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Introduction

The paper focuses on workplace learning 
(WPL) in the UK and Ireland with particular
reference to the problem of competence
development. Issues such as motivation 
(of learners and organisations) for WPL,
recognition of workplace learning and
conditions for the management of WPL 
will also be consideredr. While many of 
the policy and research references 
provided in this paper are from the UK, 
the central argument applies to both 
the UK and Ireland.

Adult learning that takes place ‘outside 
the classroom’ has been an important 
area of research in a number of countries 
in recent years. Issues such as informal
learning, community-based learning 
and workplace learning have received
recognition as important areas of research
in many studies (Boud, 2006). Rapid changes
in economic and social development 
and the impact of globalisation have 
contributed to the changes in perception 
of adult education and workplace learning:

“Workplace Learning is a key
component of, and will have to 

make a major contribution to, 
a national strategy for lifelong
learning through generating marked
improvements in the numbers of
learners at work and in the range of
activity and achievements of those
who learn at, for or through the
workplace (NIACE, 1999).”√

Streumer and Kho (2006) observe that in 
both the UK and Ireland the influence of 
the government on vocational education
and training has been ambivalent: as in 
the rest of the Anglo-Saxon world, workforce
development has been the responsibility 
of employers. It has been noted that:

“In the Anglo-Saxon countries, 
there has been more of a history 
of governments refusing to intervene
in the market or place ‘constraints’ 
on employers in the form of legal
obligations either to consult or train
workers. There, employers have more
autonomy in terms of both the range
of working practices that can be
introduced and the ways in which 
they are introduced. The introduction
of new practices such as teamworking,
performance-based pay, appraisals,
etc. is usually seen as part of the
managerial prerogative. However, even
here there are always some limits on
managerial discretion. These may
stem from the influence of trade
unions which, in those organizations
that are unionized, often have the
power to be consulted over the
introduction of new practices
(International Labour Office, 2002).”
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Public policy context

UK
Factors such as low levels of productivity 
in the UK (linked to low levels of skill in the
workforce), low levels of participation in
training, and high differentials between social
groups prompted the newly elected Labour
government in 1997 to develop strategy
focused on (1) raising standards and 
(2) inclusion (Leney et al, 2004). As Miller 
(2005) notes, ‘the UK has moved away 
from a provider driven and technical view 
of vocational education and training to a
system where employers and employees
lead the way in skills development’. 
During recent years a number of government
publications and initiatives such as The
Learning Age (DfEE, 1998) or the launch 
of the government’s Skill Strategy (2003)
have stressed the importance of both adult
learning and the workplace as an important
site of learning (Felstead et al, 2004), and
emphasised the significance of the link
between (1) education and training 
provision and (2) employers’ demand 
for skills (Unwin and Fuller, 2003, p.2). A report
from the Cabinet Office Performance and
Innovation Unit (PIU, 2001) has underlined that
‘the demand for what is called “workforce
development” must come from employers
as well as individuals’ (Unwin and Fuller, 2003,
p.4). In addition, a number of national
initiatives aimed at supporting a widening 
of participation in workplace learning 
have been launched, including:

� Employer Training Pilots;

� Ufi/Learndirect;

� Investors in People;

� Adult Learners’ Week;

� National literacy and numeracy skills
campaigns and initiatives.

Ireland
Within the Irish context, although the 
country experienced a rapid economic
development during the last decade

(O’Connor, 2006), its post-compulsory
education and training system was
characterised by a number of problems,
such as low levels of lifelong learning, 
training and final educational qualifications
(Wickham and Boucher, 2004). As Wikcham 
and Boucher further note:

“Compared to other European
countries, Ireland had effectively no
clear adult educational strategy until
2000 […] and a very low expenditure
on all forms of adult education. Until
almost the end of the 1990s, Irish firms
spent less on training their workforces
than similar firms elsewhere in Europe
(Wickham and Boucher, 2004, p.385).” 

The issue of skills development and skills
upgrading is becoming an important trend in
Irish workforce development. It has been
reported that:

“[…] all jobs now have a strong skill
element. Given the distribution of
formal educational attainment in the
workforce and the changing skills mix,
upgrading the skills of people at the
lower paid end of the spectrum must
be a key priority. However, Ireland’s
long term competitiveness will only be
assured if workers at all levels have the
opportunity to upgrade their skills
(Report of the Taskforce on Lifelong Learning,
2002, p.43).”

The National Adult Learning Council was
created in 2002 to promote a co-ordinated
strategy for the development and delivery 
of adult learning across the various levels 
and sectors including workplace learning.
Another important initiative represented by
inter-departmental/inter-agency working
groups operates at a national level between
government departments and the social
partners as part of the National Social
Partnership process. An integrated approach
to the delivery of education, training, welfare,
social inclusion and industrial development
policies is forged through integrated planning
under the National Development Plan, the
Programme for Sustaining Progress (latest
national social partnership agreement), the
National Action Plans on Employment, the
National Anti-Poverty Strategy and the work of
such groups as the Expert Group on Future
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Skills Needs (Implementing Lifelong Learning
Strategies in Europe, 2003).

Significant government publications 
that had an important impact on the
development of workplace learning in
Ireland included: Charting our Education
Future; White Paper on Education (1995), 
The Education Act 1998; The Qualifications
(Education and Training) Act 1999; White
Paper on Adult Education: Learning for Life
(2000); Report of the Task Force on Lifelong
Learning (2002). The key points of these
documents related to the issue of workplace
learning and adult education have been
summarised as follows (Implementing
Lifelong Learning Strategies in Europe, 2003):

� to prioritise state investment towards those most
at risk, and tackle disadvantage in terms of key
attention to literacy and numeracy, preventing
and addressing early school leaving, tackling
unemployment, and providing second chance
education and training for those with low skills;

� to ensure a supply of high-quality ‘manpower’
to address skill needs, widening access to
lifelong learning in the context of an integrated
approach to education and training;

� to enhance quality through staff development,
research and evaluation;

� to embed education and training provision
within a national framework of qualifications,
providing for quality standards, streamlined
progression pathways, mechanisms for credit
accumulation and accreditation of prior and
work-based learning, and embracing learning
in formal, non-formal, community and
workplace environments.

The specific priorities identified in the White
Paper on Adult Education: Learning for Life
(2000) included (1) implementation of a
national adult literacy strategy; (2) expansion
of part time options in further education
through a Back to Education Initiative aimed
specifically at young people and adults with
less than upper second level education, 
and including a Basic ICT skills strategy; (3)
improved opportunities for adult participation
in third level education; (4) a strengthened
role for community education; and (5) the

establishment of a National Adult Learning
Council and Local Adult Learning Boards for
improved co-ordination, integration and
planning, nationally and locally. Another
important document in this context, 
The Report of the Task Force on Lifelong
Learning (2002), focused more specifically 
on learning for those in the workplace and
emphasised, as follows:

� developing and implementing the National
Qualifications Framework;

� ensuring Basic Skills for all;

� providing comprehensive guidance and
counselling;

� addressing delivery, access and funding
issues;

� better learning opportunities in the
workplace and for workers.

General benefits of workplace learning

Summarising what we discussed briefly
above, we argue that various initiatives
launched to develop workplace learning
have aimed to tackle a number of
economic and social factors such as low
levels of productivity (low levels of skill in the
workforce) or low levels of participation in
training. In this context workplace learning 
is often characterised, conceptualised 
and promoted as advantageous (or at
least potentially) for both employers and
employees and the state (Lee et al, 2004). 
The following economic, social and 
personal benefits have been associated 
with workplace learning:

For policy-makers, as noted by Unwin and
Fuller (2003), the concept of learning at work
offers the potential of delivering economic
benefits as well as tackling social exclusion.
Similarly, Fuller et al (2004) argue that policy-
makers are focusing on workplace learning
as a way of improving organisational
performance and, at the aggregate level,
national economic success.

For educationalists and trade unionists,
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workplace learning represents the
opportunity to reach adults who do not
participate in or have little access to formal
learning opportunities (Unwin and Fuller, 2003,
p.4).  The workplace can provide a supportive
and motivating site for individual adult
learners thus enhancing their skills and
knowledge (Unwin and Fuller, 2003). The issue 
of motivation for learners will be discussed in
more detail in section ‘Aspects of acquisition
and development of work-related skills and
competences’.

Learning at work: concepts and
definitions

Workplace learning is a term that is open to
wide interpretation.  As noted by Lee et al
(2004) there is no singular definition or one
unified approach to what ‘workplace
learning’ is, what it should be, or who it is or
should be for. Definitions and terminology
related to learning taking place in the
workplace vary from study to study, including
terms such as ‘work-related learning’
(Streumer, 2006), work-based learning (Avis,
2004) or ‘learning at work’ (Boud and Garrick,
1999), etc. Boud and Symes (2000, p.14)
distinguish between work-based learning and
workplace learning, stressing that:

“Work-based learning needs to be
distinguished from workplace
learning, that form of learning that
occurs on a day-to-day basis at work
as employees acquire new skills or
develop new approaches to solving
problems. No formal educational
recognition normally accrues to such
learning, whether or not it is organized
systematically.”

Mulholland et al (2005a) talk about learning
that occurs in organisations from the ground
up, without strategic intervention from senior
management. Workers learn through
experience and reflection on their work
practice, and share ideas and stories among
colleagues. They refer to this kind of learning
as ‘organisational learning’. The Performance
and Innovation Unit Report 2001 (PIU, 2001)
uses the term ‘workforce development’ to
denote activities which increase the
capacity of individuals to participate

effectively in the workforce. However, as
Unwin and Fuller (2003) argue, the problem
with this definition is that it still focuses on
individual employees rather than on the
workplace as a whole (Unwin and Fuller, 
2003, p.7).

In this paper we will draw on the definition 
of workplace learning given by Unwin and
Fuller (2003), which provides a good insight
into the nature of the workplace learning:

“The term ‘workplace learning’ is used
to embrace all types of learning which
are generated or stimulated by the
needs of the workplace including
formal on-the-job training, informal
learning and work-related off-the-job
education and training (Unwin and Fuller,
2003, p.7) .”

This definition was adopted in Evans et al
(2006) as that learning which derives its
purpose from the context of employment 
(i.e. learning in for and through the workplace).
In this context learning is perceived as
something that “[…] you do continually whilst
at work, both out of choice and by necessity
(Gray et al, 2004, p.vii)”. Similarly, Malone (2005)
describes workplace learning as any learning
that takes place in the workplace:

“Most of what we learn takes place at
work rather than on formal courses.
Work activities, the workplace, the
supervisor, other workers … are the key
learning resources for workers (Malone,
2005, p.67).”

What employees learn as ‘learners in the
workplace’ leads to the development of
certain skills or competences, e.g. job-
specific, occupational or personal, etc. 
The next section will consider the question 
of competences in the workplace.

Developing competences in the
workplace

Developing competence has become 
a crucial issue for achieving success in 
the workplace. A number of research 
studies have been devoted to this problem
(Eraut, 1994; Hodkinson, 1995; Oates, 2004).  
The concept of competence is very
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complex, and could be interpreted in a
variety of ways. As Gonczi (1999) notes, the
meanings given to competence in everyday
life, in vocational education and training
settings and in academic settings are quite
different. What is more, the meaning is likely
to change over time within each of these
contexts (Gonczi, 1999).

“Competence-based education 
and training: development of
competences through national
qualification frameworks”

In the UK/Irish context, the  focus of
post-compulsory education and training
(including WPL) has been largely associated
with the notion of CBET (competence-based
education and training), with the NVQs
(national vocational qualifications) being 
the best known example of CBET.

NVQs (England) are work-related,
competence-based qualifications. They are
based on national occupational standards
which cover all the main aspects of an
occupation, including current best practice,
the ability to adapt to future requirements,
and the knowledge and understanding that
underpin competent performance. NVQs
assess the skills and knowledge people need
to do their jobs effectively. NVQs are modular,
work-based and able to recognise prior
achievements. They can be introduced into
any organisation as a type of workplace
learning. NVQs give people the opportunity
to prove their competence in their work and
gain official recognition for this:

“The elements, units and statements of
competence are given meaning by
the performance criteria and range
statements that have to be met before
the unit can be awarded.”

NVQs are divided into five levels. These are
work-related levels of competence, which
are defined as such: 

Level 1 Foundation skills in occupations.
Competence which involves the application
of knowledge in the performance of a range
of varied work activities, most of which may
be routine and predictable. 

Level 2 Operative or semi-skilled
occupations. Competence which involves
the application of knowledge in a significant
range of varied work activities, performed in
a variety of contexts. Some of these activities
are complex or non-routine and there is
some individual responsibility or autonomy.
Collaboration with others, perhaps through
membership of a work group or team, may
often be a requirement. 

Level 3 Technician, craft, skilled and
supervisory occupations. Competence
which involves the application of knowledge
in a broad range of varied work activities
performed in a wide variety of contexts, 
most of which are complex and non-routine. 
There is considerable responsibility and
autonomy and control or guidance of 
others is often required. 

Level 4 Technical and junior management
occupations. Competence which involves
the application of knowledge in a broad
range of complex, technical or professional
work activities performed in a variety of
contexts and with a substantial degree of
personal responsibility and autonomy.
Responsibility for the work of others and the
allocation of resources is often present. 

Level 5 Chartered, professional and senior
management occupations. Competence
which involves the application of a range of
fundamental principles across a wide and
often unpredictable variety of contexts. 
Very substantial personal autonomy and
often significant responsibility for the work of
others and for the allocation of substantial
resources features strongly, as do personal
accountabilities for analysis, diagnosis,
design, planning, execution and evaluation.
Within NVQs, the structure of the qualifications
makes two related assumptions: that
competence can be described using
explicit and transparent descriptions (which
can be used in assessment processes) and
that competence can be broken down into
its constituent components, which can then
be expressed as individual units (which can
be combined in different ways to form
specific qualifications). (Oates, 2004).  
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CBET has been subject to some debate and
criticism. Fletcher (1992), for example,
observes that the NVQ framework aims to
develop a competent workforce through a
system of assessment rather than training.
Similarly, Hodkinson (1995) comments on
competence framework’s preoccupation
with summative assessment, whereas, as
suggested by Jessup (1991), learning should
be the central process in NVQ delivery.
Furthermore, Tuxworth’s research (1989)
describes the notion of competence as
‘inadequate’ because the competent
person may have skills and abilities that 
are more than the sum of the separate
elements of competence.

Classification of competences on the
scope or level of aggregation of
competence

Oates (2004) suggests the following
classification of competences – 
essentially distinctions in the scope or 
level of aggregation of descriptions of
competence (Oates, 2004, p.62):

Generic relating to skill components which
are not expressed in the form of activities
specific to a particular setting – for example,
key skills in communication.

Occupational relating to description at the
level of an occupation – the description
engages with activities at a high level of
generality, with the intention that it applies to
a wide range of settings and to a wide range
of specific ways of completing the activities –
for example, a generic description of fault
diagnosis in aircraft hydraulic systems.

Task-specific but independent of specific jobs
relating to descriptions which give the detail
of the task (e.g. constructing lead roofing) but
which do not engage with the way that the
task might be organised within 
a specific work system. This level is common
in the development of national standards 
(for qualifications and for quality standards).
Within this level there is a hierarchy of
sublevels: for example, a standard can relate
to inert gas welding, or deal with a lower 

level of aggregation: (i) argon welding; 
(ii) tungsten inert gas welding; 
(iii) oxy-acetylene welding, etc.

Job-specific, enterprise-specific relating 
to descriptions of the way in which a task is
undertaken in a specific work system. Falling
into this category comes job descriptions,
work analysis processes (for purposes of pay
regulation, of reward systems and of
management control), etc.

Person-specific relating to the way the task 
or job is undertaken by a specific individual
within a specific work system. This is important
for training, assessment and evaluation
purposes. Undertaken by the worker/learner
themselves, it can also form her/his
contribution to appraisal systems and
assessment and in preparing applications 
for jobs and for training/education
programmes.

Oates discusses further that
“…‘competence’ emerges as an
inferred quality of a set of capacities
which allow complex decision making
and action in diverse settings. 
The development of these capacities
takes time, immersion in rich learning
environments, guided reflection and 
a complex interaction of theory and
practice – both in acquiring and
maintaining effective work
performance.”

Oates (2004) argues that this contrasts
dramatically with the presentation of
competence in NVQs:

“The descriptions may be long and
confusing to those not familiar with
them but, taken individually, they are
simple in linguistic form and thus
convey a superficial atomistic simplicity
in respect of work tasks and the
development of skilled performance.
NVQs appear to have fallen short of
their stated aims, which were – after
all – extremely ambitious. We should
be very alert to the limitations of
outcomes-based qualifications and
standards – they will do some things
but not others.”
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It is fair to note that a significant amount of
UK literature has been devoted to critiquing
the assumptions of the dominant versions of
competence in UK VET policy  (Hyland, 1994
Wolf, 1994). It has been pointed out that
competency standards may drive curriculum
narrowing content (Hyaland, 1994).
Furthermore it has been claimed that, that
competences emphasize performance and
outcomes over knowledge and cognition
(Barnet, 1994; Hyland 1994).

Importance of tacit (transferable 
or generic) skills and competences 
in the workplace
Further debate on work-related competences
underpinned the issue of the importance of
developing transferable skills and abilities that
people can use in a variety of settings,
including workplace settings (Evans, 2002).
Tacit skills and abilities have been perceived
as significant in the workplace. In this context,
Evans’s research (2002) develops a model of
key competences that has emphasised a
broad cluster of abilities coming together in
ways that generate growth, movement and
future development, including competences
such as (1) methodological competences;
(2) competences related to attitudes and
values; (3) learning competences; (4) social
and interpersonal competences and (5)
content-related and practical competences.
Such a model of competences identifies
abilities that are important in negotiating
changes of work and learning environments
(Evans, 2002).

Development of work-related
competences: formal versus informal
training

The workplace has been considered to
be a primary site for the acquisition and
development of work-related competences.
Mulholland et al (2005a) observe that factors
such as rapid technological development,
job mobility as well as unemployment has
had a profound impact on competence
development. Employees are expected 
to acquire their competences not only
through formal education but also 

through the ‘real’ setting of their 
workplace.

In Ireland, as stressed by the Report 
of the Taskforce on Lifelong Learning 
(2002, p.43), many occupations have no
formal qualifications attaching to them or
any formal statement of the knowledge, 
skills and competencies which are required
to perform the tasks associated with the
occupation. Therefore, the issue of
developing required competences within 
the workplace is becoming a crucial one:

“The changing demographic picture
outlined earlier demonstrates that
upgrading the skills of the population
will increasingly have to happen in 
the workplace or in collaborative
approaches between enterprises 
and learning providers (Report of the
Taskforce Lifelong Learning, 2002, p.43).”

Malone (2005) draws on the issue of 
learning at work versus learning in the
classroom, stressing that in many cases
learning at work is more useful, memorable
and lasting as it is more meaningful 
and relevant to employees’ and 
business’s needs:

“We get constant feedback from our
actions and the lessons learned from
our success and failures can be
immediately applied. This contrasts
with formal courses where the learning
often is not relevant to our needs and
the opportunities for application 
do not take place for some time
(Malone, 2005, p.69).”

What is more, the author suggests that:
“In some specialisations, workplace
learning is the only option because
the rate of change is so rapid and the
number requiring training is so small
that it is not feasible to use traditional
classroom approaches to training and
development (Malone, 2005, p.69).”

Discussing the UK context, Fuller et al 
(2004) comment on the tensions existing
between the needs of businesses and
employees, and between formal 
and workplace learning:
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� There is a widely held belief that formal or
qualification-focused learning (QFL) is ‘ritualistic,
rote and virtually meaningless’ while work-
based learning (WBL) is ‘real, relevant and
meaningful’. Whilst such views are unlikely to be
wholly accurate […] some form of
transdisciplinarity is increasingly required in both
QFL and WBL (Fuller et al, 2004, p.7)

� As reported by Rose (2005), the level of skills
attainment among employees in terms of
formal educational qualifications rose steadily
in the UK during the 1990s. However, as Rose
(2005) discusses further, high matching of the
qualification held by the employee within those
normally demanded by the employers and for
the job concerned can be assumed.

� Unwin and Fuller (2003) argue that
improvements to schooling on its own can’t
overcome so-called ‘low-skills equilibrium’
(Finegold and Soskice, 1988) and that the
workplace has to make a bigger and better
contribution to the UK learning gap. 
The workplace can and should be a natural 
site for learning and competence development
capable of motivating people to develop 
their skills.

However, it is important to note that all the
discussion on the benefits of workplace or
informal learning does not aim to undermine
the importance of formal education (e.g.
college-based schooling). As summarised 
by McGivney  (2006, p.18), ‘it is not intended
to suggest that informal sources of learning
are intrinsically “better” or of greater
importance than formal instruction, but 
to highlight their value’.

Aspects of acquisition and development
of work-related skills and competences

Motivation (of learners and
organisations) for workplace 
learning (WPL)
Factors facilitating the development of
workplace competences through motivation
of learners and employers have been
considered in a number of studies (e.g.
Malone, 2005; Unwin and Fuller, 2003; Fuller et al,
2004; Avis, 2004). Drawing on the previous

research in this area, in this paper we
distinguish several groups of motivational
factors that may stimulate learners towards
engaging in workplace learning, namely
(1) factors related to learners’ personalities/
backgrounds; (2) factors related to the
workplace environment; and (3) factors
related to skills development and recognition.

1 Factors related to learners’
personalities/backgrounds
The first group of motivational 
factors is related to learners’ personal
backgrounds, previous ducational/
workplace experiences, etc. A number 
of research studies have drawn on the 
way the following factors are related to the
learners’ motivation to receive work-related
education: Previous educational experience
– Research undertaken by Bates et al (2005)
suggests that those with the lowest levels of
educational attainment are the least likely 
to participate in work-related education or
training. Conversely, as Rose (2005) argues, 
it is reasonable to expect that the ostensible
competence (indicated by level 
of qualification) attained by employees 
will necessarily have some effect upon
dispositions relevant to work, especially 
on expectations of work that employees
develop independently or adopt from 
a reference group, and on the structure 
of intentions they acquire for 
their own participation in 
paid work (p.133).

Previous workplace experiences
Employees with previous workplace
experience feel more confident 
within their current workplace settings. 
Research undertaken by Evans et al
(2004) demonstrates the way employees 
are able to employ their previously 
acquired skills in their present workplace
environments and to what extent this 
may facilitate their motivation and
confidence at work.

Age 
Research undertaken by Bates et al (2005)
suggests that older workers, especially those
beyond the state retirement age, are the
least likely to engage in work-related training.
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Learners’ attitudes and dispositions
Hodkinson et al (2004) explore the way
learners’ individual biographies, depositions
and attitudes may facilitate or undermine
their motivation and learning success within
their workplaces. Similarly Malone (2005)
observes that wants, needs and desires are
grounded in values and feelings. Discussing
what he defines as intrinsic motivation in the
context of workplace learning, the author
further notes:

“If we have an interest in a topic that
we are learning, we find the learning
itself rewarding […]. Intrinsic
motivation […] corresponds to the
desire to learn to meet your own goals
rather than the expectations of others
(Malone, 2005, pp.43–44).”

Family circumstances and financial
situation
This factor may significantly facilitate or
undermine learners’ motivation (Hodkinson et
al, 2004; Evans et al, 2004).

2 The workplace as a site for learning
The second group of motivational factors 
is related to the issue of an environment 
at a workplace. It has been drawn on in 
a number of studies that a stimulating 
‘learning environment’ in a workplace may
considerably facilitate learners’ motivation
and skills development. In this context the
‘workplace is conceptualised as an
environment in which people learn
because it provides opportunities for them 
to (co)-participate in activities and practices’
(Fuller et al, 2004, p.8). Research by Evans et al
(2004) has drawn on the issue of the extent 
to which employees’ motivation and
competence development at work is
influenced by how they experience their
working environments. Building on definitions
by Fuller and Unwin (2004) of expansive 
and restrictive workplace environments,
Evans et al (2004) suggest that workplace
environments experienced as expansive
facilitate further development and
deployment of skills whereas environments
experienced as restrictive are found in
workplace settings that do little to encourage
further professional training or development
of new skills. Another feature of a restrictive

environment identified by Evans et al (2004)
is isolation at work when employees have 
a feeling that they are outsiders or mere
observers. Conversely, as the authors
observe, expansive workplace settings 
are often associated with the feeling of 
being a part of a team at a workplace.

Malone (2005) identifies so-called ‘extrinsic’
factors related to the issue of workplace
environment that could be a feature of 
either an expansive or restrictive 
workplace, such as:

� fear of redundancy;

� promotion prospects;

� managerial pressure;

� peer competition.

He notes, however, that such motivational
factors as, for example, fear of redundancy
or any kind of a negative pressure, may work
as a short-term motivator, but are unlikely to
be effective in the long term.

Another important benefit associated 
with a stimulating learning environment is 
that of engagement of learners (Evans, Kersh,
2006). Avis (2004) argues that the workplace
learning environment may contribute to the
re-integration of those who are disaffected 
and disengaged by drawing on an interest 
in work. What is more, workplace learning
seeks to address the interests of those who,
while academically able, feel out of kilter 
with schooling and are seeking practical
experience alongside the acquisition of
qualifications which offer the progression 
to higher education (Avis, 2004, p.211).

An issue of addressing learners’ individual
needs has also been associated with a
stimulating learning environment. Unwin 
and Fullers’ (2003) research suggests that 
the needs of different types of learners
should be taken into account and 
addressed within their workplaces. 
For example, the authors note that it is 
crucial that organisations consider the 
long-term needs of their younger 
employees who should be given 
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the opportunity to gain qualifications that
can help them progress within and beyond
their current workplace. Furthermore,
sensitivity will need to be shown when
creating opportunities for those employees
who lack basic skills and for those with
learning disabilities.

3 Recognition of tacit skills and
competences
Boud and Garrick (1999) observe that
employees are extending their educational
capabilities in learning through their work.

“At the same time opportunities and
problems within work are creating 
the need for new knowledge and
understanding. Employees develop
skills of expression and communication
which spill over into their personal lives.
They learn new ways of collaboration
and planning which they apply in 
their families and community
organisations to which they belong 
(Boud and Garrick, 1999, p.1).”

Evans et al’s (2004) research has
demonstrated that recognition of employees’
tacit skills and personal competences may
enhance their motivation and further
facilitate their learning attitudes and
willingness to take on various workplace
learning opportunities.

Benefits and motivational factors for
employers
This points to employers’ interests in
workplace learning, in that significant
benefits are accrued by investing in
workforce development.  As noted 
by Boud and Garrick:

“A new focus on learning is changing
the way businesses see themselves. 
At the same time, educational
institutions are realizing that they need
to engage with the world of work in a
more sophisticated manner than ever
before (Boud and Garrick, 1999, p.1).”

Furthermore, the authors observe that the
context of a rapidly changing market and
the development of ‘knowledge workers’
within high-tech ‘knowledge societies’ is
occurring. The nature of work is changing 

with ‘knowledge’ being regarded increasingly
as the primary resource, thus giving rise to
unprecedented demands for learning –
delivered flexibly and in authentic work
settings (Boud and Garrick, 1999, pp.2–3).

However, Lee et al (2004) draw on research
undertaken by Forrester (1999) noting that
broader sets of interests are often promoted.
In their discussion of post-compulsory
education and training in Britain, they note
that the contribution of ‘employee learning’
to competitiveness and the ‘economic 
well-being’ of organisations and companies
is promoted by the government to have
distinct advantages for individual employees,
this facilaiting their personal development,
social learning and active citizenship:

“A central feature of the “modernising
consensus”, actively promoted by
“New Labour” is not only the
recognition of the importance of
knowledge and skills within a
successful and dynamic economy but
also the contribution of this workplace
learning and training towards
addressing issues of social justice,
equity and social inclusion.
“Competing within the global
economy” by definition also
necessitates the existence of a
“civilised society and (the
development of) the talents of each
and every one of us” (Department for
Education and Employment 1997. 3).
(Forrester, 1999, p. 189 – cited from Lee et
al, 2004, p.3).”

Coffield (2000, p.16) emphasises that 
easy talk of companies becoming learning
organisations disguises a basic conflict of
interests between employers and employees
and between the socially included and
excluded:

“Companies which downsize,
deregulate relocate and outsource
will find increasing difficulty in
engendering long-term commitment
within their workface. Conversely, for
an employee, loyalty to an employer
or a firm may prove to be an
expensive trap […] (Coffield, 2000, p.16).”

Evans (1995) discusses the ways in which the
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concepts of competence and citizenship
are interrelated. She argues that the
concepts of competence and citizenship
are concepts that both have minimal and
maximal versions that are often used in
contradictory ways in the modernizing
discourses of UK policy. According to Evans
(1995), there is a need to ensure that the
versions being used are complementary, 
not contradictory, with maximal versions 
of both most suited to advancing the
aims of the civilised society.

Recognition/accreditation of
workplace learning

Recognition/accreditation of work-related
learning may take place through the
following programmes/courses:

� qualifications within the National Qualifications
Framework;

� other qualifications outside the national
qualification framework (e.g. RSA or City and
Guilds, vendor qualifications offered by
Microsoft and others);

� short training courses (not necessarily leading to
a qualification);

� publicly funded work-based training, e.g.
Modern Apprenticeships (MA) (Foundation MAs
at Level 2, Advanced MAs at Level 3).

Modern Apprenticeship
The MA, introduced in 1994, is a government-
supported work-based learning (WBL)
programme; 16–24-year-olds are currently
eligible, but an extension of the programme
to individuals aged 25 and above was
announced in the Skills Strategy (DfES, 2003).
The programme was first introduced at Level
3 only, but in 2001, was split into two phases –
the Foundation Modern Apprenticeship (FMA)
leading to NVQ Level 2, and the Advanced
Modern Apprenticeship (AMA) leading to
NVQ Level 3. For the majority, learning takes
place both in the workplace and off-site
through day or block release at a further
education college or with a private training
provider, although some apprentices receive
no off-the-job training (Stasz et al, 2004). 

The revised Modern Apprenticeships are a
mixture of work-based training and education,
which include the following basic elements:

� a National Vocational Qualification (NVQ);

� key skills, e.g. communication and application
of number;

� a technical certificate;

� other mandatory or optional elements as
specified by the particular occupation.

APEL (Accreditation of Prior 
Experiential Learning)
APEL came from the USA, where it was
developed in the 1970s, and is defined by
the UK Centre for Materials Education (2005)
as ‘a means of crediting people for
achievements, skills and knowledge that they
have already gained. It takes into
consideration organised study, such as
courses and experience at work, or during
leisure or community activities.’ It is generally
accepted that there are three categories of
prior learning (Shmyr, 2003). These are:

� Formal learning: structured and intentional,
achieved through programmes at accredited
institutions;

� Non-formal learning: intentional through
participation in organised workplace training,
courses or workshops but without credit;

� Informal learning: from life experience,
workplace-based learning, volunteering, 
self-directed learning, hobbies, family
responsibilities, etc.

In the APEL system, credit is awarded for
learning that can be demonstrated; the
process by which that learning was achieved
is immaterial. APEL is seen as being integral
to Lifelong Learning because it is the main
mechanism by which learning and skills
acquired outside of formal education are
valued (Colardyn and Bjornavold, 2004).

Conditions for management 
of workplace learning
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It has been noted that the increasingly
important issue of developing competence
in order to create a smart workforce leads to
a further demand for efficient ways to
manage training and development in
organisations (Sandberg, 2000).  However, as
noted by Lee et al (2004, p.23), until relatively
recently, most commentators within
workplace learning have focused upon the
characteristics of learning for individual
learners at work, and have paid relatively little
attention to the ways in which organisational
structure and workplace context may shape
and interact with learning activities.

Provision and management of workplace
learning is associated with a number of
difficulties. As Unwin and Fuller (2003) observe,
the main objective of the majority of
workplaces is not ‘learning’ but the successful
delivery of goods or services. Furthermore:

“Learning plays a vital role in meeting
that objective but its contribution is
often minimized because learning 
is a difficult process to separate out
from day-to-day activities 
(Unwin and Fuller, 2003, p.3).”

Attempts to identify a correlation between
training and organisational performance
have been futile, and this leads to a situation
where most employers consider workplace
learning to be beneficial, but they do not
measure and/or are not aware of its
outcomes (Unwin and Fuller, 2003). In this
context the challenge is to try to persuade
employers that investment in workplace
learning will contribute to improvement 
in their business performance
(Unwin and Fuller, 2003).

The issues related to conditions for
management of workplace learning can be
summarised as follows:

� the difficulty in persuading employers that
investing in training or learning offers a return;

� the changing nature of skills and learning;

� difficulties employers have in recording,
measuring and therefore evaluating much
informal workplace learning;

� employers’ need for brokers to raise awareness
and support them to undertake and to
measure and evaluate workplace learning.

Lee et al (2004) draw on the issue of
‘organisational structure’ and ‘individual
engagement’, emphasising as follows:

“What can be understood, then, as
‘organisational structures’, workplace
‘contexts’ and the processes through
which learning within the workplace is
shaped, are brought about by, and
operate through various activities that
are generated through a complex
structure/agency dynamic. In other
words, individual engagement has 
a significant part to play in how
organisational structures are both
constructed and operationalised, 
and in turn these create the
conditions for (but do not determine)
individual engagement. In this sense,
the organisational structures which will
shape and influence learning are not
separate entities which ‘bear down’ 
on individuals but are rather created
and continuously re-created through
them (Lee et al, 2004, p.28).”

Fuller and Unwin (2004) further discuss 
the issue of organisational structures and
management particularly focusing on how
learning is shaped through a complex
interplay between organisational structures,
workplace contexts and different forms of
participation across communities of practice.
The concept of ‘expansive/ restrictive
continuum’ is considered to be of importance
in this context.  Fuller and Unwin draw on 
the factors which generated an expansive
learning environment for the apprentices
including: opportunities for both ‘on- and 
off-the-job’ learning; knowledge and skill
development through participation in
multiple communities of practice; access 
to knowledge-based qualifications; and 
a structure for progression. Conversely, a
restrictive working environment is associated
with  a narrow range of ‘on-the-job’ training;
no organisational structure for progression
and the gaining of new skills; no access to
knowledge-based qualifications; and
restricted participation within a singular
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community of practice (see Fuller and Unwin,
2004). Similarly, Evans and Kersh (2006)
research shows that engagement in
workplace learning is maximised when
the learning is well situated in the practical
activities of the workplace; in the context and
culture of the workplace and in the socio-
biographical features of the workers’ lives.

Conclusions

The literature review undertaken within this
paper has underpinned the importance 
of theoretical and conceptual development
in the area of workplace learning and
competence development.  Summarising
what we discussed in this paper we argue
that a better understanding of various types
of interrelations between workplace learning
and competence development is required.
In  addition, the role played by the factors/
conditions such as motivation, evaluation
and management need to be considered
further in the context of various changes of
the ‘knowledge society”.  A stronger focus 
on the issues such as conditions of lifelong
learning, situation of the learners/employees,
formal versus informal learning, is required.  
In addition, the key themes, identified within
this research (e.g. motivation or evaluation)
need to be considered in the context of 
both macro and micro levels. Dissemination
of research findings is also considered to be
an important objective of this research.

The literature review has shown that 
currently in the UK and Ireland, the problems
of competence development are closely
linked to an issue of developing skills and
abilities required by the ‘knowledge society’.
Employees need to possess and/or develop
the competences that would enable them
to perform their work as well as to contribute
to their personal development (e.g. through
development of their communication skills,
time management, etc.). Not to undermine
the value of acquiring competences through
formal education, much research has drawn
on the importance of workplace learning in
the context of developing work-related
competences. The workplace as a site for
learning has become an increasingly

dominant issue in a number of research
publications related to work-related 
learning and skills development.

The issue of competences has proved 
to be a complex one. An understanding 
and notion of competence varies from
context to context (e.g. NVQ competences,
tacit competences, key competences, 
etc.). Therefore, it is important to take into 
account the issue of context, bearing in 
mind that the concept of competence 
may be contextually specific. The literature
review undertaken within this paper suggests
that in the area of competences, future 
research might address the following
questions:

� What are the best ways/techniques to assess
competencies (e.g. formative assessment
versus summative assessment)?

� What are the competences required to function
in the changing workplace? How are they
acquired/developed?

� Do competences improve workers’ self-efficacy
and self-esteem in the workplace?

� Do competences acquired for one occupation
transfer to other occupations?

� Do competences contribute to building a
learning organisation?

� What competences are required to function 
in a knowledge society? Do jobs match the
competences identified for them?

Another important area for research 
is associated with the need for workplace
learning to be understood as an embedded
process which depends on but can also
shape and change the culture and behavior
of an organisation (Unwin and Fuller, 2003).
Learning cannot be separated from its
organisational context. The significant
questions to be investigated further 
are as follows:

� How could learning and competence
development be embedded better 
in the workplace?
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� How does competence development
contribute to shaping and changing the culture
and behavior of organisations?

� What are the factors that may facilitate the
process of embedding learning and
competence development in the workplace?

� What is the role and involvement of employers
in these processes?

The last point, dealing with the role and
involvement of employers, is an important
area of research. From a policy perspective
the great challenge is to try and persuade
employers that investment in workplace
learning will continue to contribute to
improvements in their business performance.
Therefore, it is important to investigate further
the factors that may facilitate employers’
investment in workplace learning.
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