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C
Women Unlimited is designed to assist diverse, unemployed andunderemployed
women prepare for, obtain and maintain employment in the trades and technology fields.
The Women Unlimited model provides a safe and respectful, women-centred learning
environment where participants explore career opportunities in those fields and bring their
rich portfolio of skills to the table. The model offers a continuum of services that starts
with recruitment and assessment, proceeds to a 14-week Career Decision-Making Program
(CDMP) and continues to provide support throughout the women’s trades or technology
training, job searches, transition to and retention in the workplace.
Through a complex partnership with industry, governments, educational institutions and
community, Women Unlimited demonstrates what can be accomplished when resources
and commitments are combined to achieve a common goal: to address the systemic barriers
diverse women face and to support their successful transition and retention into the trades
and technology labour force.
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CTION
{The Issue}
Women working full time earn about three-quarters of what men earn, and unpaid
work accounts for part of that gap. Traditional job choices account for another
part: Two-thirds of women in Nova Scotia are employed in retail and clerical
occupations, low-paying work that offers little or no security or benefits.
In Nova Scotia, 55 percent of women in the workforce earn less than $22,000 a year.
Women who work in trades and technology occupations can increase their earnings by 2030 percent and add the benefits and security they lack, yet, in 2006, women made up only
5 percent of the trades employment roster.

NS Advisory Council on the Status of Women. Found at:
http://women.gov.ns.ca/work-and-play.html
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SETTING
THE
We need to recognize that 49% of the labour force is women. Trades and technology are areas where
there is room for growth and we need more people. Here was an opportunity to tap into a pool of
skills and talent that had been neglected in the past.
~Provincial Partner
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…THE IMPETUS
As the calendar flipped to the year 2000, many people sat up
and took notice. There were those who were hoarding canned
goods in their basements, sure that all systems were going to
slam to a halt when the clock struck twelve. There were those
who made their fortunes by adding the new millennium to the
internal clocks of hundreds of thousands of computers. And,
there were those who prophesied the dark days of “looming
skills shortages” in the fields of trades and technologies as the
first group of baby boomers moved into the age of retirement.
Never again would we find a plumber, an electrician or an autoservice technician!
That concept caught the attention of two different women’s
groups in Nova Scotia. As various media pundits tossed around
possible solutions to attend to the “looming skills shortages” no
one was saying, “Women can do it!” Why not?

6

{The Proponents}
The Women’s Economic Equality (WEE) Society promotes the economic well-being of women through
a women-centred, community economic development model. They create programs and services for
diverse women who live at the margins of both our rural and urban communities … women who live in
poverty.
The Hypatia Association works to promote gender equity in the sciences, trades and technologies
in Nova Scotia. At that time, Hypatia was working within industries to help them diversify their
workforces. They were also working with the Nova Scotia Community College (NSCC) to help them
understand why many of their trades and technology programs were ghettoized by gender.
WEE and Hypatia brought two different perspectives to bear on the question, “Why not women?”
One saw an opportunity to move marginalized women out of poverty through access to good jobs that
paid living wages with benefits. The other saw an opportunity to increase the participation of women in
fields where they had long been shut out. They decided to work together to accomplish their aims.

{The Whole Is Greater than the Sum
of Its Parts}
The proponents brought more than differing perspectives to the table. They brought distinct skill sets
and unique contacts and backgrounds, as well as their own personal advocates in their fields. One was
a skilled researcher and science educator; the other was an experienced and adept program developer
and negotiator. One had contacts in industry and educational institutions; the other had contacts within
governments and within communities. They had reputations for excellence in different sectors, which
helped them to cross into this new territory together.
! A partnership is formed when people with different backgrounds, ideas, skills and resources agree to
work together, as equals, to reach their goals. At the centre of a partnership is the belief that there is
strength in diversity.
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I’m a first year student in NSCC’s Metal Fabrication Program. I’m 29 years
old and moved here four. years ago from Toronto with two pre-school age
boys. It was not the best of situations. I got on Social Assistance and
found a place to live.

{Fire and Sparks}
One day I heard about the Women Unlimited program through a friend,
who in turn had a friend studying as an electrician through that program.
I thought, “Cool! I’m going to go for that!” So I met with the staff, who
advised me to first enter the Adult Learning Program to complete my
two remaining high school credits. That was fall of 2010. I completed
the credits in two months and then in the winter of 2010, entered the
Women Unlimited Career Decision-Making Program.
I was thinking I’d go into the electrical field and applied to NSCC’s
Electrical Program but changed my mind when I experienced the metal
fabrication shop. As part of the Women Unlimited program, you get
to experience all the shops and do everything hands-on. In the Metal
Fabrication shop, you build things out of steel. It’s like welding, and you
do a lot of cutting and fitting. There’s lots of fire and sparks. I really
enjoyed that shop, and now that’s the trade I’m studying.The impact

8

of Women Unlimited on my life has been pretty great. I’m a single Mom, in
school and doing well. Before I heard about Women Unlimited, I had no skills
to speak of. This program gave me a big advantage; it gave me skills in
math and communications, and it helped me get into NSCC.
I’m always telling my friends who are still working minimum wage jobs to take
this program! It puts you in a spot where you know really fast what you
want to be.
I knew what I wanted and I went for it. I was ready to go to school and
make a career plan for myself. Fire and sparks. I love it!

9

BUILDING
THE
Our real achievement through this program will be to change the kinds of barriers and systemic issues
that precluded women from being able to rightfully participate in those occupations.
~ Federal Partner
These women were very convincing and very quickly had me passionate about the project.
~ Federal Partner
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All of these questions and more had to be answered in order to build a substantive case:
v

How do girls choose what to do after
high school?

v

Does she feel supported by the
institution?

v

Why do they choose what they choose?

v

v

Who helps them make their choices?

Once a woman has a trade or
technology training, is she able
to find employment in her field?

v

What is it like for women to go
into a trade or a technology program
at NSCC?

v

What is it like to be a woman on a
male-dominated job site?

v

Does she feel accepted by her peers?

v

Does she feel supported by her
fellow workers?

v

Does she feel accepted by
her instructors?

v

Does she feel supported by
her employer?

They answered such questions as:
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v

What is the participation rate of women
in the workforce?

v

What percentage of women workers is
employed in trades and technology jobs?

v

What percentage of women is currently
studying in trades and technology
programs?

v

What about diverse women … African
Nova Scotian women, Aboriginal women,
new Canadian women, women living
with disabilities? Are these women more

or less included in those programs and
occupations?
v

Have the statistics changed over the
last decade? Are we moving in the right
direction? At what pace?

v

Is there a difference between women’s
annual incomes and men’s? Why?

v

Are there currently opportunities for
employment in trades and technology
fields (labour shortages, potential growth
sectors, etc.)?

Through a series of meetings, WEE and Hypatia became convinced they
were on the right path. They also knew that, in order to convince others
to join them, they would have to thoroughly research and document their
case.
Working through Statistics Canada, Status of Women Canada and the
Nova Scotia Advisory Council on the Status of Women, they were able to
gather the foundation of their case. Since Hypatia were already working
with the Nova Scotia Community College, they were able to tap into that
source of information. They also sought out unions, sector councils and
industry associations to inform them. What they were missing was the
voices of girls and women.
! Research and documentation is the backbone of your enterprise … it
supports all of your other work. Be thorough and well versed in what
you’ve learned. Become the experts and others will join you at the
table.

{Finding Their Voices}
The partners took divergent routes to find women’s voices. Hypatia
undertook a progression of forums, discussion groups and interviews with
girls, their teachers, guidance counsellors and parents, NSCC instructors
and administrators, women taking trades and technology programs at the
college, women working in trades or technology occupations and their
employers and co-workers. They went into the high schools, community
college campuses and workplaces, where they recorded and transcribed
ideas, opinions, suggestions and first-voice stories.
All of this work was documented and studied, and recommendations for
change were made in a series of guides. In 2004, In the Picture Volume I
and In the Picture Volume II were published. Volume I is a reflection of
the attitudes and values of girls in high schools, along with the thoughts
and ruminations expressed by those who influenced them, both overtly
and inadvertently. Recommendations were made that would allow other
girls to expand their understanding of future possibilities. Volume II is a
consideration of the learnings gathered through Hypatia’s community
college dialogues. This guide recommends interventions by administrators
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My son gets out of school before
my classes end. He can’t get on a
public bus to get to the campus
childcare without an adult, and I
don’t have someone who can pick
him up at school and take him to
daycare.
~ ET Participant
I do have a car, but it’s not safety
inspected, and the tires are bald.
~ ET Participant
I would have to take a bus to get
to college. It’s impossible to use
this transportation system as the
bus schedule doesn’t accommodate
the need to get off to take my
child into daycare. I have to wait
an hour to get another bus, and
I would end up missing several
classes a day.
~ ET Participant
I feel like I’m working at my
courses 11 hours a day, 7 days a
week. Somewhere in there I have
to fit in things like my children’s
medical appointments … and
court time, so I can get child
maintenance payments their father
owes.
~ ET Participant
It was great to be part of the group
… just knowing I wasn’t flying out
there by myself!
~ ET Participant
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and staff and through policy changes to enhance the uptake
of women in trades and technology programs. In the same
vein, In the Picture Volume III, published in 2006, reflects on
the diversity in trades and technology workplaces and makes
recommendations to enhance workplace cultures to ensure
inclusiveness.
In 2008, the series was followed by Working it Out …
Women Describe Their Employment Experiences in Trades
and Technology, wherein women who work in these fields
give “real-life” accounts of their work lives … the good,
the bad and the disturbing. And in 2009, On the Level …
Women Working In Trades and Technology was published as
a guide to assist employers to create respectful workplaces.
All of these materials can be found as portable document
files (pdfs) under Publications on Hypatia’s website:
www.hypatiaassociation.ca
! Never presume you can speak for others. First-voice
accounts are essential to your understanding and by
extension, the understanding of those you seek to
convince.
Meanwhile, the WEE Society took the route of developing
a pilot program, the Equality in Technology (ET) Project.
This project ran from 2002-2003 and supported 24 women
from diverse backgrounds to enter science and technology
programs at a rural NSCC campus. It was also designed
to assist their transition into appropriate workplaces.
In conjunction with this, the WEE Society conducted
participatory research to document the women’s experiences
within the systems they encountered — the Department of
Community Services (DCS), Human Resources Development
Canada (HRDC), the NSCC — and to examine program
and policy issues related to the recruitment and retention of
women in these fields.

A local facilitator was employed to help the women connect to the systems and to support
them on their journeys. The ET Project taught the proponents many things about the
barriers women face as they attempt to make new lives for themselves and their families.
The majority of the women were single moms, struggling on a daily basis to make ends
meet. A circumstance many of us would take as a glancing blow had the potential to be
a knock-out punch for them … bald tires on a car, the flu running through the family,
no home computer to complete assignments, a skipped child support payment. The
proponents also learned about the women’s tenacity, courage and diligence in the face
of unsupportive systems … the mom who worked until 10 pm with her kids on their
homework and started hers once they were safely in bed, the woman who returned to
campus after dinner on cold winter nights so she could do her assignments on a school
computer, the women who bonded together as a backup system for each other.
What was learned was brought forward into the development of Women Unlimited.
The documentation for the ET Project can be found in The Digital Divide:
A Framework for Action under Publications and Resources on the WEE Society
website at: www.weesociety.ca
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It was March 2005 when I moved back home to Halifax from Ottawa. I had
been going to school for Events Management and working at an engineering
firm, but I wanted to come home to have my baby. She was born in May.
When my daughter turned six months old, I left my husband and became

{The Right
Puzzle Piece for
the Right Spot}
a single mom. After my maternity benefits ran out and infant care
became an issue, I moved onto Social Assistance. At the very least,
I didn’t exactly relish that thought. However, with the encouragement
of my Career Counselor, I began looking at various training options so
I could become able to provide for my daughter and me. I enrolled in
a typing course at the Academy of Learning, and it was through the
director there, who saw something in me, I found out about the Women
Unlimited program. I looked into it, hemmed and hawed but finally, with
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the encouragement of my grandmother, applied to and was accepted into the
program.
At first it was a little overwhelming being in the program, because I was
used to hanging out with my family or men more than women. I really enjoyed
almost all aspects of the program, but I was still feeling a bit disconnected
as it was nearing the end. Then we started visiting the various NSCC
shops. When we went into the plumbing shop, I knew right away “This is
it!” I liked working with my hands and being productive. I liked the dirt, the
grease and the grittiness of the job. The sights, the sounds, the smells
and the tools were like finding a treasure to me that day. We got to solder,
thread pipe and use exciting new tools!
I knew I’d be good at architectural engineering. I’d been in the classroom,
done some computer graphic design but it didn’t make me as happy as when
I was in the plumbing shop. It was love at first sight; one of those things
you just know. I’d always wanted to be one of those people who “love
what they do” and woke up everyday happy to go to work because
it “didn’t seem like work.” That first day in the plumbing shop
I said, “This is it!” It was like finding the right puzzle
piece for the right spot. It immediately filled
that hole in my life where a career was
supposed to be.

17

I started my two-year program in September 2007. At the end of my
first year, I was top of my class. It got me an award, but it didn’t get
me a summer job. In my second year, I found my work term with a large
construction company. However, even graduating third in my class, I couldn’t
find work. I’d take in my resumes, follow-up with phone calls and be told,
“We’ll call you.” but they never did.
So I adopted a slightly different approach. I hung out at wholesalers and
handed out my resume, business cards I had made and doughnuts to
contractors and plumbers as they came in for materials. I even put my
business card under windshield wipers of every plumbing truck I’d see. Then
one day I got a call from a plumber who found my card under his wiper. He
told me he was scared it was a parking ticket … but it landed me my first
job. He liked my approach, he liked that I had my own tools and that I was
committed to plumbing. (I have a plumbing related tattoo!)
I worked with his company for a year and a half but found out that being
a woman in a male-dominated trade was harder than I had thought. I watched
male apprentices come and go while I was stuck. They were all given more
tasks and responsibility than I was. Then I was laid off after a year and
a half due to lack of work, and I started the job search over again. It was
the same as before, “Yes, yes, we’ll give you a call in a couple of weeks.”
but the call never came. As a woman, I felt they were being very nice to
my face, as I would put them on the spot when I would run into them but
never to any avail.
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In the summer of 2011, I decided to make myself more employable by taking
refresher courses in WHMIS and First Aid along with some new courses in
traffic control, trenching safety and fall protection offered through the NS
Construction Safety Association. These are courses that large construction
companies like their employees to have. Women Unlimited paid for me to
take them. Women Unlimited was amazing for helping me to become more
employable and for their never-ending encouragement.
Back in November 2010, Women Unlimited also put me in touch with
Capital Health. At that time, Capital Health didn’t have any job openings, but
a manager in the Maintenance Department told me to keep my eyes open
for some upcoming job postings. Finally in June 2011, I saw 7 postings for
maintenance positions, and I applied for all 7! The summer went by and I
heard nothing back so when an opportunity came up to work with a general
contractor, I took it. A month later I got the call for an interview at Capital
Health. I was so excited! When I hung up, I think I was crying! This could
be the biggest job interview of my life!
During the interview, they asked me what my biggest weakness
was and I said I could be very shy and quiet. Towards the
end of the interview, one of the managers said, “That
can’t be your weakness because you’re not shy
or quiet!” He also said there were a fair
number of people being interviewed,
and he would call me back if I
was chosen for another
interview.
19

Two weeks went by before I got the phone call. My heart sank when he told me
they didn’t want me for a second interview … then he added … “If it’s alright with
you, we’d like to just hire you!”
That was one of the most amazing moments of my life!
I started work on October 24, 2011. I am very happy at Capital Health. The people
I work with … all guys … are really nice. There is no issue with my being a woman.
The job is productive, and I like knowing that I’m being useful and helping the
organization and the patients too. It feels kind of like I’m giving back.
My job title is maintenance technician, and I do anything from fixing lighting, to
changing ceiling tiles, to putting things up, taking things down, fixing wheel chairs,
stretchers and maintaining the air handling systems for the building. And I do a little
bit of plumbing once in a while. The one drawback is that I can’t get my papers
because I’m not focusing solely on plumbing. But that’s offset by the fact that I’m
happy … really, really happy. I have a good income, good benefits and 3-weeks of
paid vacation. My world is very stress free, and that’s important to me.
The Women Unlimited program has completely changed my life. It’s given me the
chance to find the happiness I’ve always wanted. I just turned 30 years old in
January and bought myself a car as a birthday present … a NEW car. My daughter
will turn 7 in May, and my goal is to settle down and enjoy a life of no stress with
a good income, my daughter and a new man, who is pretty amazing.
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I’m also looking forward to the day in the not too distant future when I
can give back to the Women Unlimited program in a big way. It has totally
transformed my life, and I would like to see other women out there have the
same opportunity. My feelings toward all those involved with my experiences
and successes with Women Unlimited are not nearly expressible by words,
hugs or tears. I can’t say thank you enough for helping me find happiness in
my life.
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CREATING
THE
We knew we couldn’t build it alone, so we built relationships.
~ Women Unlimited Proponent
Here was a model that takes women who are receiving social assistance and who are far behind the
eight ball, and with a comparatively minimal investment, moves them into jobs that will change their
lives forever. I saw this as a great investment for government.
~ Federal Partner
They were always approachable and very reasonable; they absolutely ‘got’ the kind of challenges
we were working through to make things happen. They’re a very solid delivery agent who not only
appreciates the challenges of community but appreciates the challenges of partners in making this
program work.
~ Federal Partner
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Multi partnerships make the
impossible, possible.
~ Provincial Partner
We worked very well
together, understanding
government, understanding
government’s challenges and
other partner’s challenges
and collectively making all
of those dynamics work
in our favour. And
overcoming the challenges
to moving forward.
~ Federal Partner
It wasn’t smooth sailing all
the way but having the right
people with the right kind of
passion and attitude made
the difference.
~ Federal Partner
It was one of the most
rewarding experiences
of my life in government in
terms of how people were
able to work together to
produce something entirely
new. That required people
to work beyond their
mandates. It took a masterful
negotiation on the part of
(the proponents) … there
was a lot of trust building.
~ Provincial Partner

24

Having done due diligence with their research and
documentation, the proponents were ready to build the
team that could make Women Unlimited a reality. Each
member of this team had to come on board as a true
partner … an equal who both shared the common goals
and brought new ideas and perspectives to the table.
This process began by the proponents connecting
individually with their personal advocates within
governments, funding agencies and educational institutions
and by presenting their case to them. These were people
with whom each proponent had built a history of mutual
respect. From there, they fanned outward to the people
their advocates identified as “out of the box” thinkers,
operatives and decision-makers within their unique spheres
of influence.
The proponents knew their new team would be challenged
to work cross-jurisdictionally. Attaching people to the
labour force is not the responsibility of just one department
or one level of government; pieces of the work fall onto
multiple plates. Under such circumstances, individuals
often become very protective of their share of power. They
needed people on their team who were willing to toss their
piece into the ring, just to see what would happen.

The proponents identified and connected with those kinds of people … from Service
Canada, the NS Department of Labour and Advanced Education, the Nova Scotia
Community College, the NS Department of Community Services, Status of Women
Canada, the Apprenticeship Board and the NS Advisory Council on the Status of Women.
Each recognized how the initiative’s goals spoke to their individual mandates and each
signed on to becoming a member of the Development Committee to help build and sustain
the Women Unlimited model. It was the proponents’ job to make the linkages between
these partners.
Having become “the experts” didn’t allow them to be “my way or the highway” thinkers
either. They had to be a part of the team they were building … willing to listen, to heed
and to respect both the knowledge and the limitations that others brought to the table.
It’s easy to become frustrated by the limitations of the “silos” that house individual
government departments … but it’s much more creative to find a crack in that construct
and to stick a wedge in it.
! Creating buy-in means letting others in. By bringing others into a collaborative process
of building the model, you cement their commitment to its precepts.
! Be flexible in your responses as suggestions and proposals are put on the table. If
a door opens, walk through and see where it takes you. Look creatively at the gifts
people and organizations bring.
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DEFINING
KEY
It wasn’t about fixing the women. It was about getting at the systems and working with women,
where they are, to make sure they can move forward in a supported way, with a continuum of
services that would be individualized to help them.
~ Federal Partner
This is particularly important for many of our clients who may have been on assistance for quite
some time and who have faced a large number of barriers – mental health, addictions, abuse issues –
and the big one, poverty. I don’t think they would have entered or stayed with the program had the
focus not been specifically around women.
~ Employment Support Services Supervisor
One standout is how well and respectfully Women Unlimited dealt with a referral who was
transgendered and who ended up being the first transgendered person to graduate from NSCC.
~ Employment Support Services Supervisor
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Women Unlimited understands
that women need flexibility
because of their responsibilities.
Their strength is in realizing
that women don’t just get up
in the morning, go to work and
become somebody else for 8
hours. The program recognizes
that they have all sorts of
other issues that they may be
dealing with. It’s this “stepping
outside of the box thinking”
of the program that makes the
difference.
~ Employment Support
Services Supervisor
The program is really moving
women forward. A lot of that
comes from the follow-up
the Women Unlimited staff
provides, the ongoing support.
Women Unlimited doesn’t
end. You’ll always have that
connection. The women know
they can still drop in. Once
you’re a Women Unlimited
participant, you’re one for life.
~ Employment Support
Services Case Worker

As the Development Committee coalesced over time, they
began to identify the key elements that would define the shape
and substance of Women Unlimited:

{Embed Women-Centred
Development}
Women-centred development focuses purposely on the needs,
aspirations and experiences of women and helps to break down
systemic barriers and to empower women to make positive
changes in their lives. It needs to live in every nook and cranny
of the program.

{Create Collaborative
Partnerships}
Engage partners from women’s organizations, equity groups,
governments, educational institutions, employers, industry
associations and trade unions in the development of the
initiative and in its implementation.

{Seek Out Diversity}
Women’s lives are a complex interweaving of gender, class,
culture, race, religion and sexual orientation. Seek out and
embrace women’s diversity in all of its forms. This means setting
diversity goals and putting strategies in place to
meet them.

{Fix the Systems,
Not the Women}
Previous approaches to moving women into trades or
technology employment had a “pull yourself up by your
bootstraps” approach and never considered the barriers placed
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in front of women that were entrenched in the systems. Commit to removing the barriers
rather than blaming the women for failing to overcome them.

{Build in a Continuum of Supports}
There are no quick fixes when supporting a woman to find her way out of poverty and
into a career. Stay with her during her entire journey.

{Create a Portfolio of Funders}
Allow that one funder may not be able to finance the whole but could commit to the
piece of the continuum that most closely aligns with their mandate. As commitments are
made, use them to leverage other commitments.

{Make It Accessible}
Make it accessible to diverse women, rural and urban, unemployed or underemployed, in
receipt of Income Assistance or Employment Insurance or
with no income at all.

{Ensure It Remains Flexible and Responsive}
Ensure the program can be adapted to its surroundings … local women, the local
community and local businesses. Ensure it is responsive to their needs.
When the model was in place, the Development Committee dissolved, leaving Women
Unlimited with champions strategically placed in a myriad of departments and agencies.
! Defining your key elements gives you a reference point for all the decisions
that follow.
! Keep your champions close as you move forward. Let them know about the progress
you’ve made and barriers you’ve encountered. They win if you win, and they may be
able to remove that barrier in front of you.
! It is important to create a shared vision with your partners … one that evolves.
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I was 38 years old and ready to make a change when I first heard about
the Women Unlimited program. I was single with no children and had been
working in the high-pressured field of fundraising since the mid 1990s,
traveling the world, running marathons and earning a good salary. I was a
homeowner and up to that point, life had been good.

{Taking Charge}
But the stresses brought on by the 2008 recession led me to
resign from one fundraising company and join another. Unfortunately
it was like jumping from the frying pan into the fire, as I soon
discovered that my new workplace treated its employees really badly
… me included.
I wanted a different life and began looking at my choices. In addition
to having earned a university degree (a BA in Community Studies) and
my fundraising background, I also had a diploma in Early Childhood
Education. But deep down in my heart, I knew I couldn’t go down any
of those roads again … financially or mentally.
30

That was when I heard from my sister about the Women Unlimited program.
It was the right time, and I knew it was meant to be. I applied and was
accepted. I took the program seriously and approached it like a 4-month
job. Having been out of high school for 20 years, I took advantage of the
program’s skilled instructors to hone my math, public speaking and writing
skills. The program wasn’t just about going to a class … it really made me
think about my life and where I was going. It provided me the space and
opportunity to prepare for my next career.
The program I was looking at initially was NSCC’s Screen Arts program to
pursue a career working on movie sets. But it was when I entered the Pipe
Trades shop as part of Women Unlimited’s overview to the trades that I
knew I had found my passion. I loved it from the start. I knew from the
first day this was what I had been looking for. As the saying goes, “You
don’t know what you’re missing ‘till you know what you’re missing!”
Pipe Trades is a two-year program, and I will graduate in the spring of
2012. Last summer I found employment with a local plumber. Then
I asked if I could do my upcoming work term with him as
well and he said yes. He said I was the best student
he’d ever had! The combination of the summer
employment and work term will account for
400 hours towards my 8000
apprenticeable hours.
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I have my feelers out for employment after graduation and am optimistic I
will find it. While the Women Unlimited staff members assist with job leads,
I’m adamant that finding employment is ultimately my responsibility. I won’t
let someone else do the work for me. I have to earn it. I have made certain
that my resume is on file at the Irving Shipyards, and I was the only pipe
trades student in my class to take the initiative to meet with an Irving
spokesperson when he was at NSCC earlier this winter. But I know those
job opportunities are two years down the road, and I’m looking for alternate
work in the interim.
I think that my take-charge attitude will stand me in good stead. It has
already convinced Skills Development to cover my NSCC tuition and provide
a basic living allowance. A part-time waitressing job covers my remaining bills
while I’m still at school.
I owe Skills Development for taking a chance on me, and my family and
friends for supporting my decision to take this path. And I credit the Women
Unlimited staff for changing my life dramatically … and for the better …
including the way I interact with others. Women Unlimited’s emphasis on
diversity has taught me to stop, think and not judge. This was a real eyeopener for me and is as important as opening doors to a new career
in the trades.
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My goals are to find work within the pipe trades field, get my Red Seal
and not have to worry about money. I absolutely love what I do working as
a plumber and look forward to other opportunities working as a wholesaler
or as a steamfitter, a pipe fitter or gas fitter. My trade provides me with
a good work-life balance, something that was missing in my previous career
as a fundraiser. I was so stressed before I couldn’t think. I was tapped
out. I can’t wait to graduate and get out working again!
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BUILDING
THE
You have to have champions not just in government, but in industry and community, to work
together as allies to promote Women Unlimited.
~ Provincial Partner
It’s very much about community, our own community, and helping women.
~ Women’s Centre
Women Unlimited gives us the opportunity to be more proactive in getting women involved in trades
and technology. Up to now, it was hit or miss.
~ Women’s Centre
People live up to your expectations. At Women Unlimited, we expect women to succeed.
~ Women Unlimited Proponent
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Partnerships were established
with:
v Michelin North America
(Canada) Inc.-Bridgewater
Facility
v Sydney Tar Ponds and Coke
Ovens Remediation Project
v Nova Scotia Power
v Irving Shipyard
v Marine Atlantic
v Automotive Sector Council
v Aerospace and Defence
Human Resource Partnership
v Department of National
Defence
v Construction Association
of Nova Scotia … among
others.

NSCC is an access college. Our
purpose is to reach out to the
community, to recruit from
the community and create
learning programs and build
supports that help people
within the community realize
their dreams, make a better life
for themselves. The Women
Unlimited program provides
an opportunity to change
people’s lives.
~ NSCC Partner
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{Working with Community}
WEE and Hypatia never took the “cookie cutter” approach
with Women Unlimited. Each of the four programs has its
own character, firmly rooted in its home community and the
opportunities and advantages that place had to offer. In order to
accomplish this, they involved strategic community members in
building each unique program.
Service Providers
They began by identifying and meeting with members of the
local women’s community. The importance of this cannot
be overstated. In each case, these are women who have
experienced their community from angles completely foreign
to many. They work with disenfranchised women and the
systems that tend to marginalize them. Their alliance in building
the program is assured once they see how it can benefit “their
women” … the women they fight for daily.
Other important partnerships formed were with front-line
government workers and personnel from programs and agencies
that work with diverse groups such as African Nova Scotians,
new Canadians, women living with disabilities and First Nations
peoples. They too have intimate knowledge of and experience
with the women the proponents needed to link with.
Through those initial meetings, they outlined the key
components of the program and sought new ideas and input
into its content. They looked for ways to further collaborate
and ways to support each other … through referrals, work
placements and program presentations.
Industry Contacts
The proponents also met with local employers, unions and
economic development agencies … groups with a vested
interest in the future of their workforce … and sought their
input into the program’s content. Each community that houses
Women Unlimited is unique in this way as well. The first
program began in Bridgewater, where Michelin is one of the
largest employers. The proponents established an on-going
partnership with Michelin’s Bridgewater Facility prior to opening

Women Unlimited there. In Cape Breton, the Sydney Tar Ponds and Coke Ovens Remediation Project
demonstrated an early interest in the Women Unlimited project and have continued on as a strategic
partner. In Halifax, the Irving Shipyard is a large employer of tradespeople, and their buy-in was a vital
asset to the success of Women Unlimited there.
The Community College
A key stakeholder, the Nova Scotia Community College, formalized a strategic partnership
with Women Unlimited through the development of a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU). This
considered process took place over a period of three years and involved the president, vice-presidents,
the deans of the School of Trades and Technology and of the
School of Applied Arts and New Media, NSCC principals and academic chairs.
At the four NSCC campuses where the Women Unlimited sites are established, partnerships were
solidified with the principals, faculty and staff of the School of Trades and Technology, the School of
Applied Arts and New Media, Admissions, IT Services, Career and Transition Services, Student Services,
African Canadian Student Services, First Nations Student Services, Disability Student Services, Library
Services and Maintenance.

{Local Advisory Committees}
Having cemented those initial contacts, the proponents developed local Advisory Committees to
formalize their alliances. The Advisory Committees are crucial to their understanding of the local area
and how things are accomplished there. From their initial support to their ongoing encouragement, the
Advisory Committees in each community keep the Women Unlimited programs firmly in their sights and
rooted in their communities.

{Local Staffing}
It’s also essential to each program’s success that Women Unlimited staff are identified and hired locally.
Advisory Committee members, often from the women’s community, sit on Hiring Committees and
support the selection of the most appropriate candidates. This means the staff members have local
support from the day they’re employed and that they too, bring local knowledge and their own line-up
of cohorts and contacts.
! A successful program depends on the support and input of the local community. Work to
demonstrate how the program could be of benefit to strategic members of the community and seek
out and implement their ideas.
! Find and grow your allies … one step at a time.
! You may be the “expert” in what you do, but recognize you need the expertise of others to
accomplish your goals. Respect different ways of knowing, being and doing.
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In July 2006, I arrived with my husband and 4-year old son as immigrants
to Nova Scotia from Columbia. The following year I gave birth to my daughter.
Any free time was spent taking ESL courses and getting accustomed to
my new life in an English-speaking community.

{Starting Over}
One day I saw a Woman Unlimited poster at the Community Services
office and asked about it. Soon after, I attended a workshop put on
by the Women Unlimited staff and knew that this was the program
I had been looking for. I had graduated from the Universidad National
de Colombia with a Bachelors Degree in Agricultural and Biological
Engineering, and I’m still a member of the American Society of
Agricultural and Biological Engineers. I did not want to start a university
degree all over again in Canada, so I was really excited about the
possibility of accessing technical courses that could complement the
skills I already had through the Women Unlimited program.
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I applied to the program and was accepted! That was in April 2008. I
chose Civil Engineering Technology as my field and started classes in
the fall. I was a full-time student taking 6 courses and also taking care
of two small children. It was a very busy time for me. I was also in the
process of separating from my husband and was having difficult times at
home. The Women Unlimited staff supported me both emotionally and in my
courses. The instructors were also very patient with me; they tried hard to
understand me and even though I was the only immigrant in my class, my
classmates were also very kind to me.
That summer, I went to Immigrant Settlement and Integration Services (ISIS)
and registered in the English for Engineering course they were offering at
that time. I also decided to take a year off from my NSCC program and
focus on more ESL training to make me more employable. During this time
off, I got pregnant and in March 2010, had a healthy baby boy.
I don’t have any family in Nova Scotia, and initially it was very hard for
me. During my first year in the program, we didn’t have enough to
eat so the Women Unlimited staff would give me food to
take home. That was a very hard time for us, and
it was difficult to concentrate on my course
work. But with the support of the Women
Unlimited staff and my NSCC
instructors, I was able to
remain in the program
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by spreading it over three years instead of two.
Today I’m 32 years old and have only four more months before I graduate
as a Civil Engineering Technologist. Three weeks ago, I had an interview with
an international consulting services firm. They have an office in Dartmouth
and have agreed to take me on for my 5-week work term. They told me
that if I do well, they will likely offer me full-time employment. The firm
has a number of departments — environmental, urban land, industrial and
transportation. I’ll be working in their Environmental Department within the oil
and gas sector.
Right now I am focused on achieving my short-term goals — one of which
is learning new software that I will use for drafting. I want to do a very
good job at my work term, as that will be the deciding factor in whether the
company will keep me on.
I used to plan too much. Then one day I decided I was no longer going to
focus on my future, because I need to live my present. I think if I do very
well today, tomorrow my life will be good. I need to excel in my work today.
I want to remain in Halifax or elsewhere in Nova Scotia and raise my
children here. This province has given me a new life, a new career, food, a
house, everything. I want to stay in Nova Scotia because I feel in one way
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that I have to pay back all the help I have been given. The friends I have made
here are like my family, and I don’t want to lose my family again. It was difficult
leaving Colombia and my family and friends. It would be too difficult to start over
once again.
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THE
WOMEN
PROGRA
The model operates a bit differently at every campus. There are guidelines and there are components
of our program that don’t change across the board. But how we operate and the resources we need
to access or the things we need to provide for the women changes with the women and the area. It
would be very standardized if it was government or the college running the program. It would be
“this is what happens and this is what you get and this is what you do.” And the wonderful thing
about our organization is whatever comes up, whatever the needs are, there’s a good possibility
somewhere somebody’s going to figure out how to help. We have such a good network and support.
~ Women Unlimited Staff
I’ve found the case conferencing always to be responsive. The Women Unlimited staff members are
candid regarding problems and concerns, and upfront with me as well as the client. Issues were
addressed, options provided, guidance, support and a unique understanding was demonstrated of the
participants’ abilities as well as forecasted pitfalls.
~ Employment Support Services Worker~ Employment Support Services Supervisor
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UNLIMITED
RAM
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I come and welcome a new class.
When I see them in the halls, we
talk about what they’re doing and
occasionally I’ll look in on a class
that they’re taking. I just let them
know that they’re welcome, and
we’re glad that they’re here.
~ NSCC Campus Principal
Our relationship with Women
Unlimited is one of the strongest
partnerships we have. They’re
already involved with the
students before they enter our
programs, but we’re involved
with them as well at that point
through the workshops. Women
Unlimited staff stay in touch when
the students are in the trades
programs; and they stay in touch
when the students are seeking
employment or in employment.
This results in a much higher
degree of success for the students
… and it looks good for NSCC as
well. Without Women Unlimited, I
don’t think many of our female
students would have jobs at all.
~ NSCC Partner
It’s key that the Women Unlimited
program is on-site. It’s inspiring
and hopeful for the women. I
recall one client who referenced
the intimidation of going to
school, and the fear of being
involved in a program but once
there, she was fine.
~ Employment Support
Services Supervisor
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Having Women Unlimited
on site with an office at
the community college,
liaising with staff at the
community college daily,
having conversations
with them about the
challenges they have
in the classroom really
provided the impetus to
change things within.
~ Federal Partner

{The Model}
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Although each Women Unlimited program is unique to its environment, the
model, as it was created through the Development Committee, is consistent.
The key elements, as they were defined in the beginning, continue to be the
bedrock that gives form and substance to the program.

{Staff}
Each Women Unlimited program has a Site Coordinator, a Site Facilitator
and a Workplace Facilitator. Each position requires a multi-tasking generalist
who is both organized and structured and a compassionate listener. And,
since their job descriptions overlap, they need to be team players who share
a common ethic. The Site Coordinator’s position requires more management
and administrative tasks, while the Site Facilitator’s role is more classroombased. The Workplace Facilitator works from a home-based office and
moves between the campus and workplace settings, where she engages
with employers to set up workplacements, job shadowings and employment
opportunities. The staff members are engaged in case-conferencing from the
selection process through to employment.
! A team player is one who unites others toward a common goal through
sharing information and ideas, empowering others and developing trust.
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And so they have a good
comfort level when they go
into class that first day because
they have already tested it
and they know that’s what
they want.
~ NSCC Faculty
What advantage is that to us?
Well, they (Women Unlimited
participants) are great
ambassadors. I mean, they are
talking to their families, to
their friends, and it generates
a lot of other interest for the
program they are in and also
for the campus.
~ NSCC Administrator
The college has set diversity as
one of its core goals. We have
invested in that. We believe
we can change the minds and
hearts of the students; and as
they move into businesses,
over time there will be change
in the workplace too.
~ NSCC Administrator
Our dean is an advocate for
Women Unlimited and he’s
very much supportive of the
program. He encourages us
to do whatever we can to
facilitate the program. So, as I
said, we’ve welcomed it with
open arms.
~ NSCC Trades Instructor
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{Location, Location, Location}
The Nova Scotia Community College sat as a partner on the
Women Unlimited Development Committee and offered to
house the program as an in-kind contribution. It began as a
3-year pilot, opening first in the NSCC Lunenburg Campus in
Bridgewater, followed the next year by one in Halifax at the
IT (Institute of Technology) Campus and 2 years later at the
Akerley Campus in Dartmouth. Since many Women Unlimited
participants go on to take programs at the Waterfront Campus
in Dartmouth, staff keeps a presence there as well. Five years
after the program opened in Bridgewater, a new program
started at the Marconi Campus in Sydney.
Housing Women Unlimited at NSCC campuses speaks to a
number of the key elements as conceived by the Development
Committee. First, it speaks to accessibility. The NSCC is
composed of 13 campuses that dot the landscape of both rural
and urban Nova Scotia. Housing the program at the college
opens access to the myriad of women who live within the
catchment areas of each of the sites. It also opens the possibility
for further growth for the program.
As well, locating the program at the community college gives
Women Unlimited participants a soft start to college life. The
majority of the participants have no college experience nor have
they participated in “school” life in many years. The fear factor
looms large. By attending the supportive Women Unlimited 14week Career Decision-Making Program (CDMP) while deciding
whether to go into trades and technology training at the college
eases their way into campus life.

Through an agreement with the NSCC, Women Unlimited participants are full-fledged citizens
at each campus, with all of the rights and obligations that accompany that. This means, by
the time they decide to attend a college course, they already have a student number and ID,
an NSCC email address and are well versed in the mores of the institution. As well, because
of shop experiences and guest speakers, most of the women have already met and know by
name the instructors who will teach their classes at the college. They have a leg up.
Women Unlimited maintains staff offices, resource centres/classrooms at each of its locations.
The resource centres are comfortable, casual places where current participants meet and
mingle with past participants and other women from trades or technology programs. They
are places where mentoring and support happen quite naturally … they help to create a
community within a community. So does the occasional pizza party on a Friday noon.
Another important thing about housing the program at the community college is it allows
for the continuum of supports. The Women Unlimited staff members have an open-door
policy to all NSCC women who are in trades or technology programs. The women who have
completed the CDMP can access the same level of support and services as those currently in
the CDMP. Women who have completed their trades or technology training can launch their
job searches from there. As well, being rooted in the college gives Women Unlimited staff and
participants credibility in the employer community, which they tap into for job shadows, work
placements and employment possibilities.
This is not to say that the community college does not benefit from having Women Unlimited
housed within its quarters. The campuses that host the program have increased their diversity
levels because of the Gender Diversity Recruitment strategy. And, women now make up 12
percent of participants in their trades and technology programs.
! Housing a program within a recognized institution can increase its accessibility, support its
continuum of services and create a partnership with benefits for all.
One of the key elements laid out by the Development Committee was that Women Unlimited
participants should be supported throughout their entire journey. Therefore, from the
recruitment strategy, throughout the assessment process on to final selection, throughout
the CDMP and on through to their chosen trades and technology programs and finally
throughout their job searches and to retention in the workplace, those supports are in place.
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{The Continuum of Services}
Gender Diversity Recruitment … a New Paradigm
The first element of the program is the Gender Diversity Recruitment and Assessment
Strategy, which takes place over a three-month period. It is directed at diverse women who
are unemployed, underemployed, seasonal workers or in receipt of Income Assistance or
Employment Insurance. As well, Women Unlimited commits to the goal of having 60 percent
of the participants representative of the diversity of the province … African Nova Scotians,
First Nations, new Canadian women, women living with disabilities and women from the
LBGTQ community.
If you keep doing the same things in the same way, you’ll get the same results. Women
Unlimited looks for a new result … diverse women attracted to the idea of studying and
working in the fields of trades and technologies. Therefore, Women Unlimited does things
differently.
Directed Communication Materials
This first step in this process was to create recruitment materials that invited the designated
audience to “picture yourself here.” All of the women in Women Unlimited materials …
posters, flyers, resources, video clips and on the web-site … are program participants or past
participants who are diverse women working or studying in their chosen fields. New posters
and flyers are developed for each site so local women might recognize a neighbour, a friend
or a cousin.
As well, one-page “success stories” are distributed with the recruitment materials and
video clips of women telling their stories are available for viewing on the Women Unlimited
web site. The main thrust of those stories is: “women just like you have changed their lives”;
the main precept behind them is to make Women Unlimited accessible to those who feel
they can’t.
v In a sector where there are few role models for women, create them.
WOMEN UNLIMITED MAY BE THE
RIGHT PROGRAM FOR YOU!

women

unlimited

8PNFO6OMJNJUFEDBOJOUSPEVDFZPVUPBXIPMFOFXXPSMEPGPQQPSUVOJUJFT

 Are you interested in exploring a new career in
trades or technology?
 Do you live in Cape Breton?

DO YOU LIKE TO...

 Are unemployed or underemployed?

t
t
t
t
t
t

 Are you out of school?
 Are you ready for a change?
Women Unlimited recruits a new group each year. The
next group starts this spring.

HAVE YOU EVER
THOUGHT ABOUT
BECOMING...

If you’re interested in knowing more about
Women Unlimited, contact:

NSCC Marconi Campus
1240 Grand Lake Road, Rm. B114
Sydney, NS B1P 6J7

t
t
t
t
t

Phone: 563.8860
Toll Free: 1.888.268.6676
Fax: 563-8863
Email: bernadette.johnson@nscc.ca
www.weesociety.ca

ARE YOU INTERESTED
IN LEARNING ABOUT...
t
t
t
t

t
t
t
t

Are you
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BOFMFDUSJDJBO
BDPNQVUFSUFDIOJDJBO
BNFDIBOJD
BQPXFSFOHJOFFS
BXFMEFS

WOMEN UNLIMITED OFFERS YOU…

UIFNBSJOFJOEVTUSZ
JOGPSNBUJPOUFDIOPMPHZ
DPOTUSVDUJPO
NPUPSWFIJDMFSFQBJS

WOULD YOU LIKE A
JOB THAT…

Women Unlimited is committed to equity. We are actively recruiting
African Nova Scotian, Aboriginal, New Canadian women and women living
with disabilities.

w w w. w e e s o c i e t y. c a

XPSLXJUIZPVSIBOET
GJYUIJOHT
SFOPWBUF
VTFBDPNQVUFS
TQFOEUJNFPVUEPPST
USZOFXUIJOHT

thinking
future?

about your

ZPVFOKPZEPJOH
QBZTXFMM
PGGFSTHPPECFOFGJUT
HJWFTZPVBOPQQPSUVOJUZ
UPNPWFVQ

A FREE 14-week Career Exploration
Program with,
t IBOETPOXPSLTIPQT
t GJFMEUSJQT
t JOEVTUSZCBTFEBDUJWJUJFT
t XPSLMJGFCBMBODFTFTTJPOT
t KPCTIBEPXJOHXJUIMPDBMFNQMPZFST
t VQHSBEJOHJONBUIBOEDPNQVUFSTLJMMT
t QPSUGPMJPEFWFMPQNFOU
t DFSUJGJDBUFTJO'JSTU"JE$13 8).*4
0DDVQBUJPOBM)FBMUI4BGFUZ #BTJD5PPM4BGFUZ
t NFOUPSJOH
Women Unlimited provides support to…
t IFMQZPVBQQMZGPSBOETFDVSFBTFBUJOUIF
USBEFPSUFDIOPMPHZQSPHSBNZPVDIPPTF
t IFMQXJUIZPVSDIJMEDBSFBOEUSBWFMOFFET
t NFFUBOEOFUXPSLXJUIPUIFSXPNFOJO
UIFTFGJFMET
t DPOOFDUXJUIFNQMPZFSTUPFYQMPSF
KPCPQQPSUVOJUJFT

It makes it real – having
someone on the poster who is
recognized by the community
rather than someone they
don’t know.
~ Women Unlimited Staff

Go Where Women Go
The next stage of the Gender Diversity Recruitment
and Assessment Process is to spread the word where
women can hear it. The PR materials are left in
grocery stores, daycare centres and doctor’s offices,
on community bulletin boards, at the local food
bank … places where potential candidates frequent.
Announcements are made in church bulletins and in
local papers and on the community announcement
channels.

Information sessions about the program
are held at a variety of sites throughout
the regions, such as:

Women Unlimited staff hold information sessions,
through which they give a detailed description of
the Women Unlimited program … the trades and
technology labour market, the intake process, goals
and expectations, assessment processes, eligibility and
selection criteria.
! If the key elements of embedding women-centred
development and seeking diversity are employed
from the beginning of the work, it is standing on
solid ground.

v

Women’s Centres

v

Parent Resource Centres

v

Employment and Job Search Centres

v

Income Assistance and Employment
Support Offices

v

Immigrant Services Agencies

v

African Canadian Employment Programs

v

First Nation Employment Centres

v

Adult Learning Programs

v

English as a Second Language Programs

v

Supportive Housing organizations

v

Youth Programs

Assessments
There is considerable commitment and rigour demanded of Women Unlimited participants. While the
PR materials and information sessions show the candidates the possibilities, the Women Unlimited staff
must then assess the probabilities. Once a woman has been referred to the program, she is assessed for
her ability to succeed, not just in the 14-week CDMP, but also over the longer term … through a trades
or technology program or into direct employment. There is a delicate balancing act that teeters between
the ability of a multi-barriered woman to succeed if she has the right supports in place and setting her
up for failure. It is a tightrope that must be walked with each candidate, and it takes time, patience and
practice.
The staff of Women Unlimited work through an interview and assessment process with each woman to
determine her readiness for the program. They focus on four primary areas of her life … her education
and training, her employment and/or volunteer background, her personal and social barriers and support
systems, and her financial stability and pressures. Each piece of the assessment works to bring the picture
of the woman into focus.
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You learn that more questions
need to be asked, what needs to
be probed a little bit more. The
key is making the women feel
comfortable enough to open up.
~ Women Unlimited Staff
We’re lucky to be involved in the
program. We see value in it. It’s
a best practice.
~ Employment Support Services
Supervisor
It changes peoples’ lives. To see
women go from having no sense
of direction or hope to being
confident in their abilities and
start a new life is like seeing
a caterpillar blossom into a
beautiful butterfly. Many of my
clients have been told over and
over that they can’t succeed.
For them to be in a situation
where they are told they CAN
succeed changes everything.
They become confident in
themselves and that they CAN
do something.
~ Employment Support Services
Supervisor
We try to show them that they
need a plan and then a back-up
plan and then back-up for their
back-up plan. Plan A, Plan B,
Plan C.
~ Women Unlimited Staff
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Education and Training Assessment
Every candidate is assessed for her academic standing. In order
to proceed to further training after the CDMP, she needs a
high school leaving certificate, a GED or an Adult Education
Certificate. If she doesn’t have one of these, staff assesses her
ability to complete a GED (the quickest path) prior to applying
for such a training program. Similarily, trades and technology
training programs demand a high level of English as a Second
Language certification, and Women Unlimited staff seek
to ensure that an applicant who has English as her second
language has that certification or the ability to attain it within
a tight timeframe. If the candidate is a woman living with a
disability, she is assessed for the kinds of adaptive technologies
or interventions that would support her successful transition
into the program. Each woman is also assessed for her computer
competency so a computer upgrading program can be put in
place, if necessary.
Employment and Volunteer Assessment
This assessment is aimed toward substantiating a woman’s
potential for working in the trades or technologies. Has she
shown any previous interest in one or the other? Has she ever
worked with her hands? Has she done physical work? Does she
have any hobbies where she uses tools or where she needs good
eye-hand coordination? Does she do minor repairs around her
home or to her car? Does she have tradespeople as role models
in her life? Throughout this assessment, Women Unlimited staff
members help each woman to define or redefine her work-life
goals and objectives.
Personal and Social Assessment
The Women Unlimited program marks a substantial change in
many of the women’s routines. It adds the stresses and strains
of setting aside one set of responsibilities for 8 hours a day and
picking up another set. Through this assessment, each woman
is asked about her personal and family support systems to
determine if there are issues or barriers that may challenge her
full participation in full-time programming. She is asked about
childcare/eldercare arrangements, subsidies and back-up plans,
transportation systems and subsidies and back-up plans, housing

stability, family and personal support systems such as networks, communities and friends.
She is also asked to examine her physical and emotional well-being, health issues,
medications, drug or alcohol dependencies, fitness levels and personal support systems
to determine if there are likely to be additional stresses that will present as barriers to her
full participation in the program. Her confidence and self-esteem, motivation for personal
change and her ability to balance home and work responsibilities are also delved into.
In each case, Women Unlimited staff members are looking for her strengths and her assets;
and if she has any deficits, if structuring specific supports for her would assuage them.
Financial Assessment
Each woman is also asked to examine her financial situation. Is she in receipt of Income
Assistance, Employment Insurance or another income support program? Has she received
approval from her income support provider to participate in the program? Will the program
provide additional financial support for such costs as childcare, bus tickets, travel expenses,
additional food expenses or special work clothing? Does she have outstanding debts,
student loans or other financial concerns that may restrict her participation? Or, does she
have any income at all? Will she need to work part time or receive financial support from
her family? Is there a gap between her financial needs and her income?
Group Assessment
Upon completion of the individual assessments, those women who are chosen proceed
through to the final selection process. This involves a group assessment to examine their
willingness and compatibility to work together as diverse women. This session involves a
range of group-building activities, interpersonal and communication skills and leadership
skills, as well as gender equity and diversity awareness. Upon completion of the group
assessment process, the Women Unlimited staff team selects the final candidates.

And Finally …
Of those women who are referred to or apply for entrance into Women Unlimited,
approximately one third are accepted. Class sizes vary between 15 women in a more rural
setting and up to 25 women in an urban setting. The women who are not selected are
either referred back to their service providers or onto a program more suited to their needs
(e.g., academic upgrading, ESL training). Where it is appropriate, a woman may be offered
the opportunity to reapply for the next Women Unlimited intake, once the challenges that
limited her access to this intake are addressed.
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To point out the assets that they
do have when they are so used
to failure …you know, to have
a full glass in their lives is just
amazing.
~ Women Unlimited Staff
It’s always a real balance, being
supportive but also setting them
up for college life and employers
in the non-traditional fields.
They won’t make an exception
if your childcare is cancelled
or your child’s home sick from
school.
~ Women Unlimited Staff
Sometimes they don’t know
they have a barrier or they
don’t recognize that having, for
example, ADHD is the reason
they only made it to Grade
11. Now with that knowledge,
we can show them that with a
personal tutor and some other
interventions they may be good
to go.
~ Women Unlimited Staff
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! The viability of a program correlates directly to the
thoroughness of the assessment process. Bringing in a
candidate who is not ready for its demands can cause a
negative ripple throughout the entire group.
! Although it is difficult to tell someone she isn’t accepted into
a program, it can be totally demoralizing for a woman to be
in the wrong program for her or in the right program at the
wrong time.
The Career Decision-Making Program
The CDMP is the lynchpin of the Women Unlimited program.
It is 14 weeks of intensive exploration, of interactions with a
broad spectrum of people, of hands-on work experiences and
of introspection. It’s getting into the rhythm of a five-day work
week. It’s bonding as a group, and it’s focusing on yourself. It’s
learning to work with others, and it’s learning to fly solo.
Women-Centred Learning
Being women-centred means identifying and addressing the
issues that limit a woman’s full participation in the program,
within a safe and supportive environment. It means looking
at the woman as a whole being, where she is now, where she
wants to be in the future, understanding there may be many
forks along her journey out of poverty and supporting her every
step of the way. And at the forefront, it is about respect. It is
respect for the job she does before she gets to campus, the job
she does on campus and the job she does when she gets home.
It is respect for the tenuous balance she must maintain between
being a mother, a homemaker with all that entails, and being
a full-time student. From the first time Women Unlimited staff
interview a candidate, respect is the foundation they lay. In
return, they receive trust.

Supports During the CDMP
Women Unlimited’s staff members are in for the journey. They maintain an open-door
policy and provide a safe environment for women to open up about the problems and
issues on their plates and to help to work through the solutions. Sometimes emotional
support is all the woman needs to move forward; sometimes she needs more.
Because Women Unlimited works with multi-barriered women who live in poverty, funds
were sourced and spent on such supports as:
v Academic assessments
v Academic math, physics and chemistry courses (prerequisite courses required for
admission into specific college-level programs)
v Application and registration fees
v Books
v Childcare subsidies
v Counselling
v Driver’s education training and standard shift training
v ESL for technical communications courses
v Forklift training programs
v Language assessments
v Math refresher programs
v Psychological assessments
v Refurbished computers for home use
v Tools for work
v Transportation subsidies
v Work clothing (steel-toed boots, hard hats, protective clothes, etc.)
Women Unlimited has also paid for criminal records pardons, dental bills, eye examinations
and glasses and emergency support when a woman’s income could not be stretched far
enough to support her and her family while she’s in school. A Women Unlimited Support
Fund has been developed through individual donations and small grants, and it allows staff
to respond to the women’s needs in a timely manner.
Along with supporting each participant, both emotionally and through funded supports,
staff members also keep in close contact with her other supporters … the service provider
who referred her … most often her Employment Counsellor or her Income Assistance
caseworker. These people are valued partners and need to be kept informed of her progress
and of her decisions. And the decisions she makes can have an impact on her funding
situation so case conferencing is key.
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There’s a layer of people in the
province who are just below the
mark where they can engage
economically — either because
of education or social issues that
are circling around them. If you
can just break that for a period
of time and get them above the
high water mark, then they’re
off and running. They’re very
capable people, they’re perfectly
willing to put in the effort, they
just need a hand up, and not a
hand out. Women Unlimited can
move into that circle and bridge
that gap.
~ Provincial Partner
It’s like having a spotter when
you do a tumbling move. You
can do it so much better if you
know somebody will be there in
case you fail. And then we get
them to the point that they can
do it without us.
~ Women Unlimited Staff
Women Unlimited provides
the women it serves with a
context in which to explore their
interests, develop their strengths,
honour their courage and grow
into their dreams. It has changed
the lives of all the women it
has touched in a positive and
empowering way through ongoing supports and practical
help.
~ Workshop Facilitator
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! Having a portfolio of funders allows for greater flexibility in
removing barriers for women living in poverty. Where one
funder might close a door, another can open it.
! Keep other service providers, who can also remove barriers
to a women’s successful transition out of poverty, in the
loop.
Timing
The CDMP begins in the early spring and runs for 14 weeks.
It’s scheduled to start after the public school’s March Break to
avoid additional childcare issues for the women. This also means
the women, especially those who live in rural areas, are not
travelling during the worst of winter conditions.
Also important for the program is that by the time Women
Unlimited participants are settled in to their daily rhythms, other
community college students are moving out into their work
placements. This leaves the NSCC instructors and their shops
open for the Women Unlimited women to gain some insight
into what each trade entails.
The Program Components
v Workplace Readiness
Each woman prepares for work by taking Workplace
Hazardous Materials Information System (WHMIS) and
Occupational Health and Safety (OHS) courses, as well
as First Aid and Safety training programs. They earn
certificates in each, which helps to demonstrate to future
employers their preparedness for the worksite. They also
learn job search strategies and methods, computer skills and
marketing tools. As well, because so many tradespeople are,
the Women Unlimited participants explore self-employment
as a possibility … the risks and the benefits.

v

Career Exploration
This aspect of the CDMP is probably the most popular. Through shop experiences the
women get to have hands-on practice in each of the trades and technology programs
offered at their NSCC campus. They try out electrical, water resource technology, motor
vehicle repair, masonry, welding, cabinet making and computer electronics … and
many others. The majority of the women are “hands-on” learners by nature, and these
experiences are very positive motivators for them.
As well, the Women Unlimited women go on site visits to local companies and
industries to see, first hand, how different operations work and what the working
conditions are. And, a wide array of guest speakers come to the Women Unlimited
classroom to give inside accounts of lived experiences in the workplace.
The women move from these experiences to doing research into the labour market
conditions of the trades or technologies that are of interest to them. Is there a demand
for that trade or technological skill? If there is a demand, where is it? What is an entrylevel salary? Are other women working in the position?
Having honed in on a particular skilled trade or technology job, many of the women
decide to go on job shadowing experiences. They’ve heard about it, studied it, they’ve
test driven it … and now they watch the real thing to help them make an informed
opinion.

v

Diverse Women at Work
Although Women Unlimited works with employers and institutions to identify and
ameliorate barriers to women’s participation there, it is just as important for women
to recognize those barriers. The participants are taught to be a part of the process of
change rather than taking the “keep your head down and don’t make a fuss” route.
This part of the curriculum teaches them about trades and technology jobs and what
women can bring to them. They learn to recognize the difference between normal
workplace behaviour and when the line is crossed into unacceptable behaviour. They
learn about discriminatory harassment and the paths to take if they feel or see such
behaviour in a workplace.
It is equally important that the Women Unlimited participants are able to understand
and articulate the goals of affirmative action programs. Why are they necessary and
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for whom do they work? Even while they are attending the
CDMP, they’ll have to explain to other NSCC students why a
program like Women Unlimited exists.

Anything that’s going to become
a barrier for them later on we
have that freedom to talk with
our managers about and they
can work magic.
~ Women Unlimited Staff

And, because women are the main caregivers for children
and for elders, an important component of this program
is opening up the discussion about how best to prioritize
family and work responsibilities. For many of the women,
attending the program on a full-time basis is the first test to
their plans and back-up plans. Understanding that full-time
work demands a back-up to their back-up plan is paramount
to their success in the workplace.

So we work hard at getting the
women to a place in their lives
where they can better manage
their lives and be in class when
they need to be. If you miss an
afternoon in a trades’ class, you
miss a lot of work. So you’re
already behind in your program.
~ Women Unlimited Staff
This is particularly important for
many of our clients who may
have been on assistance for quite
some time and who have faced a
large number of barriers – mental
health, addictions, abuse issues –
and the big one, poverty. I don’t
think they would have entered
or stayed with the program had
the focus not been specifically
around women.
~ Employment Support Services
Supervisor
There’s no cookie cutter response
for reaction to the women
because they’re all so different.
And we’re prepared to do what’s
needed and be flexible and
adaptable.
~ Women Unlimited Staff

Women Unlimited participants also learn about mentoring.
They learn from mentors who are women working in nontraditional jobs and from women who are studying in nontraditional programs. And they learn what it means to act as
a mentor, so one day they too will inspire and support other
women.
v

Personal Development Skills
Often, the “soft skills” are the hardest to acquire.
Throughout the CDMP, the participants attend sessions
directed at building self-esteem, assertiveness training,
goal setting, time management and problem solving.
They discover the difference between being proud and
being egotistical. They practice being assertive without
being aggressive. They set short-term, achievable goals for
themselves, and when they’re successful, they set longerterm goals to strive for. They learn that by totally focusing
on a task for a set period of time, they can actually free
up time for something else. And, they learn that rather
than running away from a problem, or confronting it and
becoming completely overwhelmed by it, they can break it
down into digestible pieces and deal with it one piece at a
time.
They also learn to value the diversity around them. They
go on field trips to the cultural centres of minority members
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of their group in order to gain some insight into lives lived differently from their own.
They arrange potluck lunches and try out dishes they can’t pronounce.
Personal development skills are built into every learning activity and every “teachable
moment.” However, it is when they are made manifest and laid out on the table that
the women begin to value what they have learned and what they already have.
v

Portfolio Development
Throughout the course of the 14-week CDMP, the women work on building their
portfolios. This part of the program is often an emotional roller coaster as they revisit
periods in their lives they would rather leave behind. However, over time they begin to
see a different self emerge from their portfolios … someone with value, someone who
has accomplished things in her life, someone to be proud of, someone with transferable
skills. When they leave the CDMP, each portfolio is an open book, ready for the next
accomplishment and the next success.

v

Math Upgrading
Many of the Women Unlimited participants have a high degree of anxiety about
math. They haven’t had good experiences with math in the past and dread going into
college level classes. However, there are very few trade or technology programs for
which math is not fundamental. The Women Unlimited response is to build a nonthreatening, voluntary math-refresher class where the women can face and overcome
their fears before college entry. It runs concurrently with the CDMP, as well as during
the summer months.

! Your curriculum must be responsive to the needs of the people who are in front of you.
The weight and time you spend on each element must also be flexible.
! It’s important to interweave sessions that appeal to different learning styles, so
everyone gets to shine over the course of a week.
v

Evaluation and Feedback
Throughout the entire CDMP, the women are asked for both written and oral feedback
about what they’ve learned and how it was presented. Their evaluations are gathered
at the end of each day and used to sculpt the program as it happens and to determine
the shape of the CDMPs in the future.
As well, participants take part in a Sustainable Livelihoods Evaluation, which follows
them over the course of their journeys. This asset or capacity-building model focuses
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attention on their developing the underlying resources and
capacities necessary to move out of poverty. It illustrates
the critical mass of assets a woman needs to cope with
the stresses and shocks in her life and to maintain and
enhance capabilities now and in the future. It recognizes
that everyone has assets on which to build and breaks them
down into five areas … financial (e.g., income, credit rating),
social (e.g., family support, circle of friends), personal (e.g.,
self-esteem, confidence level), physical (e.g., childcare,
secure shelter) and human (e.g., knowledge, abilities).
! Everything that can be counted does not necessarily count;
everything that counts cannot necessarily be counted.

v

Graduation and Celebration
Ninety-four percent of those who enter the CDMP go on
to graduate. For many, it’s the first time they have been
part of a graduation ceremony so it’s an event worthy of a
celebration. They invite their families, friends and supporters.
They bring all of their children ... including the wee babies.
The service providers who referred them to the program
are invited to celebrate their accomplishments. The NSCC
instructors they’ve worked with are invited, as are presenters
on various subjects during the CDMP. There are certificates
and awards, flowers and gifts all around. A thousand
pictures are taken. There are guest speakers to laud them
and a valedictorian, who makes them laugh or cry … or
both.
Again, cultural and gender sensitivity is built into the
ceremony. The women have been drummed into the
ceremony by Mi’kmaq drummers and by African Nova
Scotian drummers. They have been entertained by a
Columbian dance troupe. A woman caterer, who is running
her own small business, serves up the food. The Women
Unlimited participants create a slide show of their 14-week
journey and enjoy every minute of watching it themselves
and of sharing it with others.

! It’s good to stop and honour accomplishments as they occur … the road ahead may be a
long one.
Transitional Support Services
Of those who graduate from the CDMP, 81 percent go on to further studies. Others go into
apprenticeships or directly into employment.
If a Women Unlimited participant decides the next step of her journey is an NSCC program,
there is preparation work to be done within a tight timeframe. Through an agreement with
the college, the women are each given a seat in the trades or technology program of her
choice. This is a huge asset and not enough can be said about this accommodation for
Women Unlimited participants. Many of the programs have two-year waiting lists, but they
“find the room.”
However, the women still must decide which program and make an application to get into
that program within the college’s time lines. This entails paperwork, sourcing transcripts,
getting authorizations from funding bodies and having application fees paid. The Women
Unlimited staff support them through these processes, case managing each step of the way.
They have to know the inner workings of an array of systems that swirl around them.
Is she HRIF (Human Resources Investment Fund) eligible? She is HRIF eligible if she is
currently in receipt of Employment Insurance Benefits, if her Employment Insurance claim
ended in the last 36 months or if her Employment Insurance claim for Maternity or Parental
Benefits ended in the previous 60 months and she has not reentered the labour market
and is seeking to do so now. If she thinks she is HRIF eligible, it takes connecting with Skills
Development and making her case to make the funds happen.
If she is a Department of Community Services (DCS) client and she has a Return to Work
Action Plan (RTWAP) that indicates further training is required, she may be funded under
the Education to Work monies, which are attached to Women Unlimited participants but
managed through DCS. Again staff members liaise with DCS in order to work through her
funding support.
Others pay their tuition costs with Band Council money and Women Unlimited staff work
to make that happen as well. And still others apply for Student Loans to assist them. In each
situation, staff members have worked with her and her budget and her worker(s) in order for
her to move on to the next leg of her journey.
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That’s huge. The program makes
them feel comfortable and gives
them control over their lives.
~ NSCC Staff
The Women Unlimited approach
varies from the norm of the
quick intervention, “good luck
and give a call in a year.” It
is much more continuous and
supportive of the individual
woman rather than certain
group interventions that come
and go with the wind. Women
Unlimited sticks with it and
with the individual and tailors
supports to the individual.
~ Provincial Partner
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Support During College Programming
Officially NSCC participants, the women are still under the
broad wings of Women Unlimited. The door is still open and the
coffee pot is still on. The staff meets regularly with the women
to check in on how their new classes are going, if their budgets
are working out and if there’s any assistance they can give.
Again, sometimes a woman needs a shoulder to cry on, or an
ear to hear her. Sometimes, she just needs encouragement …
someone who recognizes what it took for her to get this far and
to tell her she can go further. Other times, she’ll need more and
staff members have their roster of supports they can conjure up
for her.
There have also been incidents with male instructors who are
not used to having women in their classrooms, or male students
who mistake predominance for power. The staff of Women
Unlimited work quickly to assuage such situations without
placing undue focus on the woman involved. They seize the
“teachable moment,” which supports not only the woman in
question but also those who will follow.
In general, however, the Women Unlimited participants have
very positive college experiences, and the numerous awards
and scholarships they earn attest to their hard work and to
their aptitudes for their career choices. Many have earned their
places on the Principal’s List for achieving high marks, others
have won industry scholarships like the CarQuest Award for
Leadership or the Diesel Repair Recognition Award. The Bread
and Roses Bursary is awarded by the Nova Scotia Advisory
Council on the Status of Women to women studying in trades
and technologies, and Women Unlimited participants have
been recognized through this bursary many times. Still others
have competed provincially and won awards like the Nova
Scotia Labour Relations Association Entrance Award and the
Credit Unions of Nova Scotia Bursary, or nationally and won
the Canada Millennium Scholarship or the Governor General’s
Academic Medal. Each award, bursary and achievement is an
added moment of validation for Women Unlimited staff as they
watch another woman move forward on her life’s journey.

Employment Access and Retention
Approximately 60 percent of the women who participate in the Women Unlimited
program are single mothers. Seventy-seven percent are on Income Assistance or receiving
EI benefits. When these women graduate from their trades and technology programs,
they are less mobile than their male counterparts. As sole providers and women living in
poverty, they can’t move West and follow the money, so they look to local employers for
an opportunity to prove themselves.
Local employers are often reluctant to hire women in trades and technology settings.
They’re afraid they’ll have to change the culture they’re comfortable with … they’ll have
to clean up the language, tone down the machismo, sanitize the work site and put in a
second toilet. They’ll have to make accommodations … and for what? Women Unlimited
had to prepare their women for such workplaces, and they had to prepare such workplaces
for their women.

Preparing Women for Work in the Trades and Technologies
Through their early research, the proponents knew that many trades and technology
worksites were unwelcoming to women trying to break into those fields.
Women Unlimited drew on those experiences when designing the 14-week CDMP. For
example, the program’s focus on workplace readiness skills was developed to break down
the prevailing myth that women don’t belong in trades and technology workplaces. The
program also ensures that women come prepared for the worksite with their hardhats and
steel-toed boots; they also come armed with their certificates in WHMIS and OHS and
First Aid. Equally important, however, is that they have been taught to recognize, and to
counter, discriminatory harassment in the workplace. They arrive on site, ready to work and
ready to work it out.
! Others can open the door, but you have to enter by yourself.
Preparing Trades and Technology Workplaces for Women
Of course, the flip side of the coin is working to transform trades and technology worksites
into hospitable places for women workers. Women Unlimited approached several large
employers who were known to be interested in diversifying their workforces and offered
them support for getting the job done. They got in the door by couching their mission in
terms of respectful workplaces rather than raising the more ominous topics as workplace
harassment or discrimination against women. They painted the picture of a better
workplace for all employees.
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! Start in an employer’s comfort zone and grow your relationship from there.
Once in the door, they conducted an audit of each workplace culture, from the formal policies
right on down to the informal practices, and shared their findings with management. Most
employers were genuinely surprised to hear their culture was less than welcoming to women
and other equity groups. Those companies with buy-in from senior management were willing to
continue with the work and make the necessary changes to their workplace. Often, companies
without that spearhead dropped out of the process early. The need to identify champions at the
most senior levels was key. This meant seeking out members of the senior management team who
are committed to organizational change, have an open mind, are willing to hear the hard truths …
and are willing to act upon them.
! Buy-in at the top will ensure the roots of change have fertile ground in which to grow.
This process of change is further supported if the company allows one or more of its women
managers to play an active role in the audit process and to participate in the sharing of the findings
with management. Hearing from one of their own lends a greater credibility to the research results.
The Workplace Facilitators
The Workplace Facilitators play an integral role in bridging the gap between Women Unlimited
graduates and the trades and technology worksites where they seek employment. They are part of
the Women Unlimited team that includes the Site Coordinators and Facilitators. This team meets
regularly to discuss the ups and downs of the participants within their purview … those in class, on
work placements, job searching or employed. The Workplace Facilitators also go into the CDMP
and deliver sessions on the labour market and career planning strategies. And, they work with
each woman to help her find and secure the required work placement opportunity. By the time the
Women Unlimited participant reaches the point of job searching, she’s been on the radar of the
Workplace Facilitators for some time … they already have a trusting relationship. Therefore, when
they step in to support her in her job search strategies, she’s fully comfortable to share her hopes
and needs with them. The Workplace Facilitators offer each woman support with resume and
cover letter development and fine-tuning, mock interviews … anything she needs to prepare her
for the hiring process.
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Because most of the women are transitioning from Income Assistance or Employment Insurance
to employment, the Workplace Facilitators are also aware of the supports such agencies will
afford to them at this critical juncture.
Even after they’ve found a job, the Workplace Facilitators continue to support the women
… they check with them, identify any concerns and then problem solve together. On their
recommendation, Women Unlimited has funded union dues, tools, transportation costs,
defensive driving courses … even warm work jackets. If an employer requires a specialized
course, like Confined Space Training, they make sure that happens. This support system helps
to make those tentative steps into employment more assured and, each time, assists another
woman along the road to a sustainable livelihood.
As well, the Workplace Facilitators develop relationships with local trades and technology
employers. They make cold calls … they meet with managers and human resource staff …
they talk … they listen. They make the case for hiring women. They speak with employers
about the benefits that come from a gender-diverse workplace … how new ideas, new
solutions and new ways of working cooperatively begin to surface. They demonstrate how
safety on the shop floor increases as the men feel less pressure to compete with one another on
the job site. In short, respect in the workplace is enhanced and all workers, men and women,
benefit. The Workplace Facilitators also point out that hiring women leads to greater stability
in the workplace. Women are more likely to seek employment in their home community and in
times when many male workers are looking to high paying employment out-of-province, the
argument for gender-diversity can carry a lot of weight. The Workplace Facilitators gradually
build relationships, so when the company is ready to hire someone … she may get a call. It
takes time but every time a call comes, another Women Unlimited participant gets her wings.
! Safe, respectful workplaces are better places for everyone to work.
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My Dad is a carpenter. When I was little, I’d put his big leather tool belt
around my waist, pull out a hammer and pretend I was hammering nails. I have
two brothers, and they were always supposed to cut the wood but usually
they’d just run off with their friends. I’d yell to my Dad, “I can do it! I can
do it!” but he’d just say, “No, you’re too small.” But I’d run outside, pick up
the axe and chop the wood. I’d lift that thing with all my strength, cut the
wood and bring it inside.

{My Dad’s Tool Belt}
My name is Nichole. I’m 26 years old now, a carpenter’s apprentice
and in training as project manager with a small construction firm. I’m a
single mom, with a four-year old daughter who is the centre of my life.
I live and breathe each day for her.
I never graduated from high school. Before I had my daughter, I
was working at Subway and attending Adult High School. When I got
pregnant, I was laid off work and quit classes. One day, just a few
months after my daughter was born, I was grocery shopping with my
grandmother and she started to tell me about the Women Unlimited
program. My Nan cleans house for a woman who works at NSCC, and
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she heard about the program from her. Even before Nan was finished her
spiel I said, “I’ll do it!” But she kept talking and I kept saying, “I’ll do it!
I said I’ll do it! How do I get in?” My grandmother brought me an application
form the next day. I applied and was accepted. Just like that! That was
February 2009.
I knew I wanted to go into carpentry … it was the only course I could
picture myself doing … but I needed my GED for NSCC to accept me.
Through Women Unlimited, I received tutoring in math from an instructor
I have great respect for. That was a really big help. It had been a long
time since school and the instructor helped me remember how to use
the measure of the hypotenuse for stair and roof calculations. In fact, I
learned more math from her than I’ll ever need to use in carpentry!
For my first 5-week work term, I worked with my Dad. Even though
we’d only begun learning to use hand tools in our first year at NSCC,
Dad trusted me to use his power tools. He’d be on a ladder measuring
a door, yelling the measurements to me, and I’d be cutting the wood with
the skill saw and passing the pieces to him. We made a great team!
We worked on various jobs around the city, installing doors and
windows and doing a few roofing jobs. We even built a deck
together. It was fun … and Dad was proud of me.
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I graduated June 2011 but had difficulty landing a job. I passed out my
resume, made phone calls but no one wanted to hire me. Finally my job
developer with Community Services phoned me with the name of a contractor
who was looking for a carpenter’s apprentice. I called right away, and he
set up an interview. I got the job and began work in July 2011! It’s a small
construction company that does high quality residential work.
I’ve learned more working with this company than I did in my two years at
NSCC. At first my boss was always after me to do this, do that, hounding
me, he’d even get in my face yelling at me “You can’t lift that! You can’t
handle that!” But I’d do it anyway. He told me later that he was testing me.
He’s had so many guys quit over the years over small things. He told me I
could handle more than most of those guys ever had.
Now he’s training me as project manager! He told me I know a lot about the
field, am a good problem solver and he likes the way I communicate with
clients. He’s also going to pay me extra to build a company website. He
says I’ve proved that I’m good with computers and have good grammar!
If it weren’t for Women Unlimited, I wouldn’t be working right now. I wouldn’t
have gone to college and have a job I love doing. Women Unlimited helped
so much to boost my self-esteem. I went from someone who’d never raise
her voice in class to the one who was always sticking her hand up in math
class saying, “I know, I know!” I learned to feel good about myself … I’ve
never been so happy!
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And I’m almost paying my own way through my own wages. Community
Services only helps out now with a portion of my transportation and
babysitting costs but those days will soon be gone.
My goal for the future is to run my own construction company and live in
my own home with my daughter. Maybe one day she’ll be trying on my tool
belt!
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Women-centred also means
ensuring that all professionals
brought into the program as
speakers are women; or bringing
in a woman caterer to the
graduation … it’s constantly in
our minds, even when we’re
not aware of it. We just
automatically go that way
because we so strongly believe
in a women-centred model of
development.
~ Woman Unlimited Staff
The biggest injustice is to
treat equally things which are
unequal.
~ Aristotle
One of our women trained as a
diesel mechanic. She is very tiny,
very slight. She was working at
the dockyards in Halifax and was
helping lower and secure large
engines into a boat. Normally
each engine would take half a
day and they had 4 engines to
do. But because she is so small
and her hands so tiny, she was
able to fit into a small space and
make the necessary adjustments
and within one hour, the first
engine was installed.
~ Women Unlimited Staff
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Although Women Unlimited has always built relationships
with the larger employers, the proponents have taken that
route on a new tack. They know larger employers can offer
quality placements and jobs, and they may fall under the
Federal Contractors Program (FCP). This is a program that
applies to provincially regulated employers who receive federal
government goods or services contracts of $200, 000 or more.
As a condition of bidding on federal contracts, contractors are
required to certify, in writing, their commitment to employment
equity. If they don’t honour this commitment, they may lose
the right to receive further federal government contracts. As
well, larger employers have a better understanding of the value
of diversity in the workplace and have the capacity to offer
employment that is both stable and sustainable.

{Michelin Canada—
Bridgewater Facility}
Women Unlimited first opened in Bridgewater in 2006. With
a population of approximately 8,000 and with its largest
employer being Michelin, Bridgewater is a small, industrial
hub in an otherwise sparsely populated region. Tourism,
fisheries and resourced-based employment are the other
work opportunities available to local citizens. Michelin hires
two streams of workers — maintenance and production.
The maintenance workers are skilled trades people who are
responsible for the upkeep of the plant’s machinery, while the
production workers operate the line and produce the tires. In
order to gain employment at Michelin, each applicant must
pass a number of tests … physical, behavourial and aptitudinal.
Management from Michelin Bridgewater sat on the original
Women Unlimited Advisory Committee, so they were well
aware of the program. However, five Women Unlimited
graduating classes produced only two women employed at the
facility. Thus, it was time for a new approach.

A New Way of Working
The proponents decided it was time to run an employer-specific program.
The Michelin Partnership
Women Unlimited and Michelin Bridgewater came together to create a 14-week
program designed purposely to prepare the women for careers at Michelin.
LO
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Through this version of the program, the women learn what it is like to work in an
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industrial setting. They learn about the changes that shift work can bring to a
family and actually spend a 12-hour night shift in the facility. They study subjects
that make them competitive in Michelin’s application and testing processes. They
are given opportunities to meet and speak with women already working at the
Michelin facility. And they learn about the trades and technologies required for the
maintenance positions. This is not to say that the curriculum is totally divergent
from what has been previously described, but the focus has been narrow-scoped to this one
specific employer. The underlying elements and intent remain the same.
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Another innovation took place through the development of the Michelin partnership.
Because so many women in the surrounding area work at seasonal, tourist-related jobs, the
proponents successfully lobbied the funders to include those women under the eligibility
guidelines for the first time.
At this juncture, the proponents are looking forward to the first graduating class of the
Michelin partnership. And they are also looking forward to their next departure into the
“targeted employer” field.
Irving Shipyard
Everyone in Nova Scotia waited with bated breath. Irving Shipyard had submitted a bid
to earn one of two opportunities for a federal government ship building contract … one
worth $25 billion and the other $8 billion. On the grey November day it was announced
that Irving won the $25 billion contract, a collective cheer arose from across the province.
It was especially loud coming from the Nova Scotia Community College campuses, with an
estimated 11,500 trades jobs in the offing.
The proponents had been working with Irving Shipyard over the years and were, therefore,
in a good position to negotiate an employer-specific Women Unlimited program for future
ship-builders … steamfitters/pipefitters, metal fabricators and millwrights. So for even more
Women Unlimited participants, the future looks bright!
! The path is created by walking.
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I arrived in Nova Scotia from out west 2 years ago, as a 24-year old
single Mom with a 3-year old son and a few dollars in my pocket.

{My 180-Degree
Turnaround}
I’d worked as a frontend loader and forklift operator in both Alberta
and Manitoba and was used to long hours, cold temperatures and a
male work environment. But while the $1800 pay-cheque I received
every two weeks was attractive, the long hours were beginning to
take a toll on my family life. I only saw my son for an hour or so a
day, and I was receiving reports from the daycare that he was acting
aggressively towards the other children. I knew it was decision time
when I was told my son could no longer return to that daycare.
When a friend told me he was moving back east, I jumped at the
opportunity for change and told him my son and I were coming too.
Once in Nova Scotia, I found temporary employment through Work
Force Atlantic, but when I saw a poster advertising the Woman

72

Unlimited program at my son’s daycare, I knew it was a program I wanted
to explore.
I phoned the program every day for two months before they invited me in
for an interview. It was only when I was accepted into the 14-week Career
Decision-Making program that I realized my Certificate of Achievement was
not recognized by the Province of Nova Scotia as proof of Grade 12. By
then I had identified machining as the career I wanted to pursue and knew
that to enter the NSCC program, I would need my GED.
I didn’t have much of an academic background. I moved from Newfoundland
to Alberta when I was in grade 6. The following year, I was introduced to
the world of drugs. By grade 8, I was failing my courses. Essentially that
was the last academic schooling I received. At age 14, I entered Alberta’s
Industrial Occupation Program, which provided me with a grade 12 … on
paper only. But I knew I wanted a career that would provide my son and
me with a good quality of life, so I set myself the goal of writing and
passing the GED in two months. I applied myself every single day. If I
took my son to the park, I also took my book, opened it and studied
it. I did a lesson every night. If I went out with my friends, I
took my book with me. I left partying behind.
The math tutoring that all Women Unlimited
participants receive through the 14week program wasn’t sufficient
to prepare me for the
GED, so Women
Unlimited staff
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arranged for the NSCC math instructor to tutor me Tuesday and Thursday mornings
from 7:30 am to 8:30 am. This meant getting up early enough to drop my son off at
daycare before getting on the bus in time for my 7:30 am tutoring session. The other
weekdays, I took tutoring in English and communications.
Two months later, I wrote my GED and was one of the 2 percent who passed every
course. NSCC immediately accepted my application and in September 2010, I started
my two-year machining program at the IT campus!
Why did I choose machining? That’s the beauty of Women Unlimited. You can explore
any trade you want. I didn’t want to take big equipment operator training because I knew
that particular trade comes with long hours and bad weather. I wanted a stable Monday
to Friday job so that I can be a mom; a job that would be indoors so it doesn’t matter
if it’s raining outside; and a job that would allow me to go camping on weekends.
Prior to walking into the machining shop, I had no idea what the trade entailed, but I
took to it immediately. I like work that is manual; I like working on a machine to make
machines. I can actually produce my machine on my machine. It’s the only trade where I
can make my own equipment.
I guess my passion for the work and my common sense must have showed. For my
first 5-week work term, I approached Ace Machining, the only employer I put on my
list. I made sure I went into the shop wearing my steel-toed work boots and carrying
my safety glasses and hardhat. I wanted them to see that I was ready to walk through
the shop and not get hurt.
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Within an hour of my interview, I received a call telling me not to drop off any
more resumes. They wanted me if I wanted the position. At the end of the
unpaid 5-week term, they told me I had done a great job, gave me a machinist
handbook and let me keep the tools I had made. So I asked if they’d consider
me for summer employment, and they said they’d love to have me! As that
summer ended, my boss asked if I’d consider staying on with them full-time,
working on my apprenticeship through the direct entry option instead of returning
to school. They even offered me a more flexible work schedule to better
accommodate my transportation needs around dropping my son off to school
and picking him up. I considered the offer but chose to complete my training at
NSCC.
My second work term is with Halifax’s Fleet Maintenance Facility, Cape Scott
(DND dockyards). When it’s over, I’ll return to Ace Machining on a full-time
basis. However, I’ve told Ace that I have an application into the Irving Shipyards
and Ace, in turn, told me that they will support me every step of the way in my
quest for stable employment … even offering to provide me with a reference
should I receive a job interview from Irving!
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I know I’ve done a 180 degree turn since my teenage years and credit the Women
Unlimited program for opening the doors to opportunities I could only dream of while
living out west. It’s an amazing program if you can get through it. I would recommend it
to anyone who will apply herself.
I also know that I’m responsible for my own success, and that if someone wants
something badly enough, they will find a way to achieve it. There is no dream too small
or too big. If you want to do something, you’ll do it. If you don’t do it, then you didn’t
want it badly enough. When I saw the Women Unlimited poster at my son’s daycare, I
knew I could make something of my life in a short amount of time if I applied myself.
And so I applied myself. I studied and studied and studied. I did it.
I am now 26 years old, have a happy, well-adjusted son in grade primary, and an
employer who has promised full-time employment in the field of my choice. My next
goal is to trade apartment living for a home. My horizons are bright!
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Being accepted into the Women Unlimited program in March 2009 was life
changing for me. Before the program, I worked at a bar for 6 years. Then
I got pregnant, had a beautiful daughter, and after maternity leave decided
not to go back to working bar. I had a bout of post-partum depression and
ended up on Social Assistance for 8 months or so. It was during that time
that my Career Counsellor told me about Women Unlimited and I thought,
“Why not apply?”

{Poster Woman
for the Trades}
I feel so blessed to have been picked from over 100 applicants for
one of the seats! Even in the first week I learned so much …
First Aid training, WHMIS training, Occupational Health and
Safety training!
Initially, I had a hard time selecting what
trade to study but on the very last
possible day, I chose Auto
Body Repair. My sister
was working at a
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local parts department, and she thought I’d enjoy the refinishing aspect of the
trade. So I applied and got accepted into NSCC’s Auto Body Repair program!
That’s the beauty of Women Unlimited. If you select a trade before completing
the program, you are guaranteed a seat at NSCC the following September.
I started classes September 2009, and two years later I graduated with
honours. I didn’t miss a single day of class … thanks to my Mom who took time
off work to look after my daughter when she was sick.
During my second year at NSCC, one of my instructors told the class that
the Miller Lake Depot, (NS Department of Transportation and Infrastructure
Renewal, Mechanical Branch Repair Facility) was looking for an apprentice to
do their work term. I immediately dropped off my resume. When I didn’t hear
back after a week, I went back to the Depot and asked to speak with one
of the managers (my instructor gave me his card). When I left the Depot, I had
my 3-week work term! I loved the work so much that I told them I’d work for
free if they could keep me on, but it’s a government position, so that wasn’t
possible. But within a few days of the work term ending, I got a phone call from
the manager offering me an 8-week ‘student’ position which, he said, would
keep my foot in the door for when an opening did arise.
Which is exactly what happened! Over those 8 weeks, a position was posted,
I applied and as of July 25, 2011, I was officially hired as an apprentice. I do
body work on the big heavy equipment — loaders, graders, tandems — and really
enjoy doing the patchwork and welding.
My job provides great benefits! Three-weeks paid vacation right off and a
good amount of sick leave. This means I can take my daughter to her doctor’s
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appointments without worrying about taking time off. I really lucked out with this
job, especially as my daughter has upcoming eye surgery.
No one else from my class applied for this job. Part of that is because I
was 32 years old when I started classes. I was the oldest and the only
female in the class. Most of the guys in my class were straight out of high
school and more focused on partying and joking around than studying. I’ve done
what they’re doing but knew I needed to change my life. I wasn’t getting any
younger, and now I have a daughter and need to make sure we’re okay.
I am the first woman to be working as a tradesperson at the Depot. And
though I’m not guaranteed a job after my two-year apprenticeship, the guys at
work tell me ‘they won’t be getting rid of you.’ They call me ‘the poster girl’
for women in the trades and genuinely seem to enjoy having me as part of the
team. Sometimes they laugh at me cause I’m still working on getting the lingo
right … the other day I referred to the bucket on the front of the loader as
the basket! I’m the youngest and am being mentored by a journeyman close to
retirement. He’s awesome and we work really well together. I hope he doesn’t
retire until I complete my apprenticeship.
I want to say thank you to Women Unlimited for believing in me
back in 2009 and for giving me the opportunity to go
through their program and explore the various trades
available at NSCC. You changed my life for the
better for both my daughter and me.
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The individual focus on the women blew me
away in the beginning. I work with a lot of
people and it’s hard to keep track. But I’ve
heard from my clients that they each receive
individual attention and support, that
there’s an open door policy that they can go
through at any time to chat or get something
off their chest. I’ve never heard a negative
comment from any client about Women
Unlimited.
~ Employment Support Services Worker
Something happens (to my younger clients)
when they’re in the program. There’s a lot of
modeling going on in the CDMP by the older
women. Now they are able to see success …
able to work towards something. It inspires
them to keep on moving.
~ Employment Support Services Worker
As one of the larger employers on the South
Shore, our goal is for our workforce to really
reflect the population of the region. That’s
why this is a great partnership with Women
Unlimited.
~ Michelin Manager
Women are really excited about the
chance to consider a career at Michelin.
They recognize this as a great employment
opportunity in Lunenburg and Queen’s
Counties.
~ Women Unlimited Staff

At Michelin, we’re looking to bring more
qualified women into roles where there
typically have not been a huge number, and
Women Unlimited is offering the help and
support to women who have interest and see
the opportunities in those fields.
~ Michelin Manager
There is a lot of interest in the program. Our
hope is that it becomes a successful model
that can be used in other regions.
~ Women Unlimited Staff
For us, it’s not enough that the women get
a job. We want them to be somewhere that
they’re happy, that they’re safe, that they’re
being treated well.
~ Women Unlimited Staff
We share information … the good, the bad
and the ugly… and act as a team working on
behalf of the women.
~ Women Unlimited Staff

