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Education and Learning

Overview

Abbott is a global, broad-based health-care 

company devoted to discovering new medicines,  

new technologies, and new ways to manage 

health. Its products span the continuum of care—from 

nutritional products and laboratory diagnostics to medical  

devices and pharmaceutical therapies. Throughout its 

120-year history, the company and its employees have 

been driven by the desire to advance medical science. 

The goal—to help people live healthier lives—is part of 

the company’s heritage and continues to give direction to  

its work. Today, more than 72,000 employees around the  

world share a passion for “turning science into caring.”

Located in Ottawa (Ontario), Abbott Point of Care 

(APOC) is a division of Abbott Laboratories. APOC 

develops, manufactures, and markets critical medical  
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diagnostic and data management products for rapid blood 

analysis. In particular, Abbott Point of Care’s two Ottawa-

based facilities manufacture cartridges for the “i-STAT”—

a revolutionary, hand-held analyzer that provides a 

comprehensive range of reliable blood tests. The device 

reports results in just minutes, using as little as two drops 

of blood and a test cartridge. The cartridge production 

process includes wafer processing, assembly, and admin-

istration support. Cartridge research and development are 

also supported at these 24-hour production facilities. 

APOC’s training program emphasizes that the health and 
safety of employees—and of the public—is paramount.

Due to the medical nature of APOC’s products, health and 

safety are high priorities in all aspects of the company’s 

day-to-day activities. Employees are constantly reminded 

of the importance of health and safety. A digital monitor 

located in the main lobby counts the number of accident-

free days, and the importance of the meticulous production  

tracking process (handling, dating, and labelling of 

products) is stressed. All activities are geared toward 

production excellence through established standards, 

while keeping the health and safety of workers and of 

the public in mind. 

To develop a workforce that is adaptable, qualified, and 

proficient in this specialized industry, APOC requires 400 

of its Ottawa-based employees to participate in a manda-

tory, on-the-job, advanced-manufacturing microelectronics 

apprenticeship training program. Support is provided for  

those employees who first need to upgrade their education 

in order to complete this mandatory industry training. 

The training program emphasizes that the health and 

safety of employees at work—and of the public, as end 

users of the company’s products—is paramount.

Objectives

Abbott Point of Care takes enormous pride in investing 

in its people. Its unique training programs work to ensure 

that APOC’s workforce can adapt to the rapid changes 

that occur within the advanced manufacturing industry 

sector. A key objective of APOC’s training is to develop 

safety skills and to improve overall transferable skills 

(such as critical thinking and problem solving) as well  

as the education levels of its employees. 

The overarching objectives of APOC’s training programs 

are shown below.

�� Increase literacy and numeracy skills to directly and 

positively influence quality and safety. 

�� Offer high-school programming for employees who 

have yet to complete this education level, which is a 

prerequisite to apprenticeship certification. 

�� Increase employees’ understanding of their individual 

and collective roles within the organization so as to 

enhance engagement and pride in their work.

�� Engage and train employees to be better prepared 

for Food and Drug Administration (FDA), ISO, 

Abbott, and other regulations.

�� Advance transferable skills of employees to support 

current and future roles within the organization.

�� Increase production efficiencies through essential 

skills development.

Target Groups

Participation in the apprenticeship program is mandatory  

for identified jobs, with a targeted focus on operators. 

This strategic long-term investment crosses all areas of 

the company—from the Wafer Lab to Facilities—and 

participants range in age from 20 to 60. These individuals 

are from multicultural and diverse educational back-

grounds. All participants in the apprenticeship program 

are eligible for (and encouraged to consider) supplement-

ary literacy and numeracy training to boost their skills 

in these fundamental areas. 

Activities

All apprenticeship training is completed on-shift, with 

appropriate coverage for production provided through 

effective planning and additional resources. Classroom 

training takes place in four-hour time blocks approxi-

mately once every two weeks for a three-year period. The  

training is delivered on-site at APOC, and there are 

approximately 40 apprentices per class. Due to the scope 

of the program, each module is taught 10 times over a  
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two-week period across five shifts, with 10 classes 

totalling 20 hours of classroom teaching time per week. 

The course modules are designed in collaboration with 

industry experts and APOC employees. One of the keys 

to the program’s success is that trained teachers act as 

program designers as well as course instructors.

Abbott Point of Care has high expectations for its  

participants, and the company is focused on ensuring 

that the needs of its adult learners are met. In support of 

its apprenticeship training program, APOC also offers: 

�� literacy and numeracy skills upgrading;

�� language support and tutoring;

�� accommodation for special needs; 

�� make-up assignments when required;

�� best available teachers/content; and

�� high-school programming.

A key to the program’s success is that trained teachers act 
as program designers as well as course instructors.

APOC is committed to its employees’ learning experi-

ence and is conscious of the diversity of its workforce 

(in terms of culture, education, position, etc.). Therefore, 

all training classes are predominantly a combination of 

lecture, group work and simulation, in-class activities, 

and projects. There are no tests or exams and grades 

are a “pass” or “fail.” The structure of the curriculum 

has purposely eliminated e-learning, homework, and 

essay writing. Instead, the focus is on hands-on activities, 

simulations, workbooks, and collaboration—all with 

highly relevant content connected to daily operations 

and real life. 

Resources

While all its literacy and numeracy upgrading initiatives 

are taught by in-house trainers, APOC relies on the  

following mix of trainers for its apprenticeship program: 

�� in-house trainers (5 per cent);

�� contracted college professors (55 per cent); and

�� industry specialists and independent trainers  

(40 per cent).

Abbott Point of Care absorbs training costs and 

works in partnership with the Government of Ontario 

(specifically the Ministry of Training, Colleges and 

Universities) and Algonquin College (a local technology 

college) to design and deliver its training programs.

Training schedules are carefully designed around produc-

tion demands in order to minimize disruption—such 

as shutdowns and start-ups—particularly during hectic 

times. Employees take part in training during working 

hours, usually at the beginning or end of their shifts. 

A key objective of APOC’s training 

programs is to better equip our current 

workforce with the skills to do their job 

safely—understanding quality processes, 

while fostering innovation and a culture 

of learning. Investing in people builds 

a future workforce that is qualified, 

committed, and adaptable in an ever-

evolving sector.

—Cathy Lewis, Manager of Apprenticeship 

Programming, Abbott Point of Care

Innovations

Upon completion of the in-class and on-the-job activities,  

apprentices receive a Microelectronics Certificate of  

Apprenticeship from the Government of Ontario’s 

Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities.

To ensure the company’s mandatory training is well 

received by its employees, it was important for APOC 

to incorporate innovative learning approaches. The first 

key task was to ensure that all training was employee-

centred. Curriculum, classroom work, and teaching staff 
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need to be engaging, interactive, flexible, entertaining, 

and respectful of the adult learner. Furthermore, all 

training curriculum is designed to be highly relevant  

to today’s workforce and jobs at APOC. 

APOC realized that it was essential to quickly establish a 
solid relationship between the teachers and the students.

In addition, an advisory committee (consisting of a cross-

section of employees, learners, and partners) was formed 

to review the training programs at APOC and to ensure 

they continue to be relevant and valuable to the learner. 

This committee also serves as a “safety net” so that all 

involved are able to make suggestions for improvement.

Finally, since the company wanted to ensure that the 

adult learners were graded on their knowledge rather 

than on exam material, a pass/fail grading system was 

established. A high rate of participation and 100 per cent 

course completion is required to earn a credit. Detailed 

anecdotal records regarding student performance and 

participation are kept for all training received. 

Challenges

When Abbott Point of Care decided to mandate 

participation in its Apprenticeship Program in 

Microelectronics, there were some immediate  

challenges. First and foremost, the program that  

had been initially developed and recognized by the 

Ministry of Training, Colleges and Universities in  

1998 was now extremely outdated—it did not meet  

the current and future needs of the company’s  

business strategies.

Another critical challenge focused on the design of 

mandatory training for APOC’s adult learners who come 

from diverse cultures and educational backgrounds. 

Before they can hope to succeed in the apprenticeship 

program, some employees need help with improving 

their literacy and basic skills. Others need language 

training in order to fully meet the requirements of the 

apprenticeship program. The stigma attached to “literacy” 

and high school level training results in some  

reluctance on the part of employees to take  

advantage of these offerings. 

In addition, production scheduling is impacted by  

these training initiatives, since employees take part 

while on-shift. As at any manufacturing plant or  

organization where shift work occurs, it is a delicate  

balance to ensure that production, business, and  

training demands are balanced.

Solutions

To tackle the outdated framework, Abbott Point of 

Care re-defined the apprenticeship program’s learning 

objectives, rewrote the course outlines, and developed 

all teaching content. APOC worked closely with the 

Ministry and Algonquin College to ensure academic 

integrity and alignment with provincial standards. 

APOC and its training development team also worked 

closely with the in-house experts, company executives, 

and plant managers, as well as with other experts within 

the community. 

The company came to the realization that for apprentice-

ship training to be successful, it was essential to quickly 

establish a solid relationship between the teachers and 

the students. Recognizing that they had savvy and 

knowledgeable employee–learners, the company sought 

quality teachers capable of developing and nurturing a 

strong mutual respect. 

Because of shift work, it is a delicate balance to ensure 
that production demands are balanced.

To sustain its success, it is critical that the company 

establishes sustainable buy-in from all program partici-

pants—but especially from those who need assistance 

to improve their basic skills. Simply offering language, 

literacy, and numeracy training to individuals who 

need to upgrade their skills is not sufficient to garner 

participation. Individuals are encouraged to explore 

these available supplementary training options in a 
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non-threatening way. Positive messages about the train-

ing—passed word-of-mouth from employees who had 

already participated—also helped to bring individuals 

forward to ask for help.

Outcomes

In addition to a Microelectronic Apprenticeship 

Certificate from Algonquin College, students who  

complete the mandatory training program also earn  

19 college credits. 

Knowing that the company has invested in them,  

many program participants now feel a greater sense  

of loyalty to their employer. As well, those who 

are given the opportunity to earn their high school 

diploma develop a deeper sense of respect for their 

employer. As of July 2009, there were 16 employees 

working toward their high school certification, while  

14 others had recently graduated. 

Knowing the company had invested in them, participants 
now felt a greater sense of loyalty to their employer.

As a result of the training, employees feel a higher level 

of pride in their place of work. An enhanced understand-

ing of their role within the organization provides insights 

on products, functions, the internal supply chain, and the 

need to reinforce quality, health, and safety requirements. 

Impacts and Benefits

As a manufacturer of medical diagnostic products,  

production quality and safety—of the employees and 

of the public—are always the top priorities. It is critical 

that employees understand the role they play within the 

organization and how they can contribute to its success. 

Training is an important way for a company to success-

fully build confidence in its people. APOC strongly 

believes in capacity building at an organizational level, 

which requires not only investing in the building and 

the equipment, but also investing in its people. 

APOC’s training commitments have resulted in the  

following benefits: 

�� government-recognized Microelectronics 

Apprenticeship Certification Program;

�� improved employee morale and a heightened  

sense of inclusiveness;

�� better-qualified and more-adaptable employees; 

�� thorough understanding of the product process  

and the need for meticulous quality and safety  

standards, procedures, and processes;

�� increased efficiencies in workplace operations 

(through a better understanding of the content  

and meaning of health and safety practices); and

�� enhanced communication skills (written and 

spoken), numeracy, teamwork, critical thinking,  

and problem solving. 

APOC prides itself on being a company that values a 
learning culture. Their training program fosters this belief.

Use as a Model

In the manufacturing industry—where time and training 

are critical to consistent production outputs, quality, and 

workplace health and safety—taking the time to train 

employees is critical to overall corporate success. APOC 

prides itself on being a company that values a learning 

culture. The scope and scale of the training offered by 

Abbott Point of Care fosters and endorses this belief. 

APOC’s commitment to its employees—especially 

in redesigning the Microelectronics Apprenticeship 

Training Program to make it relevant to current industry 

needs—demonstrates an enviable collaboration with, 

and commitment from, not only its external partners,  

but also all levels within the organization. By ensuring  

that all employees receive training opportunities, APOC’s 

efforts result in a skilled workforce. In addition, an 

engaged and trained workforce translates into improved 

efficiencies and a better understanding of production 

quality and safety. 
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About the Organizational Effectiveness and Learning Case Studies
The Organizational Effectiveness and Learning case studies examine outstanding education and lifelong learning programs and initiatives. 
This case study addresses the impact of workplace literacy and essential skills on employee safety and health.

About The Conference Board of Canada

We are:

•	 The foremost independent, not-for-profit, 
applied research organization in Canada.

•	 Objective and non-partisan. We do not 
lobby for specific interests.

•	 Funded exclusively through the fees we 
charge for services to the private and  
public sectors.

•	 Experts in running conferences but also at 
conducting, publishing, and disseminating 
research; helping people network; develop-
ing individual leadership skills; and building 
organizational capacity.

•	 Specialists in economic trends, as well  
as organizational performance and public  
policy issues.

•	 Not a government department or agency, 
although we are often hired to provide  
services for all levels of government.

•	 Independent from, but affiliated with,  
The Conference Board, Inc. of New York, 
which serves nearly 2,000 companies in  
60 nations and has offices in Brussels and 
Hong Kong.
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