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Building-industry leaders aren’t always in agreement on

things, but one issue those around Toronto agree on is that

there is no quick fix for the skilled labor shortage. Many

believe the long-term solution is in our own back yard. In

their minds, training our sons and daughters for careers in

the building trades represents the best bet for eliminating

future crippling trades shortages.

The folks at the Interior Systems Contractors Association of

Ontario know that well. They’ve been visiting Toronto area high

schools for a number of years, talking about the merits of careers

in the drywall industry.

This year Candi Colandrea, assistant training coordinator at

ISCA, and a fellow drywall instructor at the association’s train-

ing center in suburban Toronto, have been telling not just grade

12 students but those in grades 9 through 11 as well about dry-

wall careers. “If we give them information while they are young,

and they continue to do research over the next few years, we

find that they are more likely to come knocking on our door

when they are in grade 12,” says Colandrea.

Grade 12 students can apply for an Ontario Youth Appren-

ticeship Program grant for a semester that includes two months

of schooling at ISCA’s training center and two months work-

ing for a drywall contractor. Students receive credit toward their

high school diploma. The problem is that only 23 percent of

the students going through OYAP to date have ended up in

drywall careers. ISCA hopes to increase that percentage, but,

like any building trade, flogging drywall as a long-term career

is a tough sell on today’s youths, who are most apt to chase a

university degree or look to high tech for a career.

Part of the problem is just getting to the right youth. Colandrea

says in her recruitment efforts she looks for students who have

shown a natural bent for work in the field. Those who have

already worked on a drywall-related project or two, for exam-

ple, with family members at their homes are a good bet.

One means of finding these kids is through skilled trades

recruitment fairs. At a typical trade fair where about 3,000 stu-

dents pass through the gates, ISCA may sign up only a dozen

or so students for apprenticeship. It is a small number, but it is

good enough for the drywall association because it has too-few
classroom seats for a long waiting list of applicants into its pro-

grams. The training center can accommodate only 144 students

annually in the drywall applicators program and about 90 stu-
dents in the drywall and plasterer finishers program.

In an ideal world, funding would be available to double the size

of ISCA’s training center. But the provincial government, a major

funder, hesitates to put money into expansion during boom

times partly because, if the economy tails off, classroom seats

will be hard to fill as there are fewer jobs awaiting graduates.

Even when jobs are plentiful and wages are high, recruiting

today’s youth is a real challenge because many have precon-

ceived notions about work in the building industry. One of the

best ways of changing those perceptions is through pre-appren-

ticeship programs.

A couple of years ago, one high school in Toronto offered a pre-

apprenticeship program that consisted of an eight-week intro-

duction to the drywall trade for students in their last year of

grade 12. The first of its kind in Toronto, it was short-lived,

brought down by funding shortages last year. However, plans

are in the works to start it up again in September.

It’s a step in a direction that might one day lead to a widespread

pre-apprenticeship program in Toronto that proves to be the

seed for the creation of a new legion of skilled tradespeople who

sideline future labor shortages. And, interestingly, it is a solu-

tion to labor shortage woes that comes right in our own back

yard.
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