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The Learning Agenda

Research during the 1990’s increasingly identified education and skills deficiencies as a problem both for UK industry and for society in general. UK industry was lagging behind its competitors in terms of productivity and innovation because of low educational achievement of many of the population and no long term strategic training plans for industry. The demise of apprenticeships and vocational training had left growing skill gaps in many industries.

In 1998 the Moser Report established that large numbers of the UK workforce had some difficulty with basic literacy and numeracy and that this presented a huge barrier to ongoing education and training in the workplace.

To counter these problems the Government established the concept of Lifelong Learning and the Learning Society and established a number of initiatives to encourage greater take up of Further Education and to break down some of the traditional barriers to continued education and training.

Modern economies demand companies are more flexible and ready to adapt to technological change and this means companies will need educated work forces to thrive and succeed. Successful training and education policies have been shown to be key in terms of recruitment and retention of employees and internal career progression as well as increasing productivity and innovation.

The East of England

The improvement of skills and aspirations of the workforce has been identified both in the economic development strategies for the East of England Development Agency.

“ The future prosperity of the region depends on the ability of employers and individuals to compete in an increasingly global marketplace. The East of England needs a world class workforce which is highly skilled, adaptable and employable”.

(EEDA Skills Strategy 2000)

Trade Unions and the Learning Agenda

The modern trade union is now becoming a learning union, where advancing learning opportunities become as important as the traditional focus on pay and conditions. Unions are ideally placed to get the lifelong learning message across in the workplace. Key to modern workers is the flexibility and employability brought by continued learning opportunities and the mutual benefits to employee and employer.

Many trade unions have long experience in delivering education to their workplace representatives and have established training and education departments. These are now being mobilised to deliver broader educational opportunities to their membership in partnership with Government and employers.

A key development of the trade union learning agenda is the development of Union Learning Representatives in the workplace. 

Already 5,000 ULR’s are active in UK delivering for their members and many have created valuable partnerships with their employers and education providers. The Government has been consulting on giving statutory rights to this role and legislation was passed April 2003. 

Trade Union Learning Link in Norfolk (TULL)

This provides trades unions with project development, management and links with the Learning and Skills Council. It also provides communication, advice and helps to facilitate projects.

Trade Union Learning Forum and Advisor Network

This forum meets at least three times a year and is open to union learning representatives active in Norfolk and Suffolk. TULF is a forum for discussion on learning issues. It advises on activities and is a formal communication channel with the Learning Skills Council (Norfolk and Suffolk). It also has links with education and training providers.

What is a Union Learning Representative

In recent years, the development of a new role for trade unions in promoting learning at work has had a significant impact on increasing motivation and enthusiasm for learning among employers and employees. In particular, the key role of Union Learning Representative has been instrumental in raising interest in training and development, especially among the very lowest skilled workers and those with literacy and numeracy needs.

The union learning representative is a new category of union activist. These union representatives are trained in advising members on learning needs and opportunities. They have demonstrated that they can complement and add value to employers’ efforts to engage workers in learning. They share a level of trust with their members, and can often engage those who would be reluctant to follow up their learning needs with their employer.

Their work mostly involves face-to-face meetings with employers and education providers to identify the range of learning opportunities available

What is the role of the Learning Representative?

The key roles undertaken by Learning Representatives include:

· Raising employee awareness to the benefits of learning

· Working with employers to identify learning needs

· Providing advice and guidance on learning to employees

· Negotiating  learning agreements with employers

· Secure equal opportunities in learning

· Helping employers to establish learning centres

· Brokering provision with training providers

· Monitoring quality of provision 

· Assisting employees and employers to access funding for learning

· Supporting innovative workplace developments such as Union Learning Fund Projects

· To help establish a learning culture within the workplace

The Benefits to Employers

All organisations benefit from having a skilled, trained and efficient workforce. The learning representative will provide the vital information, support and encouragement that will enable employees to update and acquire the new skills necessary in the world of work and beyond.

The role of the learning representative will help organisations to:

· Promote a positive attitude to learning and skills amongst employees

· Improve the skills and employability of the workforce, helping them become more adaptable to change

· Increased participation in workplace learning

· Provide accessible independent advice and support for employees about learning, at shop floor level.

· Introduce and improve a learning culture at the workplace

· Encourage internal career progression and employment based learning

Benefits to Employees

There are many advantages to employees in having a trained and resourced learning representative on site. The introduction of learning representatives will give employees:

· A familiar face, who they will know and who may have helped them out in the past

· A person who is completely independent, whose advice they can trust

· Someone who they know who will treat everything they say in confidence

· The opportunity to get advice in familiar surroundings

· Information about learning opportunities available inside and outside the workplace

· A person who is properly trained and informed, capable of representing their learning needs to the employer and education providers.

· A source of reliable information about existing and new learning and skills initiatives

GMB Learning Lift Off Training for Learning Representatives

All GMB learning representatives are given thorough training for their role. They also receive ongoing support from the GMB Education and Training Department and will be part of a network of learning representatives, education providers and employers.

Initial training consists of a three-day GMB course or five-day TUC training course structured to meet the needs of the learning representative and their company.

The course can be delivered either in a block or over a three-week or five-week period. 

Listed is an example of a GMB three-day course.

Session 1  

· Understanding Learning Lift Off

· The Union Approach

· Introductory Video

· Where, How and Why do we Learn

· Barriers to Learning

· The role of the Learning Advisor

Session 2

· Basic Skills in the Workplace

· E-Learning and ICT

· Listening Skills

· Research through Workplace Survey
Session 3

· Research through Survey (cont)

· What’s on Offer

· Learning Styles

· Review and Action Plan

Funding Opportunities

The Lifelong Learning Agenda is being supported strongly by the Government, education providers and economic development organisations and there is now the potential for European Funding.

Union Learning Fund

The ULF was established in 1998 in support of the Government’s objective of creating a learning society by encouraging the take up of learning in the workplace. The ULF is a source of funding to help trade unions use their influence with employers, employees and others to encourage greater take up of learning, and to boost their capacity as learning organisations. Now in its fourth year the Government has allocated £7m for 2001-2, £9m for 2002-3 and £11m for 2003-4. The extra funding includes money to support unions who are playing a progressive role in basic skills Development. Funding is allocated through a bidding process.

Learning Skills Council

The Learning Skills Council is the Government national Education and Training funding body. With an improved level of funding they now support projects aimed at increasing workplace learning. The GMB has worked successfully with the LSC in Norfolk and Suffolk to fund a number of projects. Funding is allocated through a bidding process.

The Partnership Fund

A Government fund aimed at improving industrial relations and developing partnership approaches to problem solving. Joint bids for education projects can be submitted to the Department of Trade and Industry. Last year £1.5m were allocated.

European Funding

Although details have not been finalised bidding for funds through the European Social Fund, Objective 3 or the Socrates programme may be possible.

There are also other local opportunities to access education free of charge.  Many basic skills and IT courses can be delivered at no cost to employees or employers.  
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