
Poor Women’s Lives
This is a book full of heroes. It is about poor women – many of whom are
single mothers, Aboriginal, or both – who have defied the odds to become
apprenticing carpenters. To do so they have juggled childcare schedules,
left abusive partners, kicked deadly drug habits, and done intensive retrain-
ing. Anxious at the beginning about handling a drill and afraid of heights,
they now clamber up scaffolding and swing two-by-fours. I am in awe of
their courage and determination. For three years I followed them as they
learned first to build tool boxes and then to build two-story extensions to
houses, concrete forms for industrial buildings, and more. During this time,
they took me into their homes and into their lives, describing their fears,
anxieties, and dreams of getting off welfare and providing a better life for
themselves and their children.

This is a book for everyone who believes in possibilities. Two women who
are journeyed carpenters in Regina, Saskatchewan, dreamt of teaching low-
income women their skills. They scrambled for public and private funding
and set up their dream apprenticeship program. For many important rea-
sons, I believe the Women’s Work Training Program is one of the best re-
training programs for low-income women in the country. It is an intensive,
long-term retraining program specifically designed for women, and it both
teaches them to be carpenters and establishes a carpentry co-op that guar-
antees that, once apprenticed, they will have employment in an environ-
ment free of sexual harassment, in a company they own.1 There were many
trials and tribulations along the way. There were successes, too. Four women
are now home owners and one of them actually built her own house. Five
women have completed their requirements for Level 4 carpentry and have
passed their Level 4 provincial exam; one of these women is possibly the
country’s first Aboriginal woman to achieve this goal.2 However, none of
these five has passed the interprovincial exam that would grant her a
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Journeyperson Certificate of Qualification in the Carpenter Trade (carpen-
try journey papers).3 The others are at various stages in their careers: some
choosing to work full-time at carpentry and others choosing to do a mix-
ture of work and schooling to upgrade their skills. And there are others
who have yet to fully achieve their goals. Women in poverty are women
who experience crises on a regular basis. Often these crises get in the way of
their ability to sustain a commitment to an intensive retraining program.
While these women may have left the program to turn their full-time atten-
tion to the current crises in their lives, most of them remain in contact with
the other women in the program and wish to return once their lives have
become more manageable.

In every way, the women in this book defy the current attack on the poor
that describes them as lazy, dependent, and unworthy of help. Today’s war
on the poor is vicious and vitriolic. Politicians of all political stripes clam-
ber over one another to be the chief warrior in this battle. This is both a
discursive and a material battle. The rhetoric against the poor is inflamma-
tory and incredibly damaging. Politicians and their pundits persist in per-
petuating myths about “welfare cheats,” “welfare bums,” and “welfare queens.”
This discursive attack ignores the lived reality of the poor. It labels the poor
as cheaters, when government statistics prove time and again that less than
2 percent of welfare recipients are convicted of welfare fraud.4 It ignores the
role of the global market in the perpetuation of inequities and instead blames
poverty on bad individual choices. This appeal to rugged individualism also
denies that many who receive welfare are also engaged in paid work with
wages well below the poverty line.5 It also ignores the fact that the poor
may have dependants who may inhibit their free choice to work anywhere,
anytime.

While all the poor are targets for this discursive attack, single mothers
have been increasingly demonized. Although immigrants and youth have
been accused of being lazy and dependent, single mothers have been viewed
as the real hogs at the public trough. Politicians have asserted that single
mothers are not merely lazy cheats but that they also spend all their welfare
money on booze, prefer welfare to work, and have kids simply to get more
welfare money.6 Single mothers have always been considered morally sus-
pect. They have been considered sexually dangerous creatures because they
have failed to marry or stay married, and they have been charged with be-
ing irresponsible in their sexuality and their child bearing. This moral con-
demnation of single mothers has escalated during the last decade as
politicians have willingly blamed single mothers for school drop-outs, youth
gangs, and teenage drug use and pregnancy. And to further fuel the moral
panic surrounding single mothers, this neoliberal rhetoric claims that the
number of single mothers is increasing at an alarming rate and that, conse-
quently, all of these moral problems are growing larger by the minute.7
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Because of their childcare responsibilities, single mothers on welfare are
now considered “dependent” upon the state, and neoliberals have vilified
most forms of dependency. These critics do not appreciate the fact that
single mothers are dependent because of their caring work and that the
raising of the next generation is a selfless gift to society.8

Although there is much evidence to deny the myths about the poor, par-
ticularly those about single mothers, these lies persist. Generally it is be-
lieved that single mothers stay on welfare until their children are grown
and have left home. In reality, an Ontario study found that 30 percent of
single mothers leave the welfare rolls within five months and 50 percent
leave within twenty months.9 There is no evidence that welfare undercuts
the work ethic. Single mothers work less because they have less education,
poorer health, and younger children. Also, high unemployment, the in-
crease in the number of low-paid jobs, and unaffordable childcare inhibit
single mothers from finding work. Furthermore, it is a myth that women
on welfare have large families, produce kids for money, lack parenting skills,
and foster intergenerational welfare use. The truth is that the families of
single mothers on welfare are smaller than what is reflected in the national
average.10 This refutes the claim that single mothers on welfare have more
babies in order to receive more welfare money. There is also the belief that
single mothers lack parenting skills. What is evident is that low-income
single mothers lack resources that would support their parenting.11 There is
also a myth that welfare is a huge and ever-expanding, very expensive pro-
gram that is responsible for the deficit and the country’s faltering economy.
According to the National Council of Welfare, only 6 percent of the entire
Canadian population is currently on welfare, and the caseload has dramati-
cally declined in recent years.12 Meanwhile, in the last decade, the gap be-
tween the rich and the poor in Canada has greatly expanded.13

These unchallenged myths about the poor in general, and single mothers
in particular, have provided a foundation of public approval that has per-
mitted our political leaders to dismantle, without any outcry, what was al-
ready an inadequate, intrusive, and punitive welfare system. Over the last
decade, most provincial governments have cut welfare rates, increased the
policing of welfare recipients, restricted eligibility criteria, and begun to
implement some form of workfare.14 All of these legislative changes have
deeply affected welfare recipients, but there is now evidence to demonstrate
that single mothers have been hurt the most.15 Because of a lack of ad-
equate childcare, single mothers have not been able to supplement their
diminished welfare cheques with part-time work to the extent that is pos-
sible for single able-bodied adults. Welfare fraud studies show that single
mothers are one of the groups most harassed by the welfare fraud phone
lines and follow-up investigations. There is also evidence to show that
thousands of single mothers have been forced off welfare because of new
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eligibility restrictions. In fact, during the first eight months of just one leg-
islative change in Ontario, almost 9,000 single mothers lost their welfare
cheques.16

Workfare, which is gaining in popularity in Canada, creates a number of
new hurdles for single mothers. Increasingly, low-income single mothers
are defined as “workers” rather than as “mothers” and are expected to par-
ticipate in paid work. Canadian welfare policies have always been ambiva-
lent about single mothers’ paid employment. When welfare policy was first
enacted in this country in the early 1900s, the focus was on single mothers’
maternal responsibilities rather than on employment. Today, welfare poli-
cies virtually ignore the fact that these poor women are mothers and in-
creasingly see them as gender-neutral workers. While mandatory, punitive
work programs have always been a part of welfare’s history, it used to be the
case that single mothers were exempt because of their mothering responsi-
bilities. Now, single mothers with children younger than school age are
increasingly expected to participate in workfare and retraining programs.17

This legislative change has forced mothers to juggle childcare, schooling,
and other parental responsibilities with menial jobs not of their choosing
and often miles from their homes.

Despite claims to the contrary, the real goal of these harsh welfare mea-
sures was to reduce the number of people on welfare. In this, the politicians
and administrators have been triumphant. While income disparity between
the rich and the poor continues to grow at an alarming rate, and while
increasing numbers of people are homeless, remarkably, our welfare caseloads
continue to diminish. Someday soon we will be forced to examine the im-
pact of these welfare changes. We will need to determine the most effective
way of getting people off welfare – and keeping them off welfare. When we
finally come to ask these questions we will find that the answer is really
quite simple. Harsh welfare measures create greater misery, not greater em-
ployment. If we really want people to get off and stay off welfare, we need
to come up with retraining measures that effectively achieve this goal.

History of Women’s Retraining in Canada
Retraining programs for low-income Canadians in general, and for poor
women in particular, have been few and far between. In fact, women have
rarely been the focus of public retraining programs. When we explore the
entire Canadian history of retraining women we find that it is dismal, with
only a few, brief moments when governments have demonstrated any inno-
vation in this area. During the twentieth century the Canadian state has, at
various times, been involved in the training and retraining of men. During
economic depressions, as well as war and postwar eras, the federal and pro-
vincial governments have financially supported programs to train and em-
ploy men. At the same time these governments have demonstrated incredible
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ambivalence about women’s participation in the workforce. They have en-
couraged women to do paid work when men were scarce, and they have
restricted women’s employment opportunities when men were plentiful.
Even though the majority of women are involved in paid work today, the
government has done very little to support these women as they juggle
domestic and employment responsibilities. Although the federal govern-
ment provides maternity leave, 39 percent of mothers are ineligible for this.18

And despite promises to do so for more than a decade, the federal govern-
ment has yet to implement a national childcare program. As a result, the
majority of working mothers are unable to find affordable, high-quality
public childcare for their children. These government policies, or lack thereof,
gravely affect the economic opportunities of Canadian women. This sec-
tion documents the role federal and provincial governments have played in
the retraining of women in general and of poor women in particular. I spe-
cifically examine the government’s support of non-traditional training be-
cause this is an avenue that can provide long-term economic independence
for women.

For the most part, the federal and provincial governments have shown
no commitment to providing Canadian women with retraining and/or
employment; rather, women have been considered a reserve army of labour
– one that can be drawn upon in times when men are not available but that
can be ignored when able-bodied men are plentiful. During the Depression,
women’s unemployment was virtually ignored by government officials. It
was during the Second World War that the federal government became ac-
tive in apprenticeship training, and it was at that time that women were
seen as a crucial national resource, worthy of being trained so that they
could meet the unique employment demands of this era. Not only did this
training focus on women, but it was also non-traditional training that pre-
pared women for work in munitions factories, in aircraft hangars, and on
farms. But with the end of the war, the focus returned to the need to employ
all able-bodied men, and again women were all but forgotten.19

It was not until 1970 that the federal government first recognized women’s
training needs. In the Report of the Royal Commission on the Status of
Women, Recommendation 82 called for training programs specifically de-
signed for women, and these included non-traditional courses. And Recom-
mendation 83 demanded that women be provided with postsecondary
education that accommodated their family responsibilities.20 Although nei-
ther of these recommendations was fully implemented, the Royal Commis-
sion did herald twenty-five years of some government attention to women’s
retraining, however minimal. In the 1970s, Canada’s Manpower Training
Program, despite its sexist title, provided some limited support for women’s
training. During the 1980s, the federal government established a number of
retraining initiatives. In 1982, the National Training Act specified that a
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number of seats in training courses purchased by the federal government
must be reserved for women. Three years later, the Canadian Jobs Strategy
established two important initiatives for women workers: (1) re-entry train-
ing programs specifically designed for women and (2) the Designated Groups
Policy, which identified women, Aboriginal peoples, disabled peoples, and
visible minorities as equity groups with specific training needs. These two
programs were very significant for women, and in one year alone more
than 124,000 women participated in them, representing one-quarter to one-
half of all the participants in these federally sponsored training programs
and more than three-quarters of the designated groups participants.21 In 1986,
the minister responsible for the Status of Women endorsed a nineteen-point
strategy to enhance women’s training and education. Five years later, the
federal government initiated a national labour force development strategy.
As part of this strategy, the federal government established a national advi-
sory board on labour and working groups to strategize about labour market
adjustment. Through these policy initiatives, the federal government clearly
recognized women’s specific labour and retraining needs and adopted prin-
ciples to improve gender equity in retraining. Despite this articulated con-
cern about women’s retraining possibilities, the federal government did not
allocate significant resources for women’s training during this period.22

Targeted training for women was only briefly available in Canada and
difficult to gain access to at the very best of times. It is important to remem-
ber that the vast majority of recipients in federally sponsored training
(whether it was federally purchased seats at community colleges or the sub-
sequent Skills, Loans and Grants Program) were always men.23 Yet these
important policy directives in the 1980s and early 1990s did create a cli-
mate in which women’s training needs were at least given lip service. This
legitimized women’s training and encouraged women’s lobby groups and
programs specifically designed for women. Women in Trades and Technol-
ogy (WITT) served as a national and regional lobby organization that pro-
moted women’s non-traditional training and supported women in
non-traditional employment.24 Community-based organizations began to
develop programs specifically for women and even for select groups of
women (i.e., immigrant, Aboriginal, and low-income women).

Since the early 1990s, the federal government has withdrawn funding
dollars from training programs, and while this has affected all workers and
potential workers, it has most dramatically affected women. From 1990 to
1993, the federal money available for training programs declined by 48 per-
cent. From 1990-91 to 1991-92, the federal government funding for train-
ing was cut by $100 million; however, over that same year, the training
expenditures for women declined by $108 million. The programs that have
been most successful in training women for jobs that can raise them out of
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poverty (i.e., women-only and bridging programs in non-traditional em-
ployment) have been the ones most severely cut.25

While the federal government never fully committed itself to women’s
training, in 1996 it withdrew from the field in four significant ways. First, it
eliminated the Consolidated Revenue Fund training and employment sup-
port programs for women. According to Ursule Chritoph, an expert on
women’s retraining, this loss of funding for women’s training “has had the
single most devastating impact on women.”26 Second, the federal govern-
ment devolved responsibility for training to the provinces and established
agreements with all of them except Ontario. None of these agreements con-
tains any equity provisions or equity guidelines. These agreements have
resulted in a market-driven approach to retraining. The market, naturally, is
not attentive to gender or other equity concerns and, consequently, public-
funded retraining for women has virtually disappeared.27 Third, the federal
government decided to cancel the Designated Groups Policy. No longer are
there any requirements for equity-based criteria in the public provision of
employment training. Disabled peoples, Aboriginal peoples, and women
are no longer granted any special attention when it comes to government
funding of training programs. Fourth, in 1996, the federal government re-
placed the Unemployment Insurance Act with the Employment Insurance
(EI) Act. Under EI policy fewer women are eligible for support. By 1999, the
number of women receiving EI dropped to only 32 percent, down from 70
percent a decade earlier.28 These EI changes also reduced the number of
EI-sponsored women’s training and employment services.29 The current EI
policy encourages provinces to finance only those who can adjust easily to
a retraining program and then quickly re-enter the labour force. This means
that there are few incentives for provinces to train women and others who
have multiple barriers to employment.30 This has drastically diminished the
number of retraining opportunities available to women across the country.
In Toronto alone, community-based training for women was reduced by 40
percent as a result of these federal policy changes.31 And, according to ex-
perts in women’s retraining, this is also happening in many other Canadian
communities.32

These policy changes have devastated all women’s training, including non-
traditional training. The retraining programs that did lead women to rela-
tively secure, well-paid jobs were the women-only and/or bridging programs
that combined skills development in non-traditional employment with
upgrading, counselling, and life skills. Non-traditional employment includes
a broad range of trades skills for construction, manufacturing, fabrication
and repair, and operations, as well as technical skills for computer and in-
formation technology and blue-collar work.33 In the late 1970s and early
1980s, government bought seats in non-traditional training programs for
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women. When all of the seats set aside for women were not filled, the gov-
ernment deduced that this was because women were not interested in non-
traditional training and abandoned its support. However, two national
studies confirmed that these programs were particularly successful in pre-
paring women to enter training in male-dominated jobs because they intro-
duced them to new tools and equipment.34 Women’s groups argued the
problem was not enough support rather than not enough interest. They
complained that some of the gatekeepers of these courses (i.e., employment
placement officers and teachers) actively discouraged women from partici-
pating in them. In addition, these courses tended not to be available to
poor single mothers. The vast majority of these courses were not open to
those on welfare, and there were no childcare provisions to aid single moth-
ers.35 Despite the limitations of the federal seat-purchase method of provid-
ing non-traditional training, its demise, along with other policy changes,
has dramatically reduced opportunities for Canadian women to participate
in non-traditional training.

While all women have suffered because of policy changes in the field of
women’s training, low-income women rarely got a chance to even consider
any types of meaningful training. While poor single mothers who are con-
sidered worthy constitute one of the first groups to receive government aid,
they remain one of the last to receive publicly funded retraining. Most pro-
vincial governments established welfare for single mothers in the early
1920s.36 These welfare cheques were minimal, and only those deemed most
deserving were eligible, namely, white Anglo-Saxon widows with more than
one child. Because the payments did not begin to meet the real needs of
single mothers, it was assumed that these women would supplement their
cheques with paid employment. But welfare administrators were adamant
that this employment should not interfere with their mothering responsi-
bilities. In addition, administrators permitted only the most gendered em-
ployment. In fact, in the early decades of the policy, administrators insisted
that single mothers refuse factory work in favour of domestic work such as
selling pies, sewing, and laundry, even though the former paid substan-
tially more than the latter.37

The retraining of poor women was not even considered until the 1980s.
Up until 1985, welfare recipients, both male and female, were not permit-
ted access to training programs; rather, welfare was considered to be a “pas-
sive” program, and retraining attention was focused on the “active” program
– Unemployment Insurance. By the mid-1980s, the federal government
encouraged agreements with the provinces that would provide training spe-
cifically for welfare recipients. As a result of these agreements, some prov-
inces established retraining programs for poor single mothers that provided
some short-term training and/or supplemented poor wages. Among the most
ambitious projects were New Brunswick Works (NB Works) and the Self-
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Sufficiency Projects in New Brunswick and British Columbia. These pro-
grams were specifically designed for welfare recipients, and the vast major-
ity of participants were single mothers. Unlike most programs for welfare
recipients, NB Works provided long-term training, thereby allowing women
who were severely under-educated to gain academic upgrading and skills
training that would enable them to compete for stable jobs at living wages.
NB Works, which ran from 1992 to 1998, was a three-year program targeted
at “employable” welfare recipients with less than a Grade 12 education.
Participants, 84 percent of them female, were provided with allowances
that were at least equal to their previous welfare cheques as well as a child-
care allowance. They participated in a community workplace placement,
followed by academic upgrading and training of their choice.38 The Self-
Sufficiency Projects, which ran from 1992 to 1995, did not conduct retrain-
ing per se but, rather, supplemented the wages of single mothers who were
welfare recipients for up to three years, provided they were employed a
minimum of thirty hours a week and remained off welfare. The purpose
of these Self-Sufficiency Projects was to financially supplement the earn-
ings of the participants for a certain period, thereby lifting these people out
of working poverty. This supplement helped single mothers pay for childcare,
transportation, and other employment-related expenses. It was assumed that
the participants were being trained in employment-related skills while on
the job. It was also assumed that these women would be able to find better-
paying jobs once the program ended.

Unfortunately, most of these retraining and wage supplement programs
specifically designed for poor single mothers did not lead to employment.
The 1980s to early 1990s was a period of high unemployment, and poor
single mothers, despite some retraining or supplements to their wages, gen-
erally could not find permanent employment. NB Works participants found
that they were not able to complete their educational goals before the pro-
gram disbanded. And some participants of the Self-Sufficiency Projects had
difficulty finding employment and were concerned that they would not be
able to meet their childcare and other employment-related expenses once
the supplement to the poorly paid job ended.39 Consequently, these pro-
grams did very little to remove single mothers from poverty. Instead of the
government investing in job opportunities so that single mothers could see
a light at the end of the retraining tunnel, it abandoned the entire project.
Today there is virtually no training program in Canada specifically designed
for poor single mothers.

With few retraining programs now available to low-income women, these
people are forced to compete with others who have more resources and
often more education for those training programs that do exist. The new
federal-provincial agreements can require participants to pay up to 100 per-
cent of the costs of the program, with the average amount being half of the
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cost.40 Obviously, this is prohibitive for low-income women. Also, most prov-
inces consider student loans to be income that is to be deducted from the
welfare cheque, therefore making many low-income women receiving
postsecondary education ineligible for welfare.41 While most women have
to juggle domestic responsibilities with their attempts to retrain, low-
income women have fewer resources to cushion the strain of these compet-
ing duties.

What is clear from this analysis of the history of women’s retraining is
that women continue to get the short end of the stick. “Women get fewer
opportunities than do men for job-related training; they get fewer hours of
training; they face more barriers; and what they do get goes primarily to
those already at the top.”42 Despite fewer opportunities, women make he-
roic efforts to get what little training is available. Enrolment figures in
postsecondary education shows that women outnumber men. Women, on
average, graduate with more debt than do their male counterparts.43 Stud-
ies of women in retraining programs illustrate that they put in long hours
getting their education, followed by more hours of unpaid domestic work,
all to ensure a better life for themselves and their children. This suggests
that women want postsecondary education and training and that they do
their best to achieve it, despite the lack of government attention to the
issue.

Women continue to experience much greater poverty than do men. This
is partly the result of a very gendered economy. Traditionally female jobs
pay less than do traditionally male jobs. The majority of female workers
remain in a narrower range of occupations (i.e., clerical, services, sales, and
managerial work) than do male workers. In addition, women make up the
majority of the part-time work force.44 Consequently, many women work at
dead-end, low-paying jobs. The average female wage is still approximately
70 percent of the average male wage. One way to attain women’s economic
equality is to achieve a more equitable distribution of women and men
through all occupations and pay levels. Some of women’s current poverty
would be alleviated if women had “good” jobs – jobs that provide adequate
salaries, job security, decent pensions and benefits, and opportunities for
advancement. Training for non-traditional employment is one of the ways
that women can gain the necessary qualifications to compete for these
“good” jobs.

If we do not train women for non-traditional jobs, then we can expect
fewer women to hold “good” jobs in Canada. Today, women make up 58
percent of the workforce but occupy fewer than 10 percent of the trades,
technicians, and technologists in Canada. Although women represent more
than half of all student enrolments at colleges and universities, the propor-
tion of women enrolled in technology and trade programs had shrunk from
1 in 18 students in 1983 to 1 in 27 by 1989.45
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Non-traditional retraining that specifically focuses on women can meet
the specific needs and concerns of participants. Women need to be encour-
aged to enter non-traditional training programs. These programs need to be
readily available and publicly funded. Support services need to be available
and male workers must be re-educated in order to enable women to enter
harassment-free workplaces once they have completed their training. A
women-only space for initial training, female role models, a variety of learn-
ing techniques, counselling, and support services that meet women’s famil-
ial responsibilities and challenges would all make it possible for women to
learn new skills in a positive and encouraging environment. This would, in
turn, grant women more employment choices and more self-fulfillment.

Case Study: Women’s Work Training Program, Regina, Saskatchewan
I have been frustrated for years about the lack of training opportunities for
poor single mothers. I have met women who have trained to be data-entry
clerks, receptionists, and retail assistants. Many of these women juggled
childcare arrangements, public transportation schedules, and family crises
in order to complete a training course, only to find there was no work avail-
able at the end. Others, the “lucky” ones, found jobs that were part-time
and minimum-wage and that did not financially improve their lives. Even
the “success” stories were discouraging because these women had moved
from welfare poverty to working poverty.

Non-traditional retraining simply provides better opportunities for low-
income women. And despite the diminishing government funding, there
remain a few innovative retraining programs around the country specifi-
cally designed to initiate women into non-traditional employment. I re-
searched these, travelling to various sites and interviewing women trainers
who have been committed to these programs for a long time. In the midst
of this research I visited the Women’s Work Training Program in Regina,
Saskatchewan. Here I met two women, Valerie Overend and Denise Needham,
who had trained to be carpenters when they, too, were poor women on their
own. They were determined to provide other low-income women with the
opportunity to do the same. Because of their own experiences, they were
well aware of the barriers that poor women face when training and seeking
employment. They met and dreamed their ideal training program and then
turned it into a reality.

If I Had a Hammer explores why I believe the Women’s Work Training
Program is one of the best retraining programs for low-income women in
the country. Over three years I travelled four times to Regina and met with
the organizers, participants, government administrators, and funders of the
program. For the most part I stayed at the homes of the two coordinators –
Valerie’s house in town and Denise’s ranch in the country. I saw how impor-
tant it was to them to make this program work and how they both sacrificed
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their health and time with family and friends in order to give every ounce
of themselves to this endeavour. But above all, I spent the majority of my
time in Regina with the women participants. I met their children, partners,
and friends. They told me about their heartaches and their small triumphs.
I interviewed them at their worksites and in their homes. In order to make
this as comfortable for the participants as possible, I used an open-ended
interview style, focusing on one particular theme with each visit. This in-
terview style encouraged the women to “tell their stories.” I hoped that this
approach would be particularly useful when meeting with Aboriginal women,
who come from traditions that respect storytelling and oral history. These
women participants have been intimately involved in the creation of this
book. Right from the beginning, they were excited about having their
struggles and achievements recorded. In most cases the interviews were tape-
recorded and then transcribed.46 The participants read the previous tran-
script and edited it before proceeding to the next interview. They signed
research agreements at every stage of the interview process and were as-
sured that they could use either their name or a pseudonym. They were also
guaranteed that I would not use any portion of the interview without their
written consent. They offered advice on what subjects they believed I should
cover, on how the book should be organized, and on what types of photo-
graphs should be included. I have been overwhelmed by their support and
interest in this project. And I am indebted to them for sharing their joys,
fears, and doubts throughout their retraining program. I am more proud of
them than I can express. I fear that I, in their circumstances, would not
have found the courage to defy the odds and keep on hammering.

Chapter 2 introduces you to Denise and Valerie and explores the struc-
ture of the program. Chapter 3 examines the many barriers to retraining
that the women participants faced on a day-to-day basis. Racism, violence,
lack of education, and the everyday reality of poverty are very real barriers
to these women becoming journeyed carpenters. Chapter 4 examines the
flaws in the program and the issues that have to be addressed in order to
understand the many challenges to running a successful retraining pro-
gram for low-income women. We see how racism, sexism, class inequities,
and homophobia challenge both the women participants and the coordi-
nators. Chapter 5 explores the keys to a successful retraining program. Here
I argue that we need new measures to determine exactly what constitutes a
successful program. Simply counting the heads of journeyed carpenters at
the end of the program does not adequately assess the program’s effective-
ness. Any notion of success must also assess how the participants view them-
selves and their opportunities both during and following the program.
Chapter 6 addresses how retraining programs that provide real opportuni-
ties for low-income women could be set up across the country.
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There are many reasons why I chose the Women’s Work Training Pro-
gram as the best example of non-traditional training for low-income women.
Many of the women participants were single mothers on welfare – a group
that is rarely targeted for intensive training that leads to “good” jobs. Two-
thirds of the participants are Native (either status or Métis), again a group
that receives very little attention in non-traditional retraining. Few of the
women had much in the way of employment experience or skills develop-
ment. Many had not finished high school. Almost every one of the women
had at least one major challenge in her life besides the everyday difficulties
of living in poverty (e.g., a drug or alcohol addiction, an abusive partner,
mental health issues, a childhood of sexual or physical abuse, a violent or
abusive past history, children with learning difficulties, etc.). The coordina-
tors of the program have experienced some of these difficulties themselves.
They understand that low-income women, who often have many crises in
their lives, require a retraining program that is free from harassment, that is
flexible, that is long-term, that comes with secure funding, and that facili-
tates gaining secure employment at the end. This is more than a retraining
program. Attached to the program is the Regina Women’s Construction Co-
operative. After forty-six weeks of training, women can apply to join the
Co-op. Through the Co-op women can gain their on-the-job trade time in a
women-only workplace – a feature that no other women’s non-traditional
retraining program provides.

The women learn a lot more through this retraining program than sim-
ply how to handle the tools of their new trade. Retraining programs are
usually assessed according to their retention rates: How many women stayed
with the program from start to finish? How many women had carpentry
jobs at the end of the program? How many women remain carpenters two
years after they complete the program? While retention is important, these
criteria do not begin to measure the success of a retraining program for low-
income women. As you follow the progress of these women you will see
that, along with carpentry skills, they acquire self-esteem and develop com-
munication skills. They reassess and sometimes leave abusive relationships;
they find new coping strategies for dealing with challenging children, and
much, much more. The real success of this program can be read on the faces
of these women. So, read on and meet these “heroes of their own lives.”47




