Jeature

Learnerships

introducing questions for unions

ne of the innovatuons contained in

the Shills Development Act is the

creation of learnerships This
anrticle looks at what learnerships are and
w hat they are intended to achieyve as well
as same of the issues surrounding them. It
also highlights areas that unions and
warkers may want 1o iscuss.,

There are many complex issues
imohed in the desipgn, develepment and
implementation of learmerships. This
article only aims to introduce the most
important concepts and issues and does
nat aim to deal exhaustively with the topic.

Droadly speaking, the Skills
Development Act and the Skills
Development Levies Act seek to create an
emironment in which people can acquire
shills which the labour marhet demands
Learmerships are one of the vehicles for
encouraging people to develop their skills.

What is a learnership?

A learnership is a spectfic kind of learning
progmmme which contains a structured
[carning component and structured work
experience 2nd results in a nationally
recogniscd qualification.
Typically,a leamer would attend classes
"3t an institution or tramning centre and
then be allocated to a department for a
particular kind of work expernience.
Formal learning would alternate with
work experience until the learner has
mastered a range of skills.

Christoph Vorwerk explains
what learnersbips are and
bighliehts areas that unions
and workers may want to
clisciiss.

Special learnershups are being designed
for entreprencurs setung up thowr own
businesses They will receve trmmming and
support to increase their changes of
SUCCEsS

Other learnerships could be designed
for accelerated development of selected
previously disadvantaged persons who arc
already in employment Learnershups can
be used to implement employment equity
issues

Sull other learnerships may be used to
help deal wiath specific soenl or
development issues For example, some
groups have been discussing a learnershyp
in the health sector in which quahfied
learners in villages or communities wall
assist and support people hving wath
HIV/AIDS and their families This
learnership could form a stepping-stone to
commurnty health worker and eventually
to a career path in the medical sector

Union concerns and focus

0O Are the Jearnerships just vehicles for
acquiring technical shlls?
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Q Could we have learnerships for
shopstewards.

0O Could we have learnerships for workers
to close language, maths, science and
trade theory gaps?

Q Could we have learnerships for micro-
entrepreneurs?

O Are the learners acquiring the necessary
skalls and knowledge to enable them to
develop themselves fully in the
occupationaf arca and embark on the life-
long leaming pathway?

Q Will new enteants with higher
qualifications threaten existing worhers'
jobs?

What governs the learnership?

The learnesship is governed by an
agreement between the learner, the
employer and the education and training
provider The agreement spells out the
rights of the various parties to the
agreement, The learncer, Jor example, will
have the nght to adequate education and
training, learning resources and
assessment,

The learner also has some obligatians,
for example, to work for the employer, to
comply with waorkplace policies and
procedueres and to attend all study peciods
and theoretical learning sessions.,

Similarly, rights and obligations arne
provided for the education provider, the
employer and the Sector Education and
Tramning Authority (SETA) with whom the
learnership is registered, Thesce rights and
obligations are all spelled out in the draft
regulations of 26 January 2000.

A SETA must reglster the learnership
with the Depactment of Labour,

The learpership leads 10 a recognised
qualification. This qualification must be
registered on the National Qualifications
Framework (NQ), Leaeners will then be
assessed against nationally recognlsed unit
standards. Unit standards reflect the

required skills and knowledge.

Leacners are thus both students and
workers at the same time.As they are
studlying and working they are acquiring
skills and knowledge which will lead to
qualifications.

Uniou concerns and focus

O The regulations provide some
mechanisms for dispute resolution, Will
trade unions also need to represent
learners?

O Wiil learnership agreements conflict with
current workplace agreements? (Leave or
disciplinary procedures, for instance.)

O Do the NQF-registered qualifications
adequately reflect workers' interests?
Are they just techaical qualifications or
do they reflect a broader range of skills?

Purpose of learnerships

The learnership provides the learner with
the opportunity to achicve a qualification
repistered on the NQF and relared to an
occupation, [t allows learners to break
through barriers that exist in acquiring
sulficiently broad cxperience, for example
‘I can'’t get a job because [ have ne
cxperience. [ can't get experience becausc
I have no job!

in addition, lcamerships must be demand-
led, responding to needs in the labour
market. The qualifications and the skills
acquired must result in learners being able
to engage in the labour market - that is find
and retain work opportunities.

Scctor Skills plans are one mechanism
for identifying labour market needs, Each
SETA will be developing such plaas for its
stctor.

Union concerns and focus

Q Do the Sector Skills Plans reflect the
interests of not only formal work places
but also of developmental, informal and
small business?
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LEARNERSHIPS

Ltearnerships are broader and maore dynamic than apprenticeships

- Are workers’ needs adequately
addressed in the Sector Shalls Plans/

9 Are there learnerships which wall help
workers develop mobiliny - to 1ransfer
from a sector where there is low
growth or contracuon to another
w here there 1s more growth?

Just apprenticeships?

While tmadinoenal apprenticeships could
become learnerships, the learnership
concept ts both broader and more
thnamic Learnershups would go beyond
the tradinonal blue-collar trades and not
be restricted to pusentles w ho are entering
the Iabour marhet for the first ume The
NQF also provides for more levels of
quabficauon bermeen school leaving and
the trradinonal trade

A leamership could result in 2
qualificauon which 1s a stepping-stone to a
trade, for example a person qualified to
reparr domestic electrical apphances

versus an electinean
Learnerships could also be used
higher levels on the NQF Many nanonal
diplomas offered by technmikons in the past
have requured expenential lcarmng These
qualificanons could be adapted 10 become
Icarncerships Simlarly, the internshaps of
qualihving medical doctors or similar
expenential leaming for other
professionals could be redesigoed as
lcarnerships
Some of the people who could henefit
from learnership programmes include
O current workers or employees who
need to change or broaden therr
occupanon because thee skalls are no
longer necded
A current workers whose shalls are buing
deycloped in terms of the Employment
Equaty Act
U new entrants to the labour market,
Q retrenched workers,
Q unemployed workers,
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LEARNERSHIPS

Learners are students and workers at the same time.

Q people in communities or rural areas
who are acquiring skills as the result of
development projects,

Q emerging entreprencurs, for example
informal traders.

fAecause of the scope of the SETAS, no area

of the labour market 1 ignored Could

there be learnershups for.

Q shapstesards and union officialy,

O politscians, traditional leaders and
community representatives,

0O educators and skills development
facilitators;

Q public service personnel;

Q truditional healers;

Q entertainers?

Uniou concerus aud focus

QO What skills do unions need 10 develop?

Q What shills do workers in the informal
sector need to develop?

Q I« the research for skills development

needs adequately addressing the
sector?

Who designs learnerships?

Registering learnerships will have to
be a collaborative effort. Depending
on the type of learnership, there may
be a mange of role-players and
stakeholders involved. These could
include:

Q education and triining providers;

Q employers or workplaces;

Q) unions,

Q development agencies;

Q commumty organisations;

Q statutory professional bodies,

Q trade associations,

Q associations representing special
interest proups (for example
hawkers),

Q non-governmental organisations;

Q national, provincal or local
government departments,

Q doner or funding agencies,

Union concerns and focus

O Are there leamnerships tools in
transfonming the workplace and sociery?

O Da they pravide opportunities for
redressing past and present inequitles,
for example lack of access to schooling
Of reSOUrces?

Q Will the entry of qualificd Iearners
distort the current labour market?
Could employers use {earners as a form
of cheap labour?

O Will the learnerships privilege new
enteants and cdisadvantage existing,
unqualified workers or prople in the
subsistence activities?

Impact on the workplace

Introducing learners into the workplace
will create new dynamics in the
workplace. Whether the leacner comes
from the existing workforce or is a new
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entrant, there will be new activities and

relationships. Some of these dynamics are

Q leamers, especially in the early stages,
will not be fully responsible or
accountable for their ompﬂt;

Q learners will need support:

O existing workers may need to acguire
skills to support learmers.

Learners in the workplace will place an

additional burden on the current

workforce and on management. It may

require compromises in the work process

and possibly cven in the achievement of

production targets, even if only for a short

penod

Unfon concerus and focns

a The discipline of leamnens and the
handhng of their grievances may require
additional mechanisms Will workplace
agreements need to be revised?

O Are the communication systems for
informing current employees adequate
to prepare them for learners armving in
the workplace?

Q Is the company/institution developing
and recognising learner support shills
amonyg 11s existing staff?

Unions’ influence

Where will umions be able to influcnce
learnerships? At the national level unions
will be able to exert influence within the
structures of the National Skills Authority
and the South African Qualifications
Authonty.

At povernance level unions wall be able to
exert influence with the SETAs, at both
national and regional lex e, This includes.

O determining labour market demands;
& influencing the construction and design
of appropriate learning programmes;

U determining incentives for particular
occupational qualifications.

At design and development level,
unions can influence the content, the

learning processes and the learning
programmes The challenge for unions wall
be to ensure that both employers and
providers adjust their current approach
and practices wath regard 10 occupatonal
training and cducauon.

At implementation level, union
members and shopstewards will be
interfacing with the workplace facihitators,
the providers and the learners All of these
interfaces offer opportumnes to influence
and evaluate the [earnership system The
real value of learnerships will be in the
quahity of learning at worhplace level This
is where ‘theory' s converted into pracuce
or practice informs understanding,

Union concerns and focus

O Do unioas have the capacity to engage
at all these levels and 1n the day-to<lay
design and development of learnership
progmammes?

0 Do umon representatives have a clear
idea of the systenuc and strategic 1ssues
related to the shalls development
practice, the labour market and the
lcarnership system?

Conclusion

New systems such as learnerships can be
both a threat and an opportumity Our first
responsc is often negative By identifying
opportumies, we can often use the new
system as a lever to achieving our strategic
objectives By considering [ecarnersiups as
an opportunity, unions could usc them to
address not only changes in the workplace
but also such issues as-
QU union capacity needs at all levels, and
O new market opportunities for unions 1n
scctors such as small businéess or
reconstruction and development, *

Christoph Voruerk 1s a facilitator and
cansultant in the ficld of skills development
and the NQOF
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