least 9—10 o‘clock at night and I 
pulled my math up to over Grade 12, and my English I came in at a 9, and 
I pulled it up over the Grade 12 level. 

Interviewer: What at this point when you came to George Brown caused this sort of 
shift? 

Emmet: Well it actually started two years prior to the program. I guess I could put 
this on the table. I was into the cocaine and everything very heavy for 
most of my life all the ups and downs, the booze and drugs and 
everything, and I had just started to put that behind me and this program 
popped up at the right time. 

Randal: Yeah, you know it came at the right time for me too because I had just 
gotten let go from one of those Tim Horton‘s jobs... The timing was 
everything for me. 

 
By way of introduction, the excerpt above (and others like it) provides a concise 
summary of a complex set of life-course transitional processes that are dependent on 
an equally complex set of identifiable barriers – but also highlights the existing 
resources that mediate the types of changes that were seen in this research. 
 
Key supports for learning. Building on this theme of mediation of learning through the 
life-course, we seek to identify and better understand key factors that shape, inhibit, but 
also support learningin the complex context of the pre-apprenticeship transition process, 
work and community relations. 
 
Building on the sociocultural approach, the strength of apprenticeship programs lies in 
the simultaneity and multiplicity of situated learning - learners are learning many 
complex lessons at once.  In the program studied, this specifically included such things 
as learning the language of the trades, learning how to get along on the job site, how to 
use the tools of the trade (which ones, when, and why), how to walk and talk like a 
tradesperson, how to “make a life, to make a living [...] to grow old enough, and mature 
enough to become a master [...] and to see the truth of the respect due to a master of 

                                                           
1
 All names of research participants in this article are pseudonyms. Other identifying information has also 

been removed. 
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their trade” (Lave, 151).  The pre-apprenticeship program fostered new and perhaps 
different access to key artefacts of learning that the majority of participants were unlikely 
to have had (at least in this particular way), based on their social and historical 
locations.   
 
It is worthwhile noting how Lave contrasts classroom learning (where context is 
negated) with situated apprenticeship models of learning, observing that in the latter 
“people work at it differently”.  An example of „working at it differently‟ is described by 
one case study participant who articulates easily this notion that powerful knowing 
reaches beyond just applying new knowledge or skills:   
 

Well for me particularly in this course here well some of the guys had experience 
in construction before but for me the education I got from the program was more 
to solidify things that you in the field and you work like trades men and you 
observe them in certain things work implementation certain procedures and you 
don‘t have any knowledge as to why they do these things.  But coming here you 
learn the mathematics, you learn the science behind everything.  You know for 
instance we learn the science behind aggregate which is concrete and stuff like 
that and those of us o.k. we were just being told o.k. mix this or mix that without 
understanding as to fully  why that was so.  But coming here gathering  all this 
information now we are all better, more wise in the sense that o.k. no one has to 
tell us what to do.  I mean if someone tells us what to do we know for what 
reason they are telling us and not just doing as we are told you know, we know to 
what purpose for whatever project we are doing which for me is vital because  
you always want to be in the  know, know what I mean? You don‘t want to work 
and to just be following orders, you want to be able to have a general idea of 
what you are being told, why you are being told and you know and for me coming 
here and getting this knowledge was very vital in that. (Cyrus) 
 

What Lave‟s approach outlines as powerful knowing is about deeper understanding and 
competency related to a larger purpose beyond the ability to perform tasks – in this 
case it is a direct form of agency as the apprentice‟s new competence makes him or her 
less reliant on the master tradesperson /less subservient to her supervisor.  This, as the 
participant tells us twice, is “vital” – a neat choice of words:  necessary or essential to 
life.  Note that he explains agency three ways: 1) the satisfaction of not having to be told 
what to do; 2) the critical importance of understanding the rationale for action; and, 3) 
being able to act independent of „following orders‟ – a certain ownership of activity.   Of 
course, this is limited agency (orders will no doubt be given), but nonetheless, vital, 
most especially for students with limited opportunity to exercise agency.  Participants 
are learning new ways to participate and to practice agency in a new series of contexts.   
 
Acquiring competency was a highly regarded outcome of the program for many 
participants.  Some participants expressed surprise at their newfound competency in 
math (Leo*: ―I was never very good in math; Jeff Mattis I took his course, I was good in 
math [...] Math was probably my worse subject [...] for some reason it became one of 
my better subjects‖) – but when asked about their views on education, many 
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participants were able to reflect on how and why their classroom activity had changed 
from past behaviour.    
 

I used to be a bad kid like when I was younger because like even in elementary, I 
think I was at my worst because I used to get into fights all the time, I didn‘t care 
about school at all.  Ahh, until my pretty much yeah I was like I was that kid that 
didn‘t care about school.  I used to like skip a lot, basically because of my bad 
habits ahh, like I didn‘t really see the whole point in life I didn‘t see ahh I didn‘t 
see {what‘s that word?}  Ahh well pretty much I wasn‘t wise enough to know the 
whole point of education.  I didn‘t open up my eyes properly because I was too 
selfish and too stubborn and plus I grew up with a lot of anger and stuff like now 
that I have wised up and I have gotten older [...] (Rahim) 
 

During interviews participants clearly articulated that education had become a newly 
useful tool because it now connected directly to both concrete goals and an overall 
purpose – linking the „whole point in education‟ to the „whole point in life‟.   The pre-
apprenticeship program offers an opportunity not simply to learn, but to „be‟, or to 
„become‟.  In  very direct ways it allows access to a particular group of „outsiders‟ a 
chance to move inside – to handle and practice not only the tools of the trade, but also 
the rules and the language.  It literally provides the material resources learners need 
(from work boots to tool belts) and the connections (access to job sites and 
tradespeople), and the social capital, that many in this group would not readily have 
access to within their communities. Through the program participants had the 
opportunity to literally and figuratively practice themselves becoming tradespeople. 
 

I think people needs an opportunity to work. This is very important education and 
work. Because people can live with work. (Jorge) 

 
The majority of participants in the study were collecting unemployment insurance or 
social assistance and a number of them self-reported working in the drug trade at the 
time they entered the pre-apprenticeship program.  All were looking to find decent jobs2 
and all understood the pre-apprenticeship program as providing them with the requisite 
human capital to make the transition to paid work – in fact no doubt was expressed by 
any participant that enrolment in the program would lead to employment.   
 

For my family for sure, because you know what I‘m saying I will be in a good 
occupation working, you know making good money you know what I‘m saying, 
I‘m blessed, you know what I‘m saying, I‘m blessed you know I don‘t have to  
worry you know like they are good, I can save money for them.  That way I can 
make money and save money, because now a days you make money, you 
spend money, so you can‘t even make money and save money, and if you are 
there hustling or you are doing something on the side you have to watch out 

                                                           
2
Described in the following terms (ranked according to mention): good pay; work that‟s enjoyable; 

something you‟re good at/excel in; somewhere you feel comfortable; fairness, respect; get a sense of 
accomplishment. 
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because you will get in trouble, then it‘s like ‗oh you need money for the bail‘, you 
will need money for lawyer.   Then it‘s like a whole different chapter you don‘t 
want to go down that.  So like if you can make money, this kind of money with a 
career and then certificate like you are good.  That‘s what every youth needs, 
you know what I‘m saying.   Just go to the training, you know what I‘m saying. 
(Donovan) 

 
The pre-apprenticeship program offered participants the opportunity to obtain needed 
credentials to gain entry into stable, decent-paying formal employment and new life 
stability.  But some participants expressed a more transformative experience – that the 
program had been a transitional space where they had gained competency and new 
understandings of themselves as learners, and new ways of participating in not only the 
economy, but perhaps as or more importantly, in their communities.  
 

People tell others who they are, but even more important, they tell themselves 
and then try to act as though they are who they say they are.  These self-
understandings, especially those with strong emotional resonance for the teller, 
are what we refer to as identities. (Holland et al, 3)  
 

Again and again participants in the study spoke to the process of gaining respect, 
legitimacy, etc., insofar as they surpassed their own or others‟ expectations.  They were 
transitioning to one kind of work (broadly characterized as traditionally masculine, hard-
working, well-respected trades, etc.) and  for many this played directly against the 
backdrop of the kind of work they said they would not now do (dealing drugs/ „hustling‟ 
or working retail and service).  The infusion of identity in this transition is palpable in the 
interviews – it is not simply about changing jobs or employment status, this is about 
practicing self, community, identity, agency.  For many of the participants, apprenticing 
provides not only access to credentials, future income and a community of practice, but 
engagement in new practices of self-respect, manhood, family life, community life, as 
well as self-esteem, competency, and, to some degree, agency.   
 
Focus group participants re-count a group project superbly designed to integrate 
participants into the figured world of the trades.   Students were taught the terminology 
specific to the trades through a group video assignment – in which they both interrogate 
and use the vocabulary of trades (in situ) – meta-level learning, all based in activity 
(video as learning/teaching tool for interrogation, zone of proximal development 
intensified through literal use of lens/microphone on those with more experience, etc.).  
   

It was a Trades Communications course so Jeff Pak taught it. We had to 
familiarize ourselves with the industry by making a video on the industry.  So we 
did that to sort of [...] well  a lot of the guys were on whatever didn‘t have the 
experience in this field, some of us  did most of us didn‘t.  So that‘s just a way to 
get the vocabulary going you know because in every industry we do have the 
vocabulary.  So it was just a way to get used to the language. (Munir) 
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That “we” have a vocabulary demonstrates the participant‟s identification with the trades 
–he is in the know and speaks the language, which is absolutely essential to engaging 
in the practice of the community. The „we‟ is also likely more than simply a reflection of 
the focus group setting; it suggests a group accomplishment and a feature of emergent, 
new identities stemming from new peer networks in action. 
 
Peer Networks. We asked: how can young adults and newcomers besupported to make 
broader use of new, initial openings and opportunities? Our exploration of peer 
networks focused on why, how and what potential lies within the creation of mutual 
trust/commitment within new social networks amongst these participants as a 
prerequisite achievement that can bridge community and employment.  
 

Individual development is partially determined by a group‟s development, a 
group‟s development is partially determined by any individual member‟s 
development, and all development is partially determined by the group‟s 
collective actions in relation to other groups‟ collective actions within a 
sociocultural context. (Kilgore, 1999, p.197) 
 

If we take a collective, rather than an individual approach to learning, two things 
surface: first, the creation of new peer networks within the pre-apprenticeship program, 
and second, the changing relationship between participants in the pre-apprenticeship 
program and their existing /prior peer networks both within the program and beyond it 
(at work or in the community).   
 
While  we see no evidence that participants entered the pre-apprenticeship program 
with a primary focus on making connections with peers, the role of peer networks in 
student completion of the program, in co-construction of new identities as skilled-trades-
workers-in-the-making, and in learning / development3, cannot be underestimated.  
Participants in the study reported on the importance of the new peer network that has 
emerged in terms of: 

a) providing information and social support for one another in relation to the labour 
market: e.g., Joe: ―You know so for the future I guess, and we keeping in contact 
with each other, in case I get fired from the other job‖,  

b) teamwork/co-learning process in the classroom: e.g., Rahim: ―Even in school I 
had some of the guys in the class where they would show me like they would 
show me how to handle myself in the work place, like there would be days where 
ahh  there would be days when some of the guys tried to give me a voice on, on 
how to do this and how to do that, especially when I was doing the Level I 
training, they would show me the proper way to do this and do that.  There is also 
guys in class that would show me oh it‘s better to learn how to do something 
properly the first time so that way you won‘t make that mistake in the future.  
Yeah that‘s pretty much it.‖ 

                                                           
3
 (see Vygotsky, zone of proximal development) 
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c) new ways of interacting suitable to classrooms or the workplace: e.g., Roy: ―Well 
you know well all is said and done classes is good for us, I find everybody have 
something to contribute in the sense of giving you advice.  Everybody kinda 
support each other you know it wasn‘t even mentioned to do that.  Everybody is 
kind of naturally doing that [...] say good morning type of thing you know and 
those are the  things that are actually quite important so teachers, students 
everybody they actually  has helped me in the strangest ways, I can‘t even 
describe it, it‘s just a whole.‖ 

The promise of a new community of men – one based on distinctive new premises and 
purposes – may be especially salient/attractive/even necessary to thosediscovering in 
some ways alternative ways/opportunities to be men.  Implicated here is the more 
explicitly offered concern or interest of many interviewees for breaking or distancing 
themselves from a social network tied to work in the drug trade.   
 
Learning and development is strongly mediated by community – and in this case, the 
cohort model within the pre-apprenticeship program,appears to be critical to learners‟ 
success: 
 
Interviewer:  O.K. what pre-apprenticeship program experiences do you feel were most 

valuable to you now that you have completed the program? 
Nigel:  For me it would be the network that I built. 
Francis:  Network that we built.  Yeah, the Trades there are a couple lads over 

there and you know so for the future I guess, and we keeping in contact 
with each other, in case I get fired from the other job.  Oh yes, network, 
that is most valuable thing. 

Interviewer: Is that within the program or networks with people on the job site, network 
with people outside?  

Francis:  Both. We built both and that‘s the secret I think... 
Jamil: Yes, I want to emphasize on the networking because the networking was 

very important to because sometimes when you are at the job, like 
pressure and stuff you need somebody to boost you and my network here 
was these other guys.  

Interviewer: So you get serious support in times of difficulty?  
Jamil: Yeah!  
Interviewer: So how did these networks support you?  
Jamil: Mentally. It‘s because through all the trades training and working, you 

need good people around you. If you don‘t have that then I don‘t know 
what to say. 

Robert: You know that everybody here [amongst other students] is still working 
towards the same goals, and also at the same time they help push you in 
the right direction as opposed to giving up, especially if you have 
somebody on the work site with you.  It‘s an obligation for you to help 
another guy, but at the same time it‘s boosting you right?  The connection 
between us helps you last [...] 
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Between both of these key themes one thing emerged with great clarity: youth that had 
been deeply marginalized in their schooling and in relation to the labour market quickly 
developed a personal interest to help other youth in their home neighbourhoods. This 
may be indicative of the potential for college/community partnerships to contribute to 
more than simply personal and/or career development. 
 
Interviewer: O.k. now that you have completed the pre-apprenticeship program do you 

feel you are more likely or unlikely either or, to make a positive 
contribution to your community?  Through your experience you have had 
here with these networks, do you feel that  you can have that conversation 
with people, and that you feel confident to do it and are proud?  

Simon: Oh yeah for sure now. 
Interviewer: Are you likely to make a contribution to the community now more than you 

would before?  
Simon: I think a lot more because the neighbourhood I grew up in, with people my 

age or even the young bucks it would be an important thing to do. Growing 
up in my area there was nothing but shooting and drugs and the weed and 
all that nonsense so I would want to, maybe not alone but I would like to 
see my neighbourhood mentor the younger kids. 

Mark: For me, I live in a co-op building and now I feel I have the chance to talk to 
them about this program. Like I‘ve been telling them I finished everything 
and that‘s a surprise for them but because there are so many families 
there, I want to talk to them and their kids. I know some young people right 
now, they‘re not in school. They can go to this program. It‘s like there is 
cooking and there is construction, you know... I told them how this 
changed my life.  

 
Case study participants, almost to a person, articulated a keen interest in sharing their 
experiences with younger people, actively reproducing a narrative about the importance 
of education (in spite of their near-universal acknowledgment that these narratives had 
been meaningless to them until education connected with purpose).  They want to give 
meaning to the narrative, by offering themselves as proof positive, and the pre-
apprenticeship program as a conditional model of the strength of the narrative, insofar 
as they have connected purpose with education.   Participants expressed passionate 
commitment to helping others  link purpose to education, through their own personal 
testimony.  Many go to great lengths to say „if I can do it, anyone can do it‟ – and in this, 
they are clear that barriers are structural, not individual, and that solutions are based in 
structural supports.  The narrative on education they propose is politicized in the 
particular sense that it is a commentary against a model of decontextualized education, 
and an endorsement of strong ,social structural support programs (that are free, 
accessible, and with meaningful outcomes): 
 

Just by showing my own self as an example, you know remind them where I was 
and where I‘m at, and I can show them, I can‘t just tell them, now I have proof on 
paper ―hey man I went and got this it wasn‘t easy, but if I can do it anybody can 
do it. (Cyrus) 
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I think, by me relaying my success and the people seeing the examples of my 
success, example me going to work regularly, me having a meaningful job, me 
carrying on with my life in a way that they would want to would in turn make them 
realize that ‗hey coming to a pre-apprenticeship program is one avenue that we 
might be able to look into because we are seeing the rewards and the successes 
of it‘. (Nigel) 
 
If I could walk with all my documents and say ―Yaw see it ya‖, me documents, I‘m 
good you know I‘m working you know I go to school and this is legit, you know 
what I‘m saying? … and a picture at my church you know what I‘m saying?  I‘m 
saying I‘m not up there, but I‘m up there so like me finish now you know that I 
can tell the guy like a teenager I can say ―You go to school and finish school 
otherwise it will be hard and then you are good, you know what I‘m saying?  Do it 
before you are 30 that will inspire them for real. (Donovan) 
 
Yeah, I feel like this is giving back, giving back what we deserve you know 
because we deserve, I feel everybody deserve an equal share of education, you 
know so I feel like we are getting back now.  I‘m getting back or my family tree is 
getting back.  Or people that I know from my community I‘m getting back for them 
right now you know. (Leo) 
 

In many ways programs such as the one we studied are intended to facilitate labour and 
social mobility.  In our interviews we also asked participants about their changing 
relationships with their communities, and how they saw themselves making use of their 
new opportunities.  Important in terms of anti-poverty research and community 
development literature, is the finding that although a fewparticipants spoke of leaving 
their neighbourhoods, most planned to stay.  That said, their relationships with their 
immediate communities are changing, as people develop new meanings for each other 
and themselves.   
 
The George Brown pre-apprenticeship program is many things.  It is a targeted 
government program, a college course, an accreditation, a „headstart‟, a tool, a subsidy 
for the construction industry; it might even be viewed as either a crime deterrent or a 
community development strategy. But is it also an incubator of anti-poverty activism?  
For the APCOL project, the program begs the question of under what conditions does 
an anti-poverty initiative, specifically an apprenticeship program or its participants, reach 
beyond itself/themselves?Can we understand graduates testimonies about their 
experiences and their promotion of publicly-funded apprenticeship models of education 
as either activism or, perhaps, pre-activism?  Our project encouraged participants to 
reflect on their relationships with their communities. Their answers may prompt anti-
poverty, community development and social movement theorists to consider whether 
our understanding of repertoires is broad enough and flexible enough to consider 
individual testimony as a form of collective social activism. What is more clear is that the 
potential of the learning processes that are unfolding – whether sustained in the 
immediate or longer term by participants themselves – offers a new piece to this puzzle. 
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c. Summary of three contributions the research has or may potentially 
make to the academic and/or policy research literature. 

1. An expanded perspective on how life-course transitions related to the labour 
market and apprenticeship training specifically can be both facilitated through 
community partnership office programs such as found at George Brown College. 

2. An expanded perspective on how learning in the context of social differences 
including gender, social class and race relate to increased potential for 
engagement in community and anti-poverty work broadly conceived through 
community partnership office programs such as found at George Brown College. 

3. How sociocultural perspectives on peer networks across multiple locations relate 
to individual and group learning and shifts in identity. 

 
 
 
 

7. Lessons for Improving Learning for Anti-poverty Organizing 
a. Summary of key applied information for use by organizers and 

community residents to facilitate improvements in various forms of anti-
poverty action 
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1. Attention to facilitation of peer networks that link multiple locations for participants 
is a key, underutilized resource in community anti-poverty organizing. 

2. Supporting labour market participation may have invaluable spin-off effects on 
encouraging broader community participation. 

3. Support for bridging programs such as the community partnership office 
programs at George Brown College are likely an important tool for supporting 
anti-poverty community organizing and participation generally. 

 
 

8. Appendix 
 
{Not included in Condensed Final Report} 
 


