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“My high school was not the greatest 
experience for me,“ Edward said. “I could 
never read well and I didn’t understand 
why. I just got passed from grade to 
grade. When I graduated, I did not feel 
proud. I knew I had never really completed 
anything. I didn’t feel like a grad.”

Edward eventually went to work on the 
West Coast Trail, spending over a decade 
doing minor construction and trail repairs 
for Parks Canada. 

While he liked the work and being outdoors 
on a six days-out and 18 days-in camp 
cycle, the time away from his young, 
growing children was difficult. “I missed 
my family,” he said. 

Still, Edward stuck with the work until an 
unexpected encounter changed the path of 
his life and his sense of self.

“I was taking lunch to my wife who was
attending the Vancouver Island University,” 
Edward explained. “I happened to walk by
the construction site of Shq’apthut, A
Gathering Place, and spoke with an 
employee who told me about the Aboriginal 
Construction program. I looked into it and 
knew it was right for me. But I wasn’t 
very happy with the idea of going back
to school.”

To prepare for the schooling ahead, 
Edward was first enrolled in Bladerunners, 
a construction employment readiness 
program designed to give First Nations 
people experience and training. Through 
Bladerunners, Edward was diagnosed as 
dyslexic. “I finally got the support I needed 
to help with my reading,” Edward said. 
“And my confidence started to grow.” The 
first book Edward read was a 1000 page 
carpentry book.

The 10-month program also enhanced 
Edward’s cultural pride. In the first month 
of the program, students crafted paddles 
and drums from local yellow cedar. 

VIU Construction Instructor, Mike Braun, 
was impressed by the First Nations 
traditions that were incorporated into 
the program. “The students learned 
a lot of skills from the program but I 
learned a lot from the students,” Mike 
said. “They opened up their hearts.”

VIU’s Dean of Trades, Fred MacDonald, 
agrees. “We graduate students every 
day on this campus,” Fred said. “But 
this program has been special. It has 
motivated us to learn more about ways 
to deliver successful programs like 
this one for Aboriginal students. The 
Aboriginal Construction program and 
the students’ work on A Gathering 
Place has inspired all of us.”

“Cooking was the only part of high 

school that came naturally to me,” 
Ashley Thomas said. “I never liked school 
and, growing up on the Nadleh Whut’en 
First Nation near Fraser Lake, I had very 
little work experience. By the time I 
graduated, I did not know what I wanted 
to do with my life and I had no idea what 
I could do as a career.” Now 23, Ashley 
(Carrier) is excited about her future.

After a move into Prince George, 
Ashley went to the Prince George 
Nechako Aboriginal Employment and 
Training Association (PGNAETA) to 
check out job postings. Instead, she 
discovered the Apprenticeship Access 
program. She researched several 
trade options and was thrilled to learn 
that she could turn her high school 
interest into an occupation. “I got to 
job shadow at the College of New 
Caledonia’s (CNC) cooking class. I 
loved it. The classes were very hands-
on. The Chef really encouraged me 
to follow through on the chance to 
become certified,” Ashley explained. 
“After spending time at CNC, I could 
see myself as a Professional Cook.”

Edward with his employer, Brad Turner, 
owner of PenBay Construction.

Edward with Construction Instructor Mike Braun.
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Ashley Thomas (left) & PGNATEA’s 
Trades Manager, Paula Bellerose (right).

Back at the Apprenticeship Access 
program, Ashley completed several 
certificate programs that set her up 
for success. “The program really 
built my confidence,” Ashley said. 
“It also helped to be in a class with 
other people who were like me. We 
all encouraged one another.” Ashley 
is registered to begin her Professional 
Cook 1 at CNC in August.

The Apprenticeship Access program in 
Prince George has a 75% graduation 
rate for the September to December 
2010 intake. According to PGNATEA’s 
Trades Manager, Paula Bellerose, 41% 
of the students have registered for 
further courses at CNC, and 16% have 
registered for trades courses and/or 
with the Industry Training Authority. 

“I guess I needed a push,” Ashley said. 
“The whole experience has pushed me 
in a positive way.”

ASHLEY THOMAS
Ready to Cook 
with Confidence
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Building Capacity Through Knowledge, Skills, 
Abilities and Experiences
The Industry Training Authority (ITA) is charged with the responsibility of managing BC’s trades 
training system to develop the province’s skilled workforce. 

As a provincial crown agency, the ITA works collaboratively with Aboriginal communities and 
agencies, industry, training providers, career counsellors, labour unions, government and others. 
The ITA has made a special commitment to providing industry training opportunities for Aboriginal 
people, youth, women and immigrants. 

For more information about ITA Aboriginal Initiatives, contact:

Gary McDermott

Senior Lead, Aboriginal Initiatives

Industry Training Authority

604-214-8720

gmcdermott@itabc.ca

Visit the ITA website section on Aboriginal Initiatives to learn more: www.itabc.ca

Back (L to R)
1. Andrew George
2. Jerry Asp
3. Dianne Shanoss 
4. Pam Eales
5. Brian Pelletier
6. Gary McDermott
7. Dan Pope

Front (L to R)
1. Helen Boyce
2. Roger Leclerc
3. Mary Kenny
4. Jeannie Cranmer

Missing
• John Harper
• Karin Hunt
• Jeff Lekstrom
• Doug Moulton
• Bruce Falstead
• Blaine Pierre
• Audrey Sam

Aboriginal Advisory 
Committee
The Aboriginal Advisory Committee (AAC) was 
established in 2008 to provide advice to the 
Industry Training Authority (ITA) on its mandate 
to increase the number of Aboriginal people in 
the industry training and apprenticeship system 
in BC. The AAC has provided vision and given 
counsel to the ITA as well as contributed to the 
development and execution of the Aboriginal 
Initiatives Business Plan.

The identified purpose of the plan is to develop 
and maintain an industry training system in BC 
that serves Aboriginal people with supported and 
unobstructed access to opportunities and success 
in apprenticeship and the skilled trades.

The ITA Aboriginal Trades and Apprenticeship 

Business Plan is available for review on the ITA 
website, www.itabc.ca.

Aboriginal Advisory Committee:


