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Abitibi’s Iroquois Falls Mill Flies Solo
with New Learning System

Canadian mill develops a new training process with help from a consultant, 
then takes the reins to upgrade employee knowledge
T ABITIBI-PRICE INC.’S PAPER
mill in Iroquois Falls, Ont., labor
and management agreed that a
new training system was needed

to improve productivity and effective-
ness. The agreement would help us stay
competitive. However, our training
requirements were extensive, since
everyone in the plant had to be trained to
move up the line of progression—to do
the two jobs above them—to fill in for
people on vacation or for other absences.

We also needed training on new tech-
nology, including waste treatment and
thermomechanical pulping processes to
enable us to produce higher-quality pulp.
Our system of on-the-job training (OJT)
was inadequate to meet these needs. It
was inconsistent. In many areas, an
employee learned only as much as he or

she wanted to learn or as much as the
teacher wanted to teach.

The mill needed an approach that
would ensure consistency, identify train-
ing needs, measure progress, and provide
training records. Most important of all,
we needed to be flexible. The plant oper-
ates 24 hours/day, seven days/week. It
was necessary to work around this
schedule and use our limited training
resources wisely.

A training advisory committee—rep-
resentatives from management, the
plant’s five union locals, and advisory
help from a government agency—con-
ducted a search for a consulting firm that
could provide a training tool—a sys-
tem—that would enable Abitibi-Price to
identify training needs and develop our
people into writers and trainers, as well
as learners and problem-solvers.

We investigated three consulting
firms and selected Manufacturing Tech-
nology Strategies (MTS) based in St.
Louis, Mo. Other firms had more techni-
cal expertise in the pulp and paper indus-
try, but we already had plenty of that.
MTS specialized in installing its training
system so that the plant would become a
learning organization. That is exactly
what we wanted.
NEW SYSTEM OVERVIEW. The MTS
approach, which has been developed and
refined for more than 30 years, is a
highly systematized approach to func-

tional training based on accepted princi-
ples of adult education. The system has
been adopted by 150 companies in 800
separate projects.

Functional training teaches a job,
rather than a subject like in conventional
training. The content is determined by
the technology and tasks people have to
perform with that equipment to get their
jobs done. Functional training is site spe-
cific, customized to meet specific needs
and objectives of individuals. Progress
toward meeting these objectives is dem-
onstrated on the job by the employee.

We installed the system in three
phases, which is the typical process MTS
recommends, including the following:

Design. In this phase, we analyzed
our plant’s technology and calculated the
scope of the project and the design of the
training. The data developed in this
phase determined the skills, tasks, and
knowledge required to operate each rel-
evant step of operation, which is an inde-
pendent unit of the process.

The analysis of each process was con-
ducted through the application of 10
investigative questions—for example,
“What is the process?”, “What is it for?”,
“What does it do?”,”What does it consist
of?”

Documentation. In this phase, we
took the data generated for the design
and developed training manuals using a
format developed by MTS. Typically, we
documented each step of operation in a
separate manual. Where necessary, we
developed manuals for maintenance of
the equipment used in each step of oper-
ation.Where equipment was generic, we
often had the option of using off-the-
shelf manuals available from MTS.

The manuals were written by employ-
ees who were trained to be writers. They
used the format developed by MTS and
used essentially the same 10 investiga-
tive questions that were used in the
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design phase to build on the data devel-
oped in that phase.

Training. In this phase, we transferred
to the employees who needed it the doc-
umented information about the technol-
ogy and how to use it. The instruction for
each employee and job was determined
by a Training Needs Analysis sheet
(TNA), which is both a needs and job
analysis that lists in the form of a matrix
all the knowledge, tasks, and skills nec-
essary to safely run, understand, and
troubleshoot each piece of equipment in
a process.

The TNA functions as a curriculum
that each employee is responsible for
completing. Each box on the matrix rep-

resents a skill, task, or knowledge com-
ponent necessary to do a given job. As
the training proceeds and the employee
demonstrates mastery of each element,
that progress is noted on the TNA by a
supervisor, trainer, or team member.

At the beginning of the process, a new
employee who knows nothing about the
job will start with a TNA with every box
on the matrix filled with a “2,” which
indicates full training is required. At the
end of the process, all these “2s” will
have been converted to “0s,” which indi-
cates no additional training is necessary.
If the employee has some knowledge of
the task or skill but needs more training,
that will be indicated by a “1.”

Pat Devine, electrical training coordinator at Iroquois Falls, works with Renald Gauthier, a 
trainee on the thermomechanical pulp (TMP) plant.

Fred Nolan, a papermaker and operations training coordinator, handled all operations training fo
The TNA is very flexible because it is
naturally adapted to the needs of individ-
ual employees. Thus, the TNA for an
individual who has been on a job for 20
years would show mostly “0s” and “1s,”
while the TNA for a new employee
would contain mostly “2s.”

Employees at Abitibi-Price who
needed to be trained to do jobs up to two
levels above them in the line of progres-
sion generally already knew how to do
much of that work because of experience,
observation, and overlap with their cur-
rent jobs. In all cases, the TNA was cus-
tomized to meet the needs of each
employee for each job.
LEARNING TO FLY SOLO. Since one of
Abitibi-Price’s prime objectives was to
become independent—or “fly solo”—we
needed to transform the plant into a
learning organization. Personnel within
the plant had to learn how to use the sys-
tem as learners, writers, trainers, consul-
tants, and administrators.

This initially became the responsibil-
ity of a core group of five individuals
selected from among the employee pop-
ulation by plant management and the
training committee. These included rep-
resentatives from the areas that were to
be trained—a paper mill operator, a pulp-
ing room operator, a power system
mechanic, an electrical specialist, and a
human resources specialist.

Working under direction from MTS,
our first job was to complete the design
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phase. We had to describe all the tech-
nology in the plant and produce a train-
ing tool that would describe the
procedures, formats, and manuals that
we would need to develop.

I still remember my first day. My job
was to identify the technology in finish-
ing and shipping, and I told Keith Acland
(the MTS operations manager) that I did
not know anything about it. “Good,” he
said, “you have a great day ahead of
you.”

He was right. Everyone I asked was
delighted to share their knowledge with
me. The fact that I knew nothing left me
free to ask anything. Employees found it
refreshing.
MANAGEMENT SUPPORT. After an
intense six weeks, the core group com-
pleted the design phase and presented the
results to general management and
received the go-ahead to move to the
documentation phase. The responsibility
for this phase continued to be carried for-
ward by the core group, now reduced
from five to four, who focused on three
areas where training had top priority—
the paper mill, the power system, and a
new secondary waste treatment process.
Training for the fourth project, a new
thermomechanical pulping process to
replace the existing groundwood and
sulfite processes, was also planned.

The first step was to train the core
group to be writers, and in the case of the
three technical people, to become train-
ers of writers. Since I was not a technical
expert, I did not learn to train writers,
although I observed the process closely.

This part was accomplished in a
week-long workshop where the core
group learned to use the documentation
format developed by MTS. In structuring
and developing the material, we used the
same 10 investigative questions used in
the design phase. As the technical people
in the core group mastered the approach,
they began to train employees in how to
produce training manuals with coaching
help from MTS.

Four papermakers, two power system
employees, and two maintenance
employees were the first staff to be
trained as writers. The initial eight man-
uals—four documenting steps of opera-
tions for the mill’s No. 1 and No. 7 paper
machines, two documenting the power
system, and two for mechanical mainte-
nance procedures—took four to six

weeks to complete, depending on their
length and complexity.

As the organization and writers
gained experience, the amount of time to
write a manual was reduced from four to
two weeks. So far, 28 employees have
been trained as writers, and fifteen sepa-
rate manuals have been completed for
the paper mill and secondary waste treat-
ment projects.

It is often difficult to provide employ-
ees time for writing. We have to negoti-
ate with each department and keep our
activities flexible to accommodate the
needs of the production line. We believe
it is important to bring many people in as
writers because we want to expand skills
throughout the organization.

Ultimately, writing will take a year
and will result in between 40 and 50
manuals for the training projects cur-
rently underway or planned. Of course,
with that capability in house, writing will
go on indefinitely as new training is
contemplated and completed training is
updated.

We produce the manuals in house on
two document converters—PCs with
20-in. color monitors and MTS software.
As writers complete handwritten notes
and drawings, the data is entered into the
document converters and transformed
into a unified documentation format.The
materials are then reviewed, revised,
finalized, and produced onsite as fin-
ished manuals.
TRAINING BEGINS. The third phase of
the project—training—began as the
writing was underway. Similar to the
writing phase, the core group was trained
and coached to be instructors and train-
ers of instructors. We learned to facilitate
a class and create lesson plans. In one
instance, for example, we developed a
lesson plan on how to read a micrometer
to four decimal places and then pre-
sented it to the class.

MTS teaches that everyone has an
individual learning style that the instruc-
tor must adapt to. If a trainee hates read-
ing but likes to learn by doing, you don’t
tell that individual to read something.
Instead, you have them go out on the job
and work it out through hands-on appli-
cation.

Instructors also learn to use the pri-
mary training tool—the TNA sheet dis-
cussed above—that lists the equipment,
steps, and tasks for each particular job.

The TNA defines the tasks and skills
for each job in terms of measurable
performance objectives—what will be
accomplished on the job, how long it will
take, and how well it must be done.

Each employee, along with a supervi-
sor, trainer, or both, creates an individu-
alizedTNA with “2s,” “1s,” and “0s” to
indicate how much or how little training
is required for the employee to be able to
demonstrate competence on each task. In
many instances, supervisors were also
trainers, but whether that was the case or
not, all supervisors were trained as
instructors because they had to under-
stand the system and use the TNAs.

Similarly, all trainees participated in a
two-day workshop called “Learning
How To Learn,” which taught them how
to use the MTS system. They also
learned about themselves and especially
about how they learn best.

Training began in the paper mill.
After the trainers and supervisors in that
operation were trained, initial pilot train-
ing was completed so that MTS could
finish certification of the core group as
trainers or instructors as well as trainers
of writers.

With that certification, MTS handed
over the project to Abitibi-Price. It was
now our responsibility to carry the sys-
tem forward. The process took six
months, but the training at Abitibi-Price
will continue into the indefinite future.
Some organizations have been using the
MTS system for 20 years, which is a
benchmark we plan to shoot for.

“We’ll conduct a yearly audit and pro-
vide additional assistance that the orga-
nization needs,” says Acland. “But for
all day-to-day matters, the transference
of the learning system to Abitibi-Price is
complete. Not all organizations want to
fly solo, and we can accommodate their
needs. But for Abitibi-Price the benefits
are great. They are now a learning orga-
nization with the flexibility to work at
whatever pace the company wants to
meet their training needs into the fore-
seeable future.” ■

JOCELYNE GUINARD is human
resources associate, Abitibi-Price Inc.,
Iroquois Falls, Ont.

To contact
Manufacturing Technology Strategies 

(MTS) Call 1-314-298-0004 or
send e-mail to mts@mtsworld.com
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