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Overview of talk

What does the ‘knowledge economy’ mean in 
Canada?

Contrasting discourses of (work-related) knowledge 

Schisms: labour market skills structures & the 
knowledge economy

Scapes: federal training & employment policies: 
conflicts & tensions

Contradictions in knowledge scapes
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“Knowledge Matters” (2002) 
Essential Skills Initiative (2005) 
Innovation Strategy (2002)
Workplace Skills Initiative (2007)

Human Resources (Skills) Development Canada 
(HRSDC)

Texts: Federal policies & programs for 
workplace learning in Canada
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“creating a more productive
workforce”

“Ensure Canadians have the tools 
they need to participate fully in 
today’s knowledge economy”
[concerns for Aboriginal people,  
new immigrants, and ‘low skilled’]

“renew and upgrade the skills of the 
workforce”

“assessment and recognition of 
previously acquired knowledge”

“promote lifelong learning in the 
workplace”

Building the “knowledge economy”
(HRDC, 2002, HRSDC 2005)

“…a greater number of innovative 
people driving innovation, or 
applying innovations, to be 
competitive”

“individuals who are creative …
highly developed problem-solving 
and communication skills”

attracting and retaining “the highly
qualified people required to fuel
Canada's innovation performance”

“building learning infrastructure”

“networks to advance and 
disseminate knowledge”

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Increasingly, success in the knowledge-based economy requires individuals 

who are creative and who have highly developed problem-solving and 

communication skills. . . By providing opportunities for all Canadians to 

learn and to develop their skills and abilities, we can achieve our commitment 

to economic growth and prosperity and demonstrate our social values of 

inclusion and equality. (HRDC, 2002, p. 6)  
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Reading text
Document use
Numeracy
Writing
Oral communication
Working with others
Thinking skills
Computer use
Continuous learning

Essential Skills

“the fundamental skills”
“help people participate fully
in the workplace and
community”

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Uptake - Colleges using Essential Skills to determine curriculum. Detailed assessment strategies and training to use them have been deployed. Employers are using Essential Skills for recruitment, promotion and termination processes. A strategic research initiative with the national grant agency SSHRC was sponsored.



Wide, generic wish list 

Mostly text-based - western knowledge notions

Systemic, structural issues invisible

No critical knowledge, critical thinking

Inherently reproductive - nothing to promote creativity

Disconnected from existing (education) systems
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Example: Retail Sales Manager

Essential skills are: complexity level 
(out of 5)

Oral communication 3
Problem solving 2
Decision making 3
Working with others 3

Presenter
Presentation Notes
KNOWLEDGE AS - certain and simple. 

Its growth is incremental and sequential, from one level to the next. 

Knowledge is treated as rooted within the individual. 

Its enactment is free of consideration of cultural discourses and routines shaping the activity in which the knowledge is used, 

	the politics determining what behaviors are recognized as knowledgeable, or 

	the social relations affecting the activity that constitutes knowledge. 

Even knowledge in complex areas such as ‘problem-solving’ is viewed as divisible into five measurable levels in any occupation regardless of context, from custodian to surgeon.

(government’s role in) fostering knowledge - through assessment, not development
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Innovation Strategy (HRDC, 2002)

create “stimulating and innovative training 
environment”

build new regional, national and international 
networks and partnerships
promote collaboration and multidisciplinarity
promote world-class, innovative research or 
technology development 

generate “new ideas and concepts … better ways of 
performing research or technology development”

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Assumptions about knowledge:

knowledge locked in systems has higher inherent value than that locked in individuals and their heads. 

knowledge generation and dissemination relies on collaboration and networks - trust, openness and 

Experimentation - seeking emergence of new ideas and processes

Government’s role in fostering: enable the interactions and border crossings, provide infrastructure for systems that promote networking and experimentation
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Workplace Skills Initiative

improve productivity through “innovation, research, 
worker skills and qualifications”

projects to improve worker skills: develop solutions -
“promising tools and approaches”

projects must generate “lessons learned/best 
practices” that can apply across contexts

projects must be “innovative”, have “impact”, based 
in workplace activity, diverse partnerships and 
networks

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Assumptions - mix together a focus on best practices for individual skill acquisition (the target outcomes of the projects) with assumptions that knowledge to develop these ‘best practices’ will emerge in collaborative activity across diverse partners through emergent activity



emphasis on enumerating effective practice is based on a ‘what works’ perspective, in which a central assumption is that what has worked in the past, in a particular context with particular actors, corresponds to what will work in the future, with different actors in unpredictable contexts. As Biesta (2007) points out, this logic is perfectly legitimate as the logic of practice: that is, a practitioner continuously applies and adapts approaches recalled from past practice, but this application is particular, contextual and fluid. To apply such logic as a basis for knowledge development is to commit a logical fallacy: what has worked cannot correspond to what will work, only to what might work in certain contexts.
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Political economy of skills

High skills/low skills equilibrium

‘Flexicurity’-Market flexibility

Upgrading the skills of the workforce

Opportunity & social inclusion
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Percentage of population, 16-65, receiving 
AET by occupational type, 2002
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Percentage of population receiving AET, 
during 2002. By labour force status
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Percentage of population receiving AET. By 
labour force status. In 1994 & 2003
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Match & mismatch b/w individual literacy 
skills & literacy engagement in the 

workplace in 2002. By occupational type. 
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Know ledge (expert)

Information (high-skill)
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Information (low -skill)

Service (low -skill)

Low  skill (Levels 1,2) & low  engagement (Quartiles 1,2)

Skill shortage (Low  skill & high engagement)

Skill surplus (Medium to high skill & low  engagement)

Medium to high skill (Levels 3,4/5) & high engagement (Quartiles 3,4)
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Likelihood of participation in AET by literacy 
level. In 2003 
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Percentage change from 1994-1998 to 2003 
in participation rates of AET by document 

literacy levels
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Landscapes of federal training 
& employment policies: Conflicts & 
Tensions

11 recent federal employment & training policies

Aboriginal, older workers, foreign workers, workplace & 
literacy skills. 

Paint landscape of training and employment policies at 
the federal level

Tensions in what is being said & what is happening
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Driving questions

1.What is the role of the federal government in E 
& T policy? Who are its partners?

2.What are policies seeking to achieve?

3.How are key issues framed?

4.Who is targeted in policy? 

5.What are the mechanisms for achieving goals?

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Our first approach was to scan to see what policies there were; then from there, provide a holistic overview of each policy. Questions were generated inductively after the first scan of policies which were: 
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A high skill agenda?

LOW SKILL:
Deficit, temporary, ‘old economy’ programmes for 
‘target groups’: Aboriginal peoples, immigrants, 
older workers (e.g. TFWP, Lit, OW, ASEP, BE)

HIGH SKILL:
Entrepreneurial innovation economy to be 
imported or to be addressed in higher education 
system. Paid for by the individual 

Facilitated by ‘Lifelong Learning Plan’, ‘Foreign 
Credential’ policies

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Targeted initiatives for older workers. Provide description for each policy

Towards a fully literate Canada—for government; government response to Raising Adult Literacy Skills: The need for a Pan-Canadian response” 

TWP: Low skills—expectation of transferring skills to Canadians (TFW)—the jobs are low-skilled jobs, not really going to move up. Within discourse of high skill knowledge economy—janitorial, construction, nurseaid, hospitality, retail…

Bold Eagle: Young adult, $3000 p/month 2 month training camp—preparing them for the armed forces  





Schisms & Scapes

 

Fenwick et. al                 
Feb 04, 2009

Training/employment for the excluded

Social justice & concern for social cohesion in 
target groups: 

Immigrants, older workers, Aboriginal peoples & 
workers in general
“Aware of their rights” (TFWP)
Low-skilled workers “receive few opportunities”
“should have greater access” (WSI)
Focus on prisoners, Bold Eagle “fostering social 
inclusion, self confidence for Aboriginal youth”
Increased employment for Aboriginal peoples (ASEP)
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Or is it?
ASEP: Above Grade 10; states explicitly desire to 
save money on welfare cheques; for those 
deemed employable 
Bold Eagle: Above Grade 10; passing criteria
Ab. Museum: Grade 12 and above
Lifelong Learning Plan: Only those employed
Foreign Credential: High credentials
Temp. foreign worker: Only 12 occupations 
expedited; individualized application; labour rights
Older Workers: Short-term; favours more skilled 
in industry; men. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
*Tensions: ways in which policies aren’t really focused on inclusion

*Look up actual percentage of Aboriginal BC grads from high schools

*Aboriginal Museum Practices: talks about contributing to community but exclusive because x % of FN graduate high school; credential discrimination

*Temp. For workers: no opportunity for social networking whereas 80% of jobs through who you know..
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Gaps & tensions in government 
response

‘Partnership’: collaboration with the provinces, & 
organizations stressed; ‘unified strategy’

YET
Devolution of responsibility to provinces and agencies 
(suggesting autonomy without support…); division of 
responsibility

Issue of federal system: Provinces taking up call in 
different ways

Presenter
Presentation Notes
*Devolution: Older workers 

Pan Canadian vision—need for pan-Canadian response
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Cont…

Semblance of action framed w/i discourses of 
the knowledge economy

YET
Lack of accountability frameworks

When do we know whether the “mission has been 
accomplished” with vague ideals but often undefined goals

Unclear sense of operationalization of policy

No real coordinated Federal E & T strategy

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Pretty fragmented
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Schisms 
in approaches to conceptualizing and building 
skill and knowledge

‘Essential skills’ - reproducing 

Human capital formation

Discrete isolated skills

Measurement/prescription

Certainty, control

“Best practices”

Individual acquisition

Focus: individuals in deficit

‘Innovation’ - transforming

Knowledge mobilization

Knowledge networks

Trust,openness

Uncertainty, emergence

Decentralized 

Collective knowledge

Focus: system constraints and 
enablers

Presenter
Presentation Notes
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Innovative knowledge? separated from skill

Systems? central in ‘innovation’ production, not mentioned in 
workplace 

Collaborative knowledge sharing? (individualist competitive 
market structures, proprietary knowledge)

Producing high skill/high paid workers? All focus is on low 
paid flexible casual workers

Trust/experimentation/collaboration? in Hi/Lo structures

Contradictions opened in the 
knowledge scapes

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Innovation - what it is - highly ambivalent. The process of knowledge emergence/production (creating innovation) is assumed to be separated from he knowledge and skills that emerge through everyday workplace practice. Innovation must then be encouraged in sites removed from the sites for skill deployment - and the products of innovation delivered to those sites as packaged best practices

Systems in govt discourse are central in discussing innovative knowledge - e.g. building envirnments for networks, exchanges, etc - but systems affecting knowledge in workplace are not mentioned - (e.g. process bottlenecks, hierarchies, knowledge politics) not mentioned - focus is measuring and upgrading individual regardless of context



Market structures as exchange - the whole tension between creating innovation in market structures where knowledge I a commodity that can be sold etc (note - I am not addressing the assumption about the links between knowledge and productivity, competitive economic advantage and national labour force improvement)



Individualism limits innovation

Workplace skills focus on shaping particular individuals with rudimentary generalizable skills, while rhetoric demands the leading-edge workers who would transform such boxes. Rhetoric demands human capital and individual skills while recognizing that knowledge locked in systems has higher inherent value than that locked in individual head. Meanwhile the economy continues to depend on low-paid casual flexible workers  - this creates economic disparity and sets up low trust, discontent and exclusions - difficult to reconcile with calls for trust and experimentation.
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