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Learning Representatives 

A Guide for Employers
The Learning Representatives Project, an initiative of the NZ Council of Trade Unions, is funded through the Tertiary Education Commission as part of the tripartite Skill NZ programme involving the TEC, the NZCTU, Business NZ and the Industry Training Federation.  

New Zealand’s Learning Representatives scheme is modelled loosely on the British one which has been running since 1997.   Their initial pilot was highly successful and led to a significant boost in funding for learning and learning activity.

The project not only assisted workers into learning and lifted the skill base of the UK, but also set up a productive management and union dialogue on learning and made significant advances in introducing a culture of learning at work.

This guide explains the New Zealand project.  However the quotes we use come from the British handbook.  They tell of the British experience and tips for best practice.

“Business NZ supports the Learning Representatives programme where employers and employees agree there is a demonstrable need for the programme” 

Phil O’Reilly

Chief Executive

Business NZ

May 2005

What is a Learning Representative?

A new type of workplace representative who is trained in advising co-workers on learning needs and opportunities.  Learning Reps are recruited from within the workforce, and they aim to complement and add value to the employer’s existing training strategy.
The key role of the Learning Rep is to raise awareness of training and development across the workforce he or she represents – whether unskilled workers or highly qualified professionals, whether among those with urgent literacy and numeracy needs or those who wish to refresh and upgrade their skills.

What are the benefits of working with Learning Reps?

Most organisations recognise that their employees need to have the right skills to respond to changes in the business environment.  In many industries there is also an increasing need to meet legislative requirements, such as health and safety, food hygiene and so on, that require employees to interpret and understand increasingly complex information.

Even though many employers encourage their workers to take part in training, sometimes the results are not what had been hoped for.  Employees sometimes lack the confidence to get involved in learning and sometimes they are wary about why an employer is asking them to undertake training, especially in areas such as numeracy and literacy.  One of the main aims of the Learning Representative is to provide the vital information, support and encouragement that will enable these employees to feel comfortable in acquiring new skills.

Learning alone can be daunting. Learning as a group activity with co-workers can make a huge difference.

Since the project commenced there has been an expanded awareness of the value of the project in assisting with literacy issues.  Many New Zealand workers do not have the basic literacy and numeracy skills they need to be effective employees.  What is more, around 40% of New Zealand workers do not have sufficient foundation skills to allow them to participate in further learning opportunities.  
Am important part of the training provided to Learning Reps is in dealing with workplace literacy.  They are able to tackle literacy issues without the learner becoming defensive.

Big picture: - the Learning Reps project is about workers making a commitment to productivity and growth and engagement with employers and with government as social partners in economic development.

The handbook for Learning Representatives describes the role of the Learning Representative as helping organisations to:

· build positive attitudes to learning amongst workers

· improve the skills and employability of the workforce

· better adapt to change

· unlock potential within individuals and groups so that they can take up promotion and progression opportunities

· increase participation in workplace learning

· provide accessible advice and support in learning for workers at all levels of the workforce.

The British Learning Representatives Scheme – a survey and report after four years of the project.

37% of employers in the scheme put a more confident and enthusiastic workforce as the number one benefit.  22% saw the primary benefit as a workforce more receptive to training, and 19% saw the primary benefit as a workforce with more skills necessary for promotion. 

96% of employers involved in the scheme confirmed that they would like to continue being involved.

Data:  Evaluation of the Union Learning Fund Year 4 – York Consulting Ltd. 

Management Commitment

The Learning Reps project works best in a partnership relationship between employer and union, and on site with close collaboration between employers, union and learning representatives.  For such partnership to function effectively, it is important to get the commitment of senior managers to supporting Learning Reps project.  They need to be able to clearly see the benefits to their organisation of working in partnership with Learning Reps.

“The Learning Rep offers guidance for learning.  He/she is out there on the shop floor and so is easier to approach.  Learning is of benefit to the company and is helping to reduce the “divide”.  It has improved skills and is a good return on our investment in terms of time paid for rep duties.”

“The work of the Learning Rep raises awareness of opportunities, improves access to learning by a wider range of people, and develops trust between the rep and the learner because it is not management driven”.

Quotes from employer reports on the U K scheme. 

What are the benefits to employees?

There are many advantages to employees in having support available from a trained Learning Rep who can give advice in the familiar surroundings of the workplace.  Learning Reps can provide information about learning opportunities, available both inside and outside the workplace.  They are an accessible source of information on everyday training matters as well as new and existing learning and skills initiatives such as Modern Apprenticeships.  And by helping employees to improve their skill levels and increase their confidence and morale, they can contribute to the overall success and productivity of their organisations.

Most important – Reps can help make learning a supported group activity.  
“It is a ‘win-win’: if we want to stay ahead competitively the organisation must embrace change.  The Learning Rep role can help build confidence, particularly with those who have little recent experience of learning.” 

“Personal development can only be positive and improved skills will mean that employees are more pro-active in being able to fulfil their duties.  We are aiming to up-skill internally.”

Quotes from employer reports on the U K scheme. 

Industry Training

Unlike the British equivalent the New Zealand scheme is tied to industry training programmes – workplace learning and provider programmes that lead to qualifications that are managed by ITOs or Polytechs. 
The learning that is promoted is aimed at supporting the skills and knowledge that will build the overall skill base of the enterprise.  The learning might not always be immediately applicable for the current tasks of the employee, but will open up new opportunities for both the employee and the company.  

Workplace learning often provides a second chance for people who have not done well in schooling, and success in training in the skill of the job leads them on to a whole new world of life long learning.

Paid time off for Learning Representatives

There is no fixed amount of time off for Learning Reps to carry out their duties.  It is something that can form part of a learning agreement.   The amount of time obviously depends on the size of the workforce, the nature of the work, and other learning support systems. 

“We provide the Learning Reps with the time to undertake their duties. Their work plans are coordinated through a steering group that meets monthly and includes the learning Reps, the Human Resources Manager and training managers.  This group agrees the amount of time and resources the Learning Reps will need for the work they plan to do.”

“The key is flexibility.  They are allowed three hours a week paid time on average, but some weeks they may be busy for 20 hours and then other weeks they don’t need any release.”

“The Learning Reps each have about 1 to 1.5 hours per week to carry out their duties.  They are all brought together to set the agenda for each year and define a strategy.”

“The Learning Reps complete a log sheet for that work which can show us all how they use the time.  This has helped tighten up the focus and we know how much paid time has been used – this helps with budgeting and understanding how much the business is devoting to learning.” 

Quotes from employer reports on the U K scheme. 

Time off for employees

There is another time issue: - there is a need to allow time for employees to consult with the Learning Rep.  There may also be a need to set aside time for the rep and the employee to work together on specific training plans, course enrolments etc.

“All employees can have an interview about learning and training opportunities, carried out in work time, for about 15 minutes each.

“At the moment employees are making use of slack time and creative rostering to help with access to learning for essential skills.  Employees are taking up other opportunities in their own time.”

Quotes from employer reports on the U K scheme. 

Learning Agreements

How the learning reps carry out their duties will be different in each workplace, and this is best set down in writing as a partnership agreement.  Where there is a union with members on the site then obviously the union needs a role in negotiating an agreement. 

Practical matters like time to undertake the role, access to information, access to computer and email, time to consult with other employees and, very important, time to train in the skills and knowledge of the role, all need to be agreed on.

What is the job of the Learning Representative?

The aim of a Learning Representative is not to assume or replicate the duties of a company’s human resources or training staff.  It is to complement the work of the training staff.  

A learning representative can

· Promote learning in general and industry specific training in particular. 

· Provide information and advice about learning and training to workers.

· Advocate for the learning needs of workers and for accessibility of training.
· Work with co-workers to identify and access appropriate support for language, literacy and numeracy issues in learning. 

· Work with others to explore additional learning issues, including those related to more effective participation at work and beyond.

· Work in co-operation with employers, unions, Industry Training Organisations, and Modern Apprenticeship Coordinators to promote training and facilitate first contact for new learners. 

· Maintain a link with the appropriate industry training organisation as part of its stakeholder group.

· Coordinate activities with local ITO agents and assessors and with union representatives on ITO boards and standards committees. 

· Advocate and give initial advice to workers on the National Qualifications Framework and pathways towards qualifications

U K employers have reported that the enthusiasm and skills of the learning Reps were important, as were the benefits that could be gained from working with the organisation’s human resources teams.

· “Learning Reps must be passionate about learning!  This passion is more important for learning Reps than for other rep activities – they’re selling learning on their enthusiasm for learning and their ability to help people understand.”
Quote from employer reports on the U K scheme. 

Training for Learning Representatives

One of the most important parts of the scheme in New Zealand, indeed its key to success, is the training provided to assist representatives in their role.  Training has been prepared to NZQA standards and covers the skills and duties of the role and understanding the New Zealand industry training system.  Trained reps receive a certificate and their credits are often transferable to other qualifications. 
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