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Introduction
The Summary Report of Apprenticeship Stakeholder Findings describes how the Project achieved the 
following outcome.

Outcome met:

Identification of priority skill development for apprenticeship completion (literacy and trades 
practitioners report satisfaction with priorities)

Canada has over 300 designated trades and 55 Red Seal Trades in 13 jurisdictions.1 Ontario has 156 
designated trades (22 compulsory) representing four trade sectors – Construction, Industrial, Motive 
Power, and Service.2 Construction (42 trades) and Industrial (54 trades) represent the largest sectors.

Developing OALCF tasks for all the Ontario trades is a huge job.3 It was neither practical nor 
reasonable to present respondents with a list of 156 Ontario trades, especially given clear evidence that 
some trade sectors (e.g., construction) as well as particular trades (e.g., Red Seal Top 10 registrations) 
represent a larger, more active workforce. OALCF tasks in the apprenticeship goal path needed to 
align with trade demand and be current, relevant and practical.

The scope of the Developing Best Practices for Increasing, Supporting and Retaining Apprentices in 
Northern Ontario project, therefore, focused on describing an important subset of the Ontario trades. 
The Apprenticeship Stakeholder Survey identified priority trades that represent credible employment 
opportunities and provide excellent references for developing 36 OALCF apprenticeship tasks.

1.0 Research Questions

Developing Best Practices for Increasing, Supporting and Retaining Apprentices in Northern Ontario 
produced literacy and essential skills tasks (curriculum resources) specifically designed to help exam 
writers build the necessary literacy and numeracy competencies to successfully challenge the trade 
exams.

Supporting Apprenticeship Completions: Models of Service Provision (SAC: MSP, 2012/2013) pointed to 
issues that are important for this current project. Some trades are more in demand than others. Does 
that demand profile change across different geographies? Some trades present more challenges than 
others. Is that true? Which trades are they?

The Apprenticeship Stakeholder Survey asked stakeholders specific questions about trades in demand 
and trades that pose real challenges for trade qualifiers or apprentices. It explored the following 
questions:

1 Ellis Chart (http://www.ellischart.ca/h.4m.2@-eng.jsp)

2 Ontario College of Trades

3 The Project partners are working in this direction already. The QUILL Learning Network, which hosts the LBS Task-Based 
Activities Portal is posting tasks for all six OALCF competencies across each of the 5 goal paths. Literacy Link South Central 
(LLSC) is developing apprenticeship tasks at introductory levels for online and paper-based apprenticeship modules.
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®® Which skilled trades are in highest demand?
®® Where is that demand geographically located?
®® Which high demand, skilled-trades qualifying exams present the most difficulties for exam writers?
®® What trade-specific content (blocks of questions on the exam) consistently present the most 
difficulty for exam writers?

The Apprenticeship Stakeholder Survey was constructed using SurveyMonkey and distributed 
through email. It is included at the end of this summary report.

2.0 Findings

The survey was distributed from July 2013 to September 2103 to LBS service providers, employment 
service providers, Aboriginal service providers, employment training consultants (apprenticeship), 
Ontario community college apprenticeship programs, and the Ontario College of Trades. We cannot 
identify how many people received the survey, so it is not possible to determine the response rate.

Eighty three (83) responses were received from July 11, 2013 to September 2013.

The original Project start date was April 2013 with a survey release planned for June. The start was 
delayed resulting in a later-than-desired release date in July. By that time, many respondents were 
unavailable due to the summer vacation period. The survey remained open until September to 
improve the response rate. We are confident the survey provides a good stakeholder perspective on 
apprentice and trade qualifier activity.

QUESTION 1: In which community is your workplace located?

The survey was distributed throughout Ontario. The majority of responses (55%, N=46) are 
from Northern Ontario.

Eastern Ontario (N=19) and the Central and Western Ontario (N=17) also responded 
well. Several literacy network Executive Directors are directly involved in the project. They 
encouraged broad distribution of the Apprenticeship Stakeholder Survey throughout their 
regions.

QUESTION 2: Do you work with apprentices and/or trades qualifiers?

This question allowed us to deselect respondents who didn’t have experience with our 
apprenticeship population. As a result, 30% of the respondents (N=25) indicated they do 
not work with apprentices and/or trade qualifiers. 70% of the 83 respondents (N= 58) have 
experience with our population and completed the survey.
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Table 1

Question 2

Do you work with apprentices and/or trade qualifiers? (N=83)

Answer Options Response 
Percent

Response 
Count

Yes 69.9% 58

No 30.1% 25

Employment service providers represented 47% of the respondents who work with apprentices 
and trade qualifiers. They “help place apprentices with various employers in the community…
assist individuals seeking apprenticeships…and work with people who are planning to enter the 
trades, or are planning to take certificate courses at a college, as well as people who are as yet not 
sure of their ultimate goal.” They observe that “more individuals are looking to become apprentices 
rather than those who have obtained or are in the process of an apprenticeship.”

QUESTION 3: What best describes your workplace context?

The Apprenticeship Stakeholder Survey confirms that respondents are primarily either 
Employment Service Providers (N=25) or Literacy Service Providers (N=16).

Other responses include the apprenticeship offices (N=4), employees (N=2), labour/union 
(N=2), college (N=2), EO other (N=1), apprentice/journeyperson (N=1), and other (N=5). 
“Other” respondents include OYAP, pre-employment training program, and immigrant 
bridging program.
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Table 2

Question 3

What best describes your workplace context? (N=53)

Answer Options Response 
Percent

Response 
Count

EO Literacy Service Provider 30.2% 16

EO Employment Services Provider 47.2% 25

Aboriginal Employment and Train-
ing Service Provider 0.0% 0

EO Apprenticeship 7.5% 4

Employer 0.0% 0

Employee 3.8% 2

EO (other provider) 1.9% 1

Labour/Union 3.8% 2

Apprentice/Journeyperson 1.9% 1

College 3.8% 2

Other 5

QUESTION 4: How often do you work with or provide services for apprentices and/or trade 
qualifiers?

The average rating is 2.72 based on a scale of 1 (I rarely work with apprentices/trade qualifiers) 
to 4 (I work a lot with apprentices/trade qualifiers).

We acknowledge that respondents’ determination of “work a lot with…” is subjective and only 
represents respondents’ perceptions about the level of apprenticeship activity. Respondents 
describe what they do: “I mostly work with new college graduates looking for help finding 
employers.” They also commented on the project: “[Region] has a strong trades component of the 
local labour market…this would be an excellent opportunity for our program to provide support to 
qualifying trades apprentices to help them successfully pass the certification test.”
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QUESTION 5: What is the average age of the apprentices and/or trade qualifiers with whom you 
most often work or provide services?

The average age of apprentices in Ontario is 27.4 Trade qualifiers tend to be older. The average 
age of the participants in the SAC: MSP (2012/2013) project was 38 years. Indeed, the age gap 
between trade completers (i.e., apprentices) and trade qualifiers noted in Table 3 also suggests 
that trade qualifiers are likely to be older.

Table 3

Question 5

What is the average age of the apprentices and/or trade qualifiers with whom you most often 
work or provide services? (N=53)

Answer Options Response 
Percent

Response 
Count

less than 25 years old 22.6% 12

26-35 years old 60.4% 32

36-45 years old 11.3% 6

older than 45 years 5.7% 3

The Apprenticeship Stakeholder Survey shows that stakeholders are engaged with a 
somewhat older population: 26-35 (60.4%); 36-45 (11.3%). Service providers are seeing 
apprentices engaged in the in-school/employer-based training and older workers seeking 
qualifications through a trade qualifier route. It is a population that has completed secondary 
or postsecondary education. Indeed, one provider comments, “I mostly work with new college 
graduates looking for help finding employers.”

Apprentice and trade qualifier populations experience difficulty preparing for and passing the 
qualifying exams. One respondent said:

“It appears to us that the longer an individual is out of school, the more difficulty s/he has 

with specific blocks of questions: fractions, measuring imperial/metric; and mechanical 

reasoning.”

4 Patrick Dillon, Business Manager/Secretary Treasurer of the Provincial Building and Construction Trades Council of Ontario, 
2014
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Apprentices are typically enrolled in a school or college environment where they have access to 
institutional learning supports, including assessment, accommodation for disabilities, learning 
strategies and peers (cohort model). Apprentices also have school staff to help them manage 
learning in the workplace and school.

Trade qualifiers are older. Many years have passed since their last formal schooling. They don’t 
have easy access to institutional student services or a supportive learning network of peers. 
They need to advocate for themselves as they navigate through the apprenticeship system. Trade 
qualifiers can find support from literacy and employment services, including access to OALCF 
apprenticeship tasks. Moreover, the tasks also serve a broader community of learners preparing 
for the trades (i.e., local delivery agents, community college apprenticeship programs).

QUESTION 6: Which of the following trades are currently most in demand in your geographic 
region?

QUESTION 7: In your experience, which trade exams present the most difficulty for apprentices/
trade qualifiers?

The questions asked stakeholders about their perceptions about the 1) demand for certain 
trades and 2) difficulty apprentices/trade qualifiers have with the trade exams.

One respondent noted how complex the issue can be. 

“Anyone who comes to us for help is having great difficulty passing their exam. I’m 

thinking that it’s not the trade exam itself that poses the problem. It’s an array of other 

barriers that is keeping them from being successful.”
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Table 4

Question 6

Which of the following trades are currently most in demand in your geographic region? (N=53)

Answer Options Response 
Percent

Response 
Count

Electrician (Construction and Maintenance) 67.9% 36

General Carpenter 60.4% 32

Automotive Service Technician (Transmis-
sion/Alignment & Brakes) 49.1% 26

Plumber 47.2% 25

Cook 39.6% 21

Industrial Mechanic Millwright 39.6% 21

Welder 37.7% 20

Heavy Duty Equipment Technician 34.0% 18

Heavy Equipment Operator 26.4% 14

Hairstylist 24.5% 13

Sheet Metal Worker 11.3% 6

Steamfitter 5.7% 3

Other (please specify) 12

We did not present survey respondents with 156 Ontario trade choices once we had selected 
a subset of 12 trades (plus “other”). We hoped that questions six and seven would identify a 
priority list of trades for developing OALCF apprenticeship tasks. Respondents had an option 
to include other trades not listed. The 12 trades are:5

®® Automotive Service5

®® Carpenter
®® Cook
®® Electrician
®® Hairstylist

®® Heavy Equipment Operator
®® Heavy Duty Equipment Technician
®® Millwright
®® Plumber

®® Sheet Metal Worker
®® Steamfitter
®® Welder
®® Other

5 Automotive Service is a Statistics Canada major trade group that includes the Ontario trades Alignment and Brakes Techni-
cian &Transmission/Alignment and Brakes. For the purposes of this survey, we listed the two Ontario trades as Automotive 
Service.
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Table 5

Question 7

In your experience, which trade exams present the most difficulty for apprentices/trade 
qualifiers? (N=53)

Answer Options Response 
Percent

Response 
Count

Electrician (Construction and Maintenance) 64.2% 34

Industrial Mechanic Millwright 35.8% 19

Plumber 28.3% 15

General Carpenter 28.3% 15

Automotive Service Technician (Transmis-
sion/Alignment & Brakes) 26.4% 14

Heavy Duty Equipment Technician 15.1% 8

Welder 9.4% 5

Steamfitter 7.5% 4

Heavy Equipment Operator 5.7% 3

Hairstylist 3.8% 2

Cook 3.8% 2

Sheet Metal Worker 1.9% 1

Other (please specify) 11

Comparing the responses to question six (Table 4) and question seven (Table 5) suggests that 5 
trades have a higher priority: automotive service technician, carpenter, electrician, millwright, 
and plumber. Indeed, one person told us, “the majority of my apprenticeship opportunities are in 
the automotive, cooking, electrical and roofing [trades].” A 6th trade, cook, was included because it 
represents a high demand trade in the North.

®® Automotive Service
®® Carpenter
®® Cook

®® Electrician
®® Millwright
®® Plumber

QUESTION 8: Please identify the most common reasons for not passing the qualifying exam.

The responses confirm evidence from the 2012/2013 SAC: MSP project research suggesting that 
the Certificate of Qualification exam is a barrier to apprenticeship completion. Difficulty with 
the timed exam certainly suggests why writers are “unable to complete within the allotted time.”
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Responses also support a focus on developing tasks that build literacy and numeracy 
competencies, specifically “find and use information” and “understand and use numbers.”

Table 6

Question 8

Please identify the most common reasons for not passing the qualifying exam. (N=53)

Answer Options Response 
Percent

Response 
Count

Had difficulty with a specific block/blocks of exam questions 64.2% 34

Lacked specific knowledge of some of the trade content on the exam 60.4% 32

Had difficulty with specialized trade language on the exam 28.3% 15

English was not the exam writer’s first language 24.5% 13

Unable to complete within the allotted time 17.0% 9

Other (please specify) 15

Respondents indicate that exam writers have “difficulty translating practical knowledge to a 
written exam…they did not understand how to prepare.” Additional barriers include: low literacy 
skills, math in particular, little experience writing multiple-choice exams, and specialized 
language: “The questions are not specific enough. The ‘trick’ wording is also a huge issue.”

Exam writers are challenged by reading highly complex text and/or poorly designed test items, 
which ultimately leads to confusion and uncertainty about what is being asked and how to 
identify correct answers. Respondents note:

“ The exam format is not tailored to the learners’ type of learning. Multiple-choice 

questions are difficult for all…15 years of plumbing experience, very good plumber in all 

aspects, but presented to the exam with learning disability/literacy issues.”

— survey respondent

Another reason for not passing the exam is gaps in trade knowledge. Trade content is outlined 
in the National Occupational Analysis (NOA) which sets out competencies according to 
“blocks” of trade knowledge and skills. Each block of competencies represents a percentage 
of the whole. Exam questions are generated with reference to each block of competencies and 
distributed on the exam in the same proportions. For example, the concrete question block in 
the Carpenter NOA represents 20% of the trade content and 20% of the exam questions.
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We wanted to know if exam writers have difficulty with a specific block of exam questions or 
lacked specific knowledge of trade content. If that was the case, the apprenticeship tasks should 
focus on that aspect of trade learning.

One survey respondent said, 

“trade qualifiers have trouble passing the exams…they have to have knowledge of all 

sectors and most don’t…Apprentices obtained hours in only one stream of trade limiting 

full knowledge of trade content [thus becoming an] expert in one area / lacking in another 

(i.e., commercial / residential plumbing).”

— survey respondent

Another indicated, “often times, apprentices have not been exposed to enough of the trade to be 
successful. The exams are based on workplace training and not the theory taught in trade school. 
So, the apprentice is successful at trade school, but not successful on the exam because he/she has 
not performed enough of the skill sets to be successful on the exam.”

Clearly, task development needed to focus on specific trade content where exam writers have 
most difficulty.

QUESTION 9: In your experience, who has the most difficulty in passing the trade exam?

Table 7

Question 9

In your experience, who has the most difficulty in passing the trade exam? N=41

Answer Options Response 
Percent

Response 
Count

Apprentices 53.7% 22

Trade Qualifiers 46.3% 19

Apprentices and trade qualifiers follow two distinct paths to trade certification. The SAC: MSP 
(2012/2013) project helped us understand the challenges faced by trade qualifiers. We heard 
enough anecdotal evidence to know that apprentices also struggle with completion (i.e., 
successfully passing the trade exam).

Ontario’s overall apprenticeship completion rate remains at about 50%. Survey responses 
suggested that both apprentices and trade qualifiers experience difficulty passing the trade 
exam. One respondent told us, “both groups have difficulty and it is very hard for me to say 
which has more trouble as a big part of this process starts and is dependent upon the learner.  

5
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If a learner has supports in place, time, and is very motivated, they can progress faster than 
someone in the same situation [who] has no supports whether they are an apprentice or a trade 
qualifier.”

3.0 Conclusions

The Apprenticeship Stakeholder Survey was designed to collect data to inform trade task 
development. We needed to be confident that the 36 tasks we developed were practical and provided 
real curriculum value. It is important to link task development to trades that represent credible 
employment opportunities. Learners who access literacy and employment services will benefit from 
the tasks as they prepare for trades completion and qualifying exams.

We are confident that the trade-specific OALCF tasks we developed can be used by all educators and 
practitioners who work with adult learners on an apprenticeship journey.

Four research themes informed the findings.

Which skilled trades are in highest demand?

Careful analysis of current trade data and related apprenticeship information were used to 
prepare a list of 12 trades (plus other). Most of the responses (87%) represented Employment 
Ontario service providers.

More than 40% of the respondents selected six trades – automotive service technician, 
carpenter, cook, electrician, millwright, and plumber.

Where is that demand geographically located?

Although 55% of the responses are from Northern Ontario communities, there was also a good 
response from other Ontario regions (Eastern Ontario, Central and Western Ontario). It is 
reasonable to conclude that respondents identified a generalized, Ontario-wide demand.

Which high demand, skilled-trades qualifying exams present the most difficulties for exam writers?

The electrical trade showed a very strong response compared to other trades.

Respondents indicated that the cook trade does not present difficulties for apprentices and 
trade qualifiers, but we decided to include it because it represents a high demand trade. As we 
proceeded to research the cook trade, we discovered that numeracy is a real challenge for many 
apprentices.
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What trade-specific content (blocks of questions on the exam) consistently present the most 
difficulty for exam writers?

The survey confirmed that exam writers have difficulty with trade-specific content and/or 
blocks of questions on the exam.

Respondents, however, couldn’t provide us with the specific trade content with which exam 
writers have difficulty. The reason is obvious – respondents are not the trade experts who know 
and teach the trade competencies. It was important that we consulted with trade experts to help 
the task writers understand the very specific trade content needed to develop authentic tasks.
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Apprenticeship Stakeholder Survey

We know that many who attempt trade qualifying exams are not successful, particularly those who 
challenge the Certificate of Qualification.

Our project, Developing Best Practices for Increasing, Supporting and Retaining Apprentices in Northern 
Ontario, will develop curriculum resources (literacy and essential skills tasks) for LBS practitioners 
that are specifically targeted at helping exam writers successfully challenge the trade exam.

The scope of our project restricts our ability to work with all the trades that present challenges to 
exam writers. As a result, we are asking for your assistance to identify a priority list of trades for which 
we will develop project resources.

The survey explores several core questions:

®® Which skilled trades are in highest demand?
®® Where is that demand geographically located?
®® Which high demand, skilled trades qualifying exams present the most difficulties for exam writers?
®® What trade -specific content (blocks of questions on the exam) consistently present the most 
difficulty for exam writers?

Trade Qualifiers and Apprentices

In Canada, apprenticeship training is the main method used to train workers in the skilled trades. 
However, it is not always necessary to have completed the apprenticeship program or to have been a 
registered apprentice to be eligible to challenge the Certificate of Qualification and to work in a skilled 
trade.

Some people can challenge a Certificate of Qualification as a “trade qualifier.” This term refers to any 
person who has not completed an apprenticeship program but who has acquired enough practical 
work experience to write the examination to obtain the Certificate of Qualification (or Certificate 
of Competence) issued by the provincial or territorial authorities responsible for certifying trades 
workers. Generally, these persons are already trades workers active in various work environments.

With your assistance, we’ll be able to develop literacy resources that help trade qualifiers and 
apprentices complete their exams.

Thank you for completing our survey.
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SURVEY

1. In which community is your workplace located?

 ____________________________________________________________________________

2.  Do you work with apprentices and/or trade qualifiers?

 Yes  No

Comments ___________________________________________________________________

3. What best describes your workplace context?

 EO Literacy Service Provider  Employee

 EO Employment Services Provider  EO (other provider)

 Aboriginal Employment and Training  
 Service Provider  Labour/Union

 EO Apprenticeship  Apprentice/Journeyperson

 Employer  College

Other (please specify) ___________________________________________________________

4. Using the following scale, please indicate how often you work with or provide services for 
apprentices and/or trade qualifiers.

 1  2  3  4  N/A 

I rarely work a lot with I work a lot with 
apprentices/trade qualifiers apprentices/trade qualifiers

Comments ___________________________________________________________________

5. What is the average age of the apprentices and/or trade qualifiers with whom you most often 
work or provide services?

 Less than 25 years old

 26 to 35 years old

 36 to 45 years old

 older than 45 years
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6. Which of the following trades are currently most in demand in your geographic region  
(Check all that apply)? 

 Electrician  Cook 
 (Construction and Maintenance)

 Automotive Service Technician  Industrial Mechanic Millwright 
 (Transmission/Alignment and Brakes)

 Plumber  Heavy Duty Equipment Technician

 Steamfitter  Sheet Metal Worker

 Hairstylist  Heavy Equipment Operator

 General Carpenter  Welder

Other (please specify) ___________________________________________________________  

7. In your experience, which trade exams present the most difficulty for apprentices/trade 
qualifiers (Check all that apply)?  

 Electrician  Cook 
     (Construction and Maintenance)

 Automotive Service Technician  Industrial Mechanic Millwright 
     (Transmission/Alignment and Brakes)

 Plumber  Heavy Duty Equipment Technician

 Steamfitter  Sheet Metal Worker

 Hairstylist  Heavy Equipment Operator

 General Carpenter  Welder

Other (please specify) ___________________________________________________________  

8. Please identify the most common reasons for not passing the qualifying exam. (Check all that 
apply)

 Had difficulty with a specific block/blocks of exam questions

 Lacked specific knowledge of some of the trade content on the exam

 Had difficulty with specialized trade language on the exam

 English was not the exam writer’s first language

 Unable to complete within the allotted time

Other (please specify) ___________________________________________________________
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9. In your experience, who has the most difficulty in passing the trade exam?

  Apprentices

  Trade qualifiers

10. Do you have additional comments?

 ____________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________

11. Please provide contact information if you would like to discuss your survey responses further.

 ____________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________

 ____________________________________________________________________________


