BRIEFING PAPER 4

4 LEARNING AND ORGANISATIONAL CULTURE

4.1 Summary of findings

· It is useful to distinguish three overarching organisational perspectives on workplace basic skills learning: the workplace as a site for basic skills learning; situated literacies and functional analysis;

· Aspects of all of these perspectives should inform the overall approach to basic skills learning in the Armed Services. Each perspective in isolation is likely to lead to an overly restrictive understanding of the nature and purposes of basic skills learning;

· A wide range of organisational approaches to basic skills is evident, both within and between the Services. This includes differences in the targeting and timing of provision and the extent to which basic skills improvements are tied to career progression. Given the diverse learning environments and forms of provision, including tutor-led basic skills provision in education centres, key skills, e-learning and self-directed learning undertaken whilst on operations, it can also be misleading to talk about a single overarching ‘learning culture’. It is also important to consider the impact of the learning and organisational cultures of key partner organisations, particularly learndirect and local colleges, through which a significant proportion of basic and key skills provision is delivered.

· Workplace basic skills learning is most successful when it is supported by a ‘whole organisation approach’ to basic skills, of which ownership over basic skills issues is a crucial part. Levels of support from commanding officers are likely to influence strongly the uptake of learning opportunities among Service personnel, and the extent to which positive cultures develop around basic skills learning. The role of ownership in determining the impact of basic skills learning is recognised within the Armed Services’ basic skills policies: the aligning of basic skills improvements with career progression is part of a drive to transfer ownership over basic skills targets to the chain of command, and represents an important shift in organisational culture in relation to basic skills education. This policy initiative is supported by research into workplace learning, which suggests that tying job retention or progression to basic skills requirements, for example through licence to practice requirements, can have a positive effect in terms of the development of a learning culture.

· Findings from the Army basic skills survey further confirm the importance of ensuring that basic skills issues are owned by the chain of command. Getting line managers and the chain of command more on side to improve soldiers’ basic skills is the most frequent improvement area identified by learners;


· Increasing commanding officers’ engagement with basic skills issues may affect the extent to which basic skills can be characterised as an ‘elective learning’ opportunity within the Armed Services. Different degrees of voluntariness are currently evident in approaches to legacy populations compared to new intakes, with the latter much more likely to be required to undertake basic skills provision. Reducing the voluntariness of basic skills learning is likely to have implications for learner motivation and engagement.

· Informal peer support, alongside formal basic skills mentoring schemes, is a crucial part of developing a positive learning culture around basic skills, in which difficulties can be acknowledged and addressed. Among the most positive findings from the Army Basic Skills Survey are those that relate to learners’ willingness to encourage colleagues to get involved in learning: three in five report that they have encouraged others to get help with their own basic skills.
· Focusing on qualifications as a key outcome of learning can foster a narrow understanding of workplace basic skills learning, as consisting only of formal discrete episodes of training. A formalistic and qualifications-oriented approach also risks detaching basic skills learning from job performance. Future research might consider how roles and working practices can be reconfigured to expand opportunities for informal basic skills learning within the Armed Services.
4.2 Background
This paper explores issues around learning and organisational culture as they relate to basic skills provision in the Armed Services. Initial visits undertaken for the pilot stage of the research have indicated a number of different organisational approaches to basic skills, both within and between the Services. This includes differences in the targeting and timing of provision and the extent to which basic skills improvements are tied to career progression. Learning environments and forms of basic skills provision are also diverse and include tutor-led provision within education centres, key skills, embedding, e-learning and self-directed learning undertaken whilst on operations. Therefore it may be misleading to talk about a single overarching ‘learning culture’ in relation to basic skills within the Armed Services. We should also consider the impact of the learning and organisational cultures of key partner organisations, particularly learndirect and local colleges, through which much basic and key skills provision is delivered. An evaluation of basic skills provision in the Army described some challenges around partnership working, including aligning expectations between organisations with very different structures and ways of working (BSA, 2007).

Learning culture is understood as the broad approach to, and understanding of, learning within the Armed Services; how learning fits within the structures and wider purposes of the Services. The paper aims to highlight some key questions about learning and organisational culture that relate to the effective development of basic skills learning in the Armed Services. In particular, it discusses issues around:

· Responsibility for learning;
· Voluntariness of learning;
· Peer support;
· Connecting learning with workplace performance.
More detailed questions about pedagogy and classroom practice are outside of the scope of this paper. Findings from the Army Basic Skills Survey suggest that the focus on wider organisational issues is appropriate: satisfaction with the quality of teaching is high, and learners are more likely to suggest that improvements are needed in levels of support from commanding officers or communications around basic skills (GfK NOP, 2007).

The paper begins by outlining three different perspectives on workplace basic skills, and discusses how each can inform the organisational approach to basic skills within the Armed Services. The paper then explores in more depth two key themes emerging from the previous chapters, about the organisational and cultural factors that underpin the successful development of basic skills provision in the workplace. Firstly, it considers the idea of a ‘whole organisation approach’ to basic skills, and its meaning in relation to the organisation of basic skills provision in the Armed Services. Secondly, it discusses the features of learning and organisational culture that help to connect basic skills learning with job performance.

4.3 Approaches to workplace basic skills learning

Payne (2002) distinguishes three broad approaches to workplace basic skills learning:

· The workplace as a site for basic skills learning emphasises the continuity between workplace basic skills and other forms of adult learning;


· Situated literacies highlights that skills are both developed and used in specific social contexts, with important implications for workplace learning;


· Functional analysis identifies the specific demands for language and numeracy skills in the workplace and emphasises programmes designed to meet these needs.

This review of evidence about basic skills learning in the Armed Services has drawn on each of these perspectives at different stages. For example, the question of the impact on performance naturally suggests the functional analysis perspective, in which basic skills learning is linked to the needs of specific workplace tasks. However, the discussion of performance also drew on the situated literacies approach, in describing the role of contextualisation in ensuring that basic skills learning is relevant to the day-to-day roles of service personnel. In considering the impact of basic skills learning on personal development and social and wider life, functional analysis was downplayed and the emphasis was on the continuity between Armed Services basic skills and other forms of adult learning.

These three approaches can usefully be understood as three competing organisational perspectives on basic skills learning. We can then identify what policy and practice in Armed Services basic skills learning can take from each perspective, and highlight aspects of learning that may be neglected if one perspective become the dominant paradigm. Functionalist language is perhaps dominant within the policy discourse on basic skills learning in the Armed Services. However, as the shifting focus of this review suggests, the three perspectives are not mutually exclusive.

Within the first approach, workplace basic skills courses are often seen as an access point for individuals who might not otherwise engage with basic skills learning and a springboard to other forms of education and training. Thus this perspective can be understood as the ‘basic skills as a basis for further learning’(Payne, 2002) approach. This perspective is relevant to personnel who may have failed in school, and are offered a second chance at learning in the Armed Services. It also shows how basic skills learning can be a platform for the continued engagement of personnel with lifelong learning. There are two main weaknesses of this approach. Firstly, emphasising the continuity between workplace basic skills and other forms of adult learning can lead to decontextualisation of basic skills learning. Secondly, it tends to suggest that the need for workplace basic skills training is limited to the lowest skilled workers. Conversely, there may be advantages for the Armed Services in conveying the message that all personnel can potentially benefit from reinforcing their basic skills.

The situated literacies approach reminds us of the importance of ensuring that basic skills learning is tailored to the contexts and purposes of service personnel: ‘practitioners need to analyse and understand how literacy is used in a work situation in order to make improvements. But because literacy practices depend on context, there can never be a general prescription that applies across different worksites’ (Payne, 2002). This suggests the importance of ensuring that basic skills tutors have sufficient understanding of the Armed Services context to make learning relevant and meaningful for personnel. As Payne suggests, it also implies a limit to the extent to which basic skills learning in the Armed Services can be modelled on other workplace basic skills courses.

Like the ‘situated literacies’ approach, the functional analysis perspective emphasises the importance of the workplace context. However, it can suggest a narrower view of the curriculum, as supporting only specific work-based tasks that personnel need to perform. Payne suggests that a functional approach tends to detach basic skills learning from other learning, and to position basic skills as ‘remedial learning’ for individuals who cannot perform their job roles effectively. It can encourage a deficit model of basic skills, in which basic skills learning is seen as correcting failings, rather than building on and enhancing existing skills. On the other hand, adopting a functional perspective is an important part of making the ‘business case’ for basic skills learning, and ensuring there is support among key stakeholders in the organisation.

An overall organisational approach to basic skills should be formulated with an awareness of the benefits and limitations of each of these perspectives. Each approach in isolation is likely to result in an overly restrictive understanding of the nature and purposes of basic skills learning in the Armed Services.

4.4 A whole organisation approach to basic skills

Research suggests that a ‘whole organisation approach’ to basic skills is central to the effective development of workplace basic skills learning. This involves:

· Understanding among the leadership of the organisation of the basic skills agenda, its importance and how it can add to organisational performance;


· Aligning basic skills goals with the mission, strategic aims and planning of the organisation;


· The identification of resources to support basic skills initiatives;

· Establishing clear lines of responsibilities for basic skills initiatives and outcomes;

· A whole organisation communication strategy around basic skills;

· Involvement of key organisational systems, such as quality procedures and professional development;

· Setting specific basic skills targets and establishing ways of measuring progress (adapted from O'Halloran, 2006).

Ownership over the basic skills agenda is the key theme that underpins a whole organisation approach: ‘It is important that basic skills provision is integrated within an organisation’s wider learning and training development strategy and is part of the overall business strategy. This will require senior management support and the presentation and acceptance of the ‘business case’ for basic skills training’ (Wolf, 2005).

Ensuring senior leaders have ownership over the basic skills agenda is particularly important within the Armed Services context. Levels of support from commanding officers are likely to influence strongly the uptake of learning opportunities among service personnel, and the extent to which a positive culture develops around basic skills learning within a Unit. The role of ownership in determining the impact of basic skills learning is recognised within the Armed Services’ basic skills policies. The aligning of basic skills improvements with career progression is part of a drive to transfer ownership over basic skills targets to the chain of command, and represents an important shift in organisational culture in relation to basic skills education. This policy initiative is supported by research into workplace learning, which suggests that tying job retention or progression to basic skills requirements, for example through licence to practice requirements, can have a positive effect in terms of the development of a learning culture (Finlay, Hodgson and Steer, 2007).

Findings from the Army basic skills survey further confirm the important of ensuring basic skills issues are owned by the chain of command. However, they suggest that there is still some way to go in ensuring consistent middle management support for the development of basic skills learning. Frequent movements of personnel can make this particularly challenging (BSA, 2007). Getting line managers and the chain of command more on side to improve soldiers’ basic skills is the most frequent improvement area identified by learners, mentioned by nearly six in ten (GfK NOP, 2006).

This finding is consistent with the survey of line managers. Headline findings from the line managers’ survey are strongly positive, with nine in ten agreeing that it is worth spending time and money to help those with poor basic skills to improve. However, other findings are more mixed, and suggest varied levels of awareness of, and commitment to, initiatives to improve basic skills. A third of line managers say they have heard a lot about how Army is helping soldiers to improve their basic skills, but one in five have heard nothing. A quarter of managers are not aware of anyone they have managed using basic skills services. This is likely to reflect the nature of the unit, since personnel in more technical trades are unlikely to require basic skills support. However, it may also partially reflect individual level differences between line managers in the extent to which they are engaged with basic skills issues.

As discussed in Chapter 6, the majority of line managers who say that nobody they manage has used basic skills provision claim this is because personnel do not have basic skills difficulties. Line managers’ reports do not necessarily reflect levels of usage, since three in five learners who undertook basic skills learning mainly in their own time reported that their line manager was not aware of this. Although the majority of basic skills learners undertake their learning in work time, this suggests that a number of personnel are undertaking basic skills training without the knowledge or support of their commanding officers.

4.4.1 Elective or compulsory learning?

Although the line managers’ survey suggests varying perceptions of the importance of basic skills learning, there is fairly strong support for making learning compulsory for those with poor basic skills. Six in ten line managers agree that those with poor basic skills should be ordered to go on training. Consistent with this, most managers feel that personnel with poor basic skills should not have to pay towards provision or undertake learning in their time. This finding suggests that basic skills learning is regarded as a core performance issue, as well as a personal development issue. However, it probably also reflects a wider organisational culture, in which training is not generally regarded as an optional activity. Current practice generally involves an elective approach to basic skills learning within the legacy population of personnel who joined the Services before the Basic Skills Policy was formulated. This compares to a more mandatory and target driven approach to basic skills learning for new recruits. Within the Royal Navy and RAF Key Skills provision, as an essential part of apprenticeships undertaken during Phase 2 training, is central to the approach to new recruits. Within the Army, a central component of the mandatory programme is the requirement for recruits who are initially assessed with skills below Level 1 to participate in learning during Phase 1 training.
At an organisational level, basic skills provision is still defined as part of the Armed Services’ elective learning programmes. The Army Basic Skills Survey found that only 27% of learners were ordered to do the course by their commanding officer or line manager, compared to 28% who were encouraged to do the course and 46% who undertook the course voluntarily. Furthermore, research suggests that the integration of basic skills targets into career progression is not the most important motivation for service personnel to engage with basic skills provision. Two in five Army basic skills learners said that they used the services because they had to improve their literacy skills to gain promotion to corporal. However, the most common reason for engaging with basic skills learning was that ‘I wanted to do it for me’. This suggests that personal motivation is crucial to engagement with basic skills learning. One possible side effect of ensuring that basic skills issues are owned by the chain of command is that basic skills learning becomes increasingly less ‘elective’. Further research is needed to explore how this is likely to affect learner motivation and engagement.

4.4.2 Mentors and peer support

Research into the development of workplace learning indicates that the presence of ‘change agents’ with a particular interest in basic skills is a key success factor, alongside general support from senior management (Finlay, Hodgson and Steer, 2007). In many workplaces, Union Learning Representatives have played a key role in motivating learners to engage and persist with learning. Within the Army, basic skills mentors may fulfil a similar supportive role.
 By talking to colleagues about their own experiences of learning, basic skills mentors can make it easier for Service personnel to acknowledge any basic skills needs and to access provision.

Peer support outside of the formal basic skills mentoring scheme is also a crucial part of developing a learning culture in which basic skills difficulties can be acknowledged and addressed. Among the most positive findings from the Army Basic Skills Survey are those that relate to learners’ willingness to encourage colleagues to get involved in learning. Three quarters agree that it would be useful for some of their friends and colleagues in the Army to attend and 97% would recommend Army basic skills services to somebody with poor English and maths skills. Over three in five learners report that their learning experience has prompted them to encourage others to get help with their own basic skills.

4.5 Connecting basic skills learning and workplace performance

Chapter 6 of this review discussed research suggesting that contextualised basic skills provision, which is targeted towards the skills required in the workplace, is most effective in enhancing job performance: ‘for provision to impact upon job performance, it would seem important to target teaching to specific skills required in specific workplaces’ (Hudson, 2007). However, there seems to be some tension between the features of basic skills learning identified as important to job performance in Chapter 6 and those emphasised in Chapter 7, which explored the impact of basic skills learning on personal development and social and wider life. The literature on the wider benefits of learning discussed in Chapter 7 suggests the importance of taking learners outside of their daily routines and enabling them to question and challenge their own assumptions and boundaries. On the other hand, the literature discussed in Chapter 6 suggests that if basic skills learning is to enhance the job performance of service personnel, it should firmly situated within familiar contexts and relate to specific tasks. This illustrates potential tensions between two of the overarching perspectives on workplace basic skills outlined earlier in this paper: functional analysis (which underpins the work on performance) and the workplace as a site for basic skills learning (which is closely related to questions of wider personal development).

One way in which tensions between different overarching perspectives on workplace basic skills learning can become apparent is in relation to the significance of qualifications. The targets set out in the Armed Services Basic Skills Policy, although driven by the objective of equipping personnel with appropriate LLN skills to meet the demands of the job, are measured by the proportion of personnel with low initial skills who subsequently pass basic skills tests. When qualifications are the currency used to show improvement their attainment can come to be regarded as the central, or at least immediate, objective of learning. A qualifications-oriented approach often means that basic skills learning tends to be understood primarily as a deliberate, formalised and episodic activity. This, in turn, it has been suggested, can diminish the connections between learning and job performance. For example, a case study of learning in the NHS found that ‘the culture appears to privilege formal learning and the attainment of qualifications and, as a result, opportunities to create or recognise links between workplace learning and performance are diminished’ (Unwin et al., 2007). This review has discussed evidence about the impact of basic skills learning in the Armed Services, where ‘basic skills learning’ is conceptualised primarily as formalised episodes of training. Thus it is situated within what is perhaps the dominant paradigm in relation to basic skills learning:

‘In the UK, skills policy is still heavily influenced by the metaphor of ‘learning as acquisition…We see this most starkly in the continued use of qualifications as a proxy measurement for skills, and in the number of surveys that depict learning related to the workplace solely in terms of formal episodes of ‘training’ that can be counted and costed’ (Unwin, Felstead and Fuller, 2007).

As well as exploring the impact of formal basic skills learning that leads to qualifications, future research might also consider how roles and working practices can be reconfigured to expand opportunities for informal basic skills learning within the Armed Services.
4.6 Further research questions
· How do learning and organisational cultures around basic skills differ within and between the Services?

· To what extent can basic skills be described as an ‘elective learning’ opportunity within the Armed Services? What are the implications for learner motivation and engagement?


· How can opportunities for informal basic skills learning be recognised and expanded, alongside formal training leading to recognised qualifications?
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� It is unclear whether Payne sees these perspectives as three different discourses about workplace basic skills learning, or as three empirically identifiable sets of practices. This paper discusses the approaches as three broad ways of thinking about workplace basic skills learning at the organisational level, which are likely to have consequences for the organisation and delivery of learning.


� As discussed in Chapter 8, this can reduce any stigma associated with ‘remedial’ approaches to basic skills learning. Furthermore, research suggests that even individuals with higher level GCSEs can benefit from basic skills support on Apprenticeship courses.


� The next most common responses concern increased publicity and more opportunities to attend courses and get support with basic skills.


� ULRs also have a defined co-ordination and management role in organising provision for members, which is not the case for basic skills mentors in the Army. Basic skills Development Managers fulfil this organisational role as part of their duties.
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