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What research tells us
Access to learning at work is restricted, particularly in the low-skilled, low-paid workplace where many lack crucial foundation skills in literacy, English language and numeracy. Upskilling these adults is a key policy objective, yet recent research concludes that progress has been limited, with little impact on skills or productivity. Classroom instruction requires more hours than the workplace easily affords and too often new skills do not transfer to the workplace and are lost. Small wonder that employers, however supportive of learning in principle, find it hard to sustain in practice. To widen participation in learning, raise skills and boost productivity, fresh approaches are needed. Learning through Work (LtW) offers one. 
The Learning through Work approach

LtW has a simple premise: the skills that matter at work are the skills that work activity requires. Practising a skill provides an opportunity to develop and this can be done in the workplace.
We set out to test whether on-the-job learning might offer a practical way to develop the skills that underpin performance and progression in the low-skilled, low-paid workplace where access to learning is most restricted. 

In Phase 1, LtW reviewed workplace basic skills research then audited local practices in over 50 south east NHS, local authority & private sector workplaces. Results, analysed and reported by the Institute for Employment Studies, suggested that on-the-job learning could improve both individual skills and collective performance. 
In Phase 2, LtW trialled this approach in eight health and social care workplaces. Experienced basic skills practitioners worked with employers to develop learning that improved performance & staff skills. Results, analysed and reported by Leeds University Business School, showed that trials 
· Prioritised communication skills

· Focused on supervision of work activity
· Took a guided learning approach.

Practitioners created a learning environment for staff by developing materials that specified work practices and enabled supervisor-led coaching and mentoring. One trial has produced, Improving Ward Communication, an on-the-job learning resource for hospital staff, available from NIACE.
Two additional LtW trials explored how leisure centre supervisors could use teaching and learning strategies to support staff develop job-related skills. 

LtW evaluators’ view

“LtW has demonstrated that work-based learning through on-the-job guidance, supported by materials & mentoring, has considerable potential for developing the basic skills required for work & further learning by employees in low-skilled, low-paid work. In addition to promoting learning, it offers significant support for performance management & improved work performance.”
Mark Stuart, Jonathan Winterton Centre for Employment Relations, Innovation & Change, Leeds University Business School
LtW workplace view

“Staff were particularly receptive to this approach. This will really help improve staff skills.” 
Case 1 employer

“We are very busy & it is hard to release staff for training, but this way we can do it.” 
Case 2 employer 
LtW “stimulates people to look beyond just coming in & doing a job.” 
Case 3 employer

“These [staff] would not have been involved in learning without the LtW project.” 
Case 5 employer

“I used to have to tell them the same thing 20 times but now I only need to go through it once & they understand.  It makes my job easier.” 
Case 6 employer 
“It’s very good for me to learn in this work.” “When I first came I had no English. Now I know what to say.” 
Case 8 staff learners
Case 1: Ward communication

Aim Improve staff communication on acute hospital ward
Domains Customer care, teamwork, supervision
Staff group Nurses, HCAs, mostly from overseas 

Approach Facilitators researched work routines & consulted with training/quality managers to identify key communicative practices then created bite-size on-the-job learning materials to support coaching of staff by training/quality managers.
Case 2: Customer care for hospital porters 
Aim Standardise porters’ customer care at acute hospital
Domains Customer care, supervision, induction 
Staff group Hospital porters

Approach Facilitators researched work routines & consulted with supervisors & manager to identify key customer care practices then created bite-size on-the-job learning materials to support induction/coaching of staff by supervisors. 

Cases 3 & 4: Mentoring for residential care 
Aim Support personal care delivery in two SMEs
Domains Quality assurance, supervision, induction 
Staff group Care workers
Approach Facilitator researched work routines & consulted with managers & shift supervisors to develop structured mentoring supported by guidance materials for mentors & staff. Facilitator trained & supported mentors to implement the approach.
Case 5: Customer care for hospital cleaners 

Aim Train shift cleaners in an acute hospital
Domains Customer care, supervision, quality assurance
Staff group Hospital cleaners 
Approach: Facilitator consulted local managers & staff to create bite-size customer care training for supervisors to deliver at start of shift; trained & supported supervisors to implement the approach. OCN accreditation offered to participating staff & supervisors delivering programme. 

Cases 6 & 7: Health & safety for hospital cleaners Aim Improve & standardise infection control practices among two groups of hospital cleaners at an acute trust 

Domains Health & safety, supervision, training

Staff group Hospital cleaners 
Approach Facilitators researched work routines & consulted with managers to specify infection control procedures then created bite-size on-the-job learning materials to support training & supervision. 
Case 8: Telephone skills for residential care
Aim Improve telephone communication in a care SME
Domains Customer care, supervision, training

Staff group Care workers
Approach Facilitators researched work routines & consulted with managers to define target telephone communication practices & create bite-size on-the-job training for manager to deliver during shifts. Trained & supported manager to implement the approach.
Cases 9 & 10: Leisure centre supervision
Aim Develop supervisors’ coaching skills
Domains Supervision
Staff group Leisure centre supervisors
Approach Facilitators trained supervisors to use teaching & learning strategies when supervising staff.
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LtW project methodology
LtW brought together employers, workplace basic skills practitioners & researchers to 

(   Review research literature

(   Audit workplace practice

(   Develop and trial on-the-job basic skills learning

(   Evaluate and disseminate new models of workplace 
    basic skills learning
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To access publications & for more information, visit

http://www.niace.org.uk/workplacelearning  






                                                                                                                                                               Page 1 of 1

