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DIVERGENT PERSPECTIVES ON LEARNING AT FOR AND THROUGH WORK

Abstract

In this paper I will use 3 case studies to illustrate the contrasting ways in which individuals prepare for and learn to do their jobs. The studies are taken from the project “Learning Lives: learning, identity and agency in the life-course”, a research project funded from 2004 to 2008 in the UK. The project combines life history research with a longitudinal qualitative study of ongoing events and learning in the lives of over 100 people. We show here how learning for and in the workplace relates to individual dispositions, and previous and ongoing experience inside and outside the workplace. The studies included here are: 1) a man who worked all his life as a skilled builder before becoming disabled; 2) a man who had a successful job as an electrician and property developer but suffered a serious personal crisis before moving to teaching in vocational education; 3) a young woman who worked first in the printing industry but moved to work supporting young people. They have divergent views of the relative benefits of ‘formal’ and ‘informal’ ways of learning for work. In understanding workplace learning we need to appreciate the significance of individual learner perspectives.  Uniform and universal approaches to VET are unlikely to be successful for all.
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Introduction
Vocational Education and Training (VET) is centrally concerned by the needs of employers and the labour market.  This is a highly complex relationship, in which the varied needs of occupational sectors and employers interact with educational provision, aimed at different qualifications, different grades of employment and the differing needs of experienced and novice workers.  Furthermore, because both labour markets and educational opportunities are influenced by structural issues such as social class, gender and ethnicity, so too is VET.  In all this complexity, a further complicating factor is often overlooked.  Research is increasingly showing that the dispositions of individual workers also matters.   Thus, in relation to workplace learning, Billett and Somerville (2004) argue that individual learners differ in ways that are highly significant.  Hodkinson and Hodkinson (2004) show that even for two people in the same workplace and profession (school-teaching), of the same gender (male) and of the same age (mid-40s) differences in approach to and participation in work and learning can be very different.  In the Learning Lives research (see below), we were able to study the dispositions of individuals across their whole life course to date.  What follows are three very different stories, to illustrate the significance of these individual dispositions.

“Derek”, nearing retirement age, has worked as a skilled carpenter in the building trade all his life. He left school early in order to support his family and was apprenticed by a firm with a high reputation for its work. The training they provided was entirely on the job. Derek learned from experienced craftsmen and was not allowed to get away with inferior work. He is highly critical of declining standards in the building trade in Britain today, and equates it with the newer and shorter apprenticeship systems where there is a strong element of college learning. Derek himself is no longer able to work in the building trade due to disabling arthritis and is now seeking to develop a small business through his “collecting” hobbies. 

“Joe”, now in his late 50s, came to Britain from the Caribbean at the age of 13. When he left school his father insisted he pursue a manual trade. He trained as an electrician valuing both learning on the job and at college.  In spite of taking some time out as a musician, he became a highly skilled electrician capable of planning, estimating and supervising work. He started his own firm and moved successfully into property development. Eventually a disastrous investment led to a personal breakdown. He had to take time out and focussed on his religion. He did not want to return to his former occupation, so was forced by social security to do some vocational training. Whilst studying at college he was asked by a former colleague to consider doing some teaching. He now has a new career teaching apprentice electricians, for which he has taken on training and education himself.

“Louise” is a young woman who, although bright and capable at school, did not gain the qualifications she hoped for in order to be able to continue her education in her preferred subject of art. When a job in the art related field of printing became available she left school to earn herself some money. Although she learned the job quickly, working relationships in the male dominated industry were a problem to her and her workplace learning. After three jobs in six years she left and moved into a totally different field. Using her mother’s connections she started working as a teaching assistant in schools and has moved on to work with children with emotional and behavioural difficulties, taking in as much formal training as she can get along the way. 

These three contrasting cases can be used to illustrate different people’s different approaches to learning at, through and for work, and how this relates to their individual dispositions, and previous and ongoing experience inside and outside the workplace. Derek, Joe and Louise are interviewees from a major research project taking place in Britain, into people’s learning throughout their lives and its relationship to their identity and agency.  I will start the paper by describing the project and its methodology, before discussing the 3 case studies in more detail. 

The “Learning Lives” research project.
“Learning Lives: learning, identity, and agency in the life-course” is a three and a half year long project funded in Britain by the Economic and Social Research Council (ESRC) under its Teaching and Learning Research Programme (TLRP). It involves a collaboration between small research teams at four Universities. The project aims to deepen understanding of the meaning and significance of learning in the lives of adults, and to identify ways in which their learning can be supported and enhanced. To do this we are examining a range of learning experiences – formal, informal, tacit, incidental - from the perspective of adult learners, set within the context of their unfolding lives. The project combines qualitative and quantitative methods. The qualitative data collection consists of a series of individual in-depth interviews with just over 100 adults. The quantitative element to the research consists of analysis of data from the ongoing British Household Panel Survey (eg MacLeod & Lambe, 2006) but that workis at an early stage and is not used in this paper. 

The sample for the qualitative part of the study includes a broad a range of people in Britain. There are men and women of varied ethnicity and social class, varied educational achievement and occupational status, ranging in age from 25 to over 80. Each individual was interviewed first in a very open way about their life history, being asked to tell their life story in their own way with as little interruption or prompting as possible, but in the knowledge that the project was about learning. In succeeding interviews that information has been explored and additional information sought in a slightly more structured way, building on the earlier interview(s). Once a reasonable life history had been established further interviews have taken place at approximately 6 monthly intervals. These later interviews as well as elaborating the life history, have sought information about ongoing events in people’s lives. We are able to follow longitudinally the lives and learning of this group of people over 3 years. Thus we are exploring the temporal context of learning both retrospectively, and “present-in-process”. The life history part of our research encourages people to look back over their lives, whereas the longitudinal research provides a series of “snapshots” (inevitably with a slight retrospective element) tracking the ways learning biographies are lived over the 3 year period. The former covers a long time span with patchy detail. The latter covers a relatively short time span and there is the opportunity for more detail. The two are not separate. The longitudinal work provides a continuation of the life story, and they interpenetrate. Each provides the potential to contextualise and aid interpretation of the other. 

Life history research relies on the ways people are able to reconstruct the past through the narration of their life stories.  The stories we have are inevitably partial and selective “lives interpreted and made textual” (Goodson & Sikes, 2001, p16). A life story as told is a story of the past put together at a particular present time. The present (and the tellers’ understanding of the present) affect the story of the past. For example current successes or failures may colour what went before in different ways. For the researcher, understanding the ongoing present aids understanding of the position from which the life story is being told and interpreted by the participant. The past also impacts on the present, and not only in a straightforwardly deterministic way. The past and people’s understanding of it may both enable and restrict present and future opportunities, but the past also affects the way the present is understood, and the way it is presented. Current learning also relates to past learning, building on previous experiences or reworking previous understandings. Thus the longitudinal research interacts with the life histories and provides a continuation of them, as well as providing the possibility of reviewing learning as it happens.

Previous research projects I have worked on have used an interpretative approach to longitudinal qualitative data (see for example Hodkinson, Sparkes & Hodkinson 1996), but life history research was new to me. Goodson and Sikes (2001, ch.1) provide a history of life history as a research method. Life history has been used by anthropologists and sociologists since the 1920s. It lost out mid-century in the face of more scientific, statistical and objective methods, but its strengths have re-emerged since then, especially because it can give a clear voice to groups who are not always well represented, and provides information in greater depth than most methods. It has been used recently in the fields of education and learning especially by Goodson with various others in Britain, also in Scandinavia, particularly at the Danish University of Roskilde, in relation to workplace learning and adult education.  Ivor Goodson is a member of our project team.

I became aware of the potential importance of life history and learning biographies in a previous project, looking at teachers learning at work. The research was showing the importance to learning of both individual’s dispositions and the culture of the community within which they were working (see Hodkinson & Hodkinson 2003). For example, in writing about this with regard to Mary, the head of a secondary school subject department, we found ourselves talking about her learning biography, since she had as part of a longitudinal series of interviews provided quite a lot of information about her earlier life and career.  

In this new project we are deliberately seeking information about the people’s whole lives in a project about learning. We are not looking at learning as a purely cerebral process, or as the inputting of information and skills into a previous void. We see learning as inextricably bound up in being and doing and participating in life’s events: both dramatic and ordinary; both transitional (structured or incidental), and routine and everyday, where turning points are not immediately discernable. We are interested in learning as a response to life’s events, and as a trigger. Learning then is contextually related and one part of the context is time. There is an immediate context within which learning takes place but also a wider backdrop – national, international, political, cultural, in time and place. For example available opportunities for learning change over time (see Antikainen et al., 1996) and place. The unit of data collection which results from our interviews approximates to Dominice’s (2000) individual learning biography, set in its broader context.

Working life has formed a significant part of many of the life stories we have collected, and it is that part of the lives of the 3 individuals that I will emphasise in this paper, as I now go on to present each case study in detail. In looking at the detail of these lives we can see the contrasting ways in which they have learned in their past and present jobs and how it relates to their ongoing and developing dispositions.

Case Study 1: “Derek Hutchinson” – Yorkshire craftsman

Derek is the oldest of the respondents presented here and would characterise himself as a traditional craftsman, emphasising the need to be reliable, work hard and work to a high standard. His mother, who brought him up, had very strong moral values, which she has passed on to him. He enjoyed school and did well, going to grammar school where he might have obtained good qualifications, and where he was an excellent athlete. However he had to leave school at 15 without qualifications to help support his family financially (his mother was divorced from his father). 

Going into the building trade was a natural route for him, though he chose carpentry rather than following the family tradition of bricklaying. He went into a 6 year apprenticeship with a local firm, moving to an alternative company after 2 years.  Neither firm offered day release to college. All the training was on site.  His initial apprenticeship, mainly on building sites, taught him good techniques and inculcated high standards of workmanship and work ethics. Derek believes he was fortunate in having the example of highly skilled workmen whom he respected and admired. At 18 he chose to move to a different company where he could learn additional skills including furniture-making and coffin construction.  During this period he worked on a stately home in his locality where he derived great satisfaction from the high quality of work that was required.   His own experience has made him a firm believer in the importance of learning on site where one learns through doing, preferably with an experienced and respected mentor, but where necessary through trial and error.  This experience has helped to shape his critical views of what he considers the inadequacies of college training for the construction industry, which he sees as taking place in a protected and therefore unrealistic environment. However he is also aware that sometimes workers receive “botch training” or no training at all on site.  
He left the high skills joinery firm when he got married, and became an insurance salesman. The pay was a lot better but part of it went to cover his travel costs. He didn’t like the work, so after 2 years he returned to the building trade. He restarted as foreman in a joinery shop, but moved back to working on building sites to boost his pay when his daughters were born.  He learned the new technique of dry lining, using carpentry and plasterwork, and this skill helped keep him employed whenever there was a slump in the building industry. He would work for himself when there was no other employment. One company offered him the chance to gain qualifications at college, as they saw he had management potential, but they were taken over and he was made redundant before he was able to start.
From 1981 he worked for a regional builder for 14 years, supervising drylining and joinery on site. In this job he was occasionally able to enjoy the high quality restoration work he venerates. Sadly, in the mid 1990s, he began to suffer from arthritis and decided to move to less strenuous work. He became a site manager responsible for maintenance but was deeply concerned at the poor level of workmanship and lack of pride in the job which he encountered with this firm. He had to employ large numbers of workers who had not been properly trained, were unable to read drawings, work to acceptable standards, solve problems, or transfer their training to the realities of life on a building site.   He describes his experience of joinery here as “wood butchery”.  As a consequence he took a pay cut, to join a firm which specialised in high quality work for local customers including several noted for the quality of their own products and/or housed in old and well-built premises.  Derek observes that the workforce was notably older than in his previous company, and that the importance of high quality craftsmanship was deeply ingrained in the staff themselves.   The company took a small number of apprentices who “were taught the facts of life” (ie how to work to high standards of craftsmanship).  The contrast with the previous firm reinforced his views on quality training and workmanship.  He had seen very poor quality in the previous firm with youngsters receiving a bare 6 months training on the job plus college work from which he could perceive no benefits. That company was driven by its finance manager and the budget was more important than the quality of work produced.  

Derek’s health did not allow him to continue this work. He had to take months off for operations to help the mobility of his legs and back and was advised to stop building work. With help and support from the county’s Disablement Advisory Officer he has found a couple of part time jobs. The first was a temporary contract delivering computers to local authority offices across the county. He really enjoyed spending one summer driving through beautiful countryside. The job also led him to extend his knowledge of computers through conversations with the county computer staff responsible for the upgrade. He went on to upgrade his own computer, seeing the potentials of computer use as he was forced to become more sedentary.  He has taken a “Learndirect” course in IT as a direct consequence, the first formal taught course he had taken since school. However he sees no need for further courses as he develops his skills through a lot of practice and trial and error, and the help of more experienced friends and relatives,.

The second part time job was as a pub handyman, but his arthritis has worsened, and he has been forced to give up. He is currently unemployed, but would like another job, perhaps driving. He accepts his disablement but wants to remain as active and useful as he can, for as long as he can. Over the first two years of the research he has become more accepting of the need to retire early, and is developing plans to occupy his time. 

Bar the arthritis, his life has been happy and successful. He has spent most of his time working in an industry he loves, even if he did become disenchanted with standards at the end. He lives in a 5 bedroomed bungalow which he largely built himself – inevitably to a very high standard. Family life has been good. His daughters have been able to continue their education as he did not. Both have degrees, good jobs and happy marriages, and he is very proud of them. 
He has, since childhood, had hobbies collecting stamps and postcards. He has many books on the subject, visits fairs, and now gains additional information (and friends with similar interests) from the internet. He is developing these hobbies into a small business, selling over the internet - hence his deliberate improvement of his computing skills. 
The determination to teach himself, and to learn through experience can be seen throughout his working life. From his second apprenticeship onwards he has taken steps to improve and expand his skill, always learning on the job through experience and practice and working alongside other good craftsmen, sometimes moving on when it seemed necessary to learn something new, taking advantage of opportunities that were available. His home life has also involved experiential learning. He reads widely and has taught himself or sought help from others as necessary. He is dismissive of taught courses seeing them as unnecessary, and for practical applications, counterproductive. Although he did find the computer course of value, he now prefers to improve by his usual methods. For example he has bought a scanner and is becoming skilled in photographic copying and restoration work.  He says that there are IT classes available for this, but that he can learn successfully by himself with the occasional help of his daughters.  If he did attend another formal class it would be for a specific purpose.  Derek demonstrates how highly skilled and successful it is possible to become with no formal training, and believes that that is the best way.

Case study 2: “Joseph Pryce” – Committed Christian, electrical entrepreneur and teacher
Joe’s family moved to England in the 1960s. Joe, as oldest son, stayed behind with his grandmother. She was strict but loving; unable to read but with a wide knowledge and intelligence. He moved to join his parents when he was 13. It was a big culture shock to move to a city with a very small black population. His father had moved from running his own joinery shop to unskilled manual work. But they had a good sized house and vegetable garden. Joe is critical of his parents handling of his schooling. He was put in the bottom stream of a secondary school and was appalled at the standard of work compared with what he had been doing back home. But his parents saw teachers as wise people whose judgement should not be challenged. Over 3 years Joe worked his way up to the top stream and took external exams, but before he got his results they moved to a northern industrial city, settling with other Caribbean immigrants. This was a second culture shock for Joe, leaving behind his white (Italian immigrant) friends in the south, finding the behaviour & street culture of the Caribbean community he had moved to very different. 

He could have gone to another school but felt very resentful and couldn’t see the point. Ideally he wanted a job related to maths. The careers advisor in his southern school had suggested working in a bank and arranged interviews, but Joe’s father objected to this. He was determined that his son should train for a skilled manual occupation. In Joe’s family respect for parents was absolute, he felt resentment again but did as he was told.

He passed a test and was taken on to do an electrical apprenticeship in the maintenance section of a national company, with day release once a week to college. This job was not a great success, there was a “coffee break culture” amongst his fellow workers which was at odds with the strong work ethic of his family background, and he didn’t feel he was learning anything as all he was doing was changing light bulbs which he could do before. One of the electricians warned him that he was “too eager” and suggested that he might be better in a firm that did installation rather than maintenance. After a couple of months was able to move to an apprenticeship at a regional electrical installation company, where he made rapid progress. “…after 3 years, um, working on the tools, doing different sites, I had – I think at 18 – 18 or 19, I had an apprentice working with me! [laughs]...  I was wiring multi-storey buildings, I was doing all sorts.”

Unlike Derek he valued both on site and college learning. He has described the process whereby he learned from other workmen, developed that learning through his own experience and used what he learned at college to further his work.

I was placed with a qualified electrician – and I’m going back now… about 1964 – most of the electricians weren’t actually qualified in a sense from an academic point of view.  They didn’t have any certificate from college … but they were still very practical, actually knew exactly what they were doing.   So from the practical point of view I was able to gain experience from the industry how to actually carry out the job practically and I think the college actually gave me their own opinion and knowledge and theory behind it, so basically I was able to understand how electricity was generated whereas I wouldn’t have got that in the actual workplace.  I was able to understand how to carry out calculations to determine the type of cables to use for a given installation and for the current rating and all that type of thing. These types of calculations wasn’t in the ‘on site’. That I had to learn in the college so basically they went hand in hand, one giving me the practical experience and the other giving me the erm, what could I say, the theoretical perspective of understanding of the job.

There is numerous ways of wiring a house, and you might, as an apprentice be taught certain specific ways or you might be taking on ways in which a particular individual might see things, but as you progress you have developed your own way of actually going about… doing the same job completely different because I think the way you actually function and see things is completely different.  Although you were given a starting point of how things are done and actually took things as ‘gospel’, when you start actually looking into the requirements, the statutory regulations etc you can actually visualise and see things differently… I think I would have learned to do the job without the college, but in order to go beyond just the basic practical wiring, understanding how to design lighting and how to estimate and to do those type of things I wouldn’t have been able to do those, so both is essential    
He did well at college passing all courses with credits and distinctions. The firm recognised a bright young man.  “I went into the office, started estimating and going out on the site… going with the supervisor, learning how to – to supervise the site.” He enjoyed it but had problems from home again. He’d moved away from manual to “white collar” work which was not what his father wanted. Meanwhile he was still only on apprentices wages which did not cover the cost of suits and dry cleaning. After about 18 months he had to ask to go back to working on site “on the tools”. His employer was pleased with his college achievements over the first 3 years, but Joe had to argue to be sent back for the remaining two years to gain higher qualifications. He did complete the 5 year apprenticeship – with flying colours. “I passed all the exams – for 5 years I was there…then that was it.  And to be quite honest I never thought about anything apart from working, doing a good day’s job, earning money, and eventually running me own business”

the environment was good, the people I was working with was good… they took an interest in me and taught me quite a lot, you know, of exactly how the industry work, how to tender for work, and stuff like that.  I mean the experience was unbelievable.  So even before I was 21, I had a good knowledge of, um, planning, estimating and …  I could actually– just put the drawings in front of me and I could see the end product, so I was able to – from the architect’s plans I was able to know exactly how we’re gonna wire the buildings etc, and it was great, and I was excited to get to work, because I just wanted to do more and more of it

Alongside work Joe had been pursuing other interests, principally cricket and music. He had learned to play the guitar from workmates and formed a band with friends performing semi-professionally locally. When his band were offered the chance to back a well known singer, he had to take the opportunity – abandoned work and set off for London. He is glad he had that experience, but there wasn’t a lot of glamour. They were not well paid & often slept rough.  After a year he came back home, settled down with his girlfriend and returned to the electrical work he was good at, whilst continuing to perform locally. 

He worked his way up to supervisory levels again and then following a disagreement with his bosses about treatment of workers decided to leave and work for himself. He had already learned many of the additional skills he needed. He got plenty of work and was able to expand into property development – partly to keep his employees occupied if there was no external contract. For many years he was very successful. He developed some facilities for his community – a gym, a recording studio for youngsters. But eventually, in the late 1990s a development plan was thwarted. He lost all of his money, felt he had let people down, and had a personal breakdown. He spent 18 months staying at home and reading the Bible. It is to God that he attributes his recovery. 

He did not want to sign on for government support but was eventually forced to do so. He did not want to return to his former occupation which had led to so much distress. He particularly did not want to return to building site work as he now found the language and attitudes offensive. He was put on a government sponsored programme called “New Deal” and sent to college on some vocational courses. He’d suggested that he might be able to work in Health and Safety Inspection or with computers (he’d used one for his business for many years) and was sent on courses for both. The computer (construction and repair) course allowed him to start up a very small scale business upgrading old company computers and selling them cheaply to students. 
Whilst on a second computer (using) course he was spotted by a former colleague who suggested he should not be studying but teaching a course. He had previously run some small scale training courses for other companies, but was shocked at the suggestion. He didn’t believe he could do it but was eventually persuaded to try. 

He took on a part time temporary contract to teach apprentices at the college, which was rapidly made full time and permanent. He found that although each lesson took a lot of preparation, teaching was something he could do enjoy, and he was pleased to be putting something back into the system that had benefitted him during his own apprenticeship. The help he got at work was minimal, but all college tutors in England now have to undergo formal teacher training and he was happy to do this. The college provided funding and a day a week for him to do firstly the basic trainers course and then a teaching certificate at a local university. He enjoyed doing both and enjoyed learning the background to his new job though he believes only limited parts of the course were of direct relevance to his teaching. 

…there was things like the teaching observation that was done by the lecturer.  The feed-back was helpful because there was little things that I wasn’t aware of that they brought to mind. And the micro-teaching session where you had to do that in front of other professional people and they could make comments and things like that, I found that very helpful.  

…the Cert Ed is quite academic it’s not, some of it’s not really related, I can’t see the relation between the job I was doing and the course… I found the history of education, stuff like that, interesting… it’s given me some knowledge to understand how things have come about.  The most practical thing on the Cert Ed was the um the IT sessions.  I was able to develop the things that I learnt on that course with my presentation, my Power Point presentation and linking to other web sites and using the interactive white board and that type of thing … because it’s developed my teaching style, it’s helped me a lot to get across certain aspects of the course, because I’m teaching a lot of students who’ve never been in the electrical industry, they’re straight from school…So the more I can excite them with colours and things moving and maybe a video or something so they can actually see what’s happening. The learning process is a lot better, easier for me and them.

Joe now is achieving success in a new career and at the same time his return to college in his 50s has ignited a passion for reading and learning. He has continued at university with a part time foundation degree and is moving on to a part time BA. 

…different writers I’ve read, I’ve read their work and obviously it’s left something there. It’s given me something to think about...  It’s like just opening up a new world… I’m doing it [degree] because, basically, I don’t know, it’s just about learning.  If I wasn’t on this course I would be somewhere else on a course somewhere else…I just want to develop my mind a bit more. I think it was stagnating for too long.

Case study 3: “Louise Smith” – artistic, child support worker

Louise is only 35, much younger than the other two, but like Joe she has worked in two principle occupational areas. She relates some of her adult work and life experiences and attitudes back to experiences of childhood and school. 
Overall, schooling was something that Louise enjoyed. She remembers the early years with pleasure and she described her senior school as a place where she felt safe, where people fitted in with the systems without the problems that she sees with pupils in secondary schools now. She grew up in public housing, with very little money, but education was an important part of her family’s culture. Her mother stayed home to look after her two daughters and provided “educational activities” for them. She later became a classroom assistant and her sister, Louise’s aunt, was a headteacher. Nevertheless there were problems at school due to Louise’s determined self-will, which she now describes as misguided. 

From a young age Louise was good at art and music, and fussy about the appearance of her work. At middle school she learned the violin. But there were problems in the second year as violin lessons were set against either art or maths and she was forced to miss her favourite lesson art, rather than her weakest subject, maths. She was too young to appreciate the reasons and thought her teacher was just vindictive. She started finding excuses not to go to school on violin days “just to show them”. She eventually gave up violin, and made no effort at maths. She regrets it now and sees it as one of several episodes where she “cut off her nose to spite her face.”
Obstinacy plus art caused more problems at 16 when she was studying for external exams. She was in the top stream and resented the fact that she had more work to do than some of her less clever friends. This resentment led her to minimise effort in academic subjects. On the other hand she gave maximum effort to art and textiles, finding that concentrating on such projects provided her with a mental release as she channelled her frustrations into making beautiful things.  But when she failed all subjects except art and textiles, it came as a real shock and disappointment, especially as it meant she couldn’t follow her chosen route, to Art College. She stayed at school for a short time to try to qualify for Art College but after a few weeks found what seemed like an ideal job in graphic reproduction in the printing industry “a bit like the equivalent of an apprenticeship.”  She saw it as an opportunity to be grown up and earn money of her own, whilst learning to do something art related.
All the training for her new job was on site through instruction from colleagues, followed by practice and advice. (The only off the job course was touch typing which she still finds valuable). She believes she learned to do the job well but did have problems with personal relationships in the small, male dominated firm. 

it just wasn’t all that I thought it was gonna be at all.  The people that I worked for were the worst people in the world and they used to treat you absolutely appallingly.  And if they wanted you to do overtime they used to lock the door at half past 5 so you couldn’t get out.

She had problems with one lad whose attentions came close to stalking. He’d hide her work tools, even damage expensive work plates that she’d made, and she’d get into trouble. There was also a manager who used to sit and watch her working looking for faults. She persevered unhappily for a couple of years until she was physically sick and left. When she’d recovered from stress related illness, a second printing job was initially much happier, though the workplace was still male dominated. Then a work colleague’s girlfriend became jealous of Louise, and although she believed the situation had been sorted out the attitude of her colleagues changed. When learning at work depends on help from colleagues and those colleagues stop helping it is very problematic.  She believes she was then perceived as a troublemaker and prevented from learning necessary skills.

My boss who I got on really well with called me into the office and said, “I’m really sorry but because of new technology your job is going to disappear.  You haven’t learnt as much as you could have done about the computer side”.  So I said, “I don’t feel I’ve been given the chance to learn the computer side because they’re always making me work downstairs”.  And I said, “Their excuse is because I am much quicker at it because that’s the background that I’ve come from,” which is dealing with the actual films and processing films.  I said, “So I’m not learning that but I’m not being given the opportunity either. It’s not because I don’t want to it’s because I’ve not been able to. I’m not allowed, my manager wouldn’t let me”.  

After investigation

I was invited into the meeting room and asked whether I’d like to stay and be given this training, but the people that would be training me were the people that schemed behind my back to get rid of me… I couldn’t possibly trust the people to train me in the right way and give me what I need to sort of succeed.  

She still believed this was a job she wanted to do and moved to another printer. “…And I went there and the lad that I worked with was yet another male chauvinist pig” She became stressed again and left, and decided she had to have a complete change of career. Her mother was working as a classroom assistant, helping teachers in a school. She located a vacancy for a similar job.  Louise applied and got the job - “I started working with emotionally behaviourally disturbed children and loved it, found it really interesting, found it incredibly rewarding and found I could make a difference.” Working in schools reminded her of the mess she’d made of her own education, and made her feel more strongly the need to do something about it, opening up the possibility of better jobs. But her partner at that time was both critical of her new job, and could see no point in her educating herself. He derided her ambitions. She went through another period of illness (undiagnosed coeliac disease), during which her partner left. Her condition was eventually stabilised, she returned to work, and met the man who was to become her husband. . Like his predecessor, he is not well educated himself but his attitude has been completely the reverse. He is proud of her wish to better herself, and provides both moral and financial support. He has encouraged her to spend their joint income on course fees, course materials, a computer, the internet etc. She studied really hard at night-school to pass her problem subjects from school, and has since sought all the off the job training she can get for her work. She believed she was entitled to training as a classroom assistant to National Vocational Qualification level 3 (NVQ3). Her employers refused on the grounds that there wasn’t enough money in the professional development fund and that they couldn’t manage if she was missing one day a week. However when she decided to fund herself they gave her the time off. There is an acceptance in educational work that education of staff as well as pupils is appropriate, although time and money are in short supply. Louise has moved through several related jobs – mentoring in a mainstream school, then becoming part of a support team for children with behavioural difficulties. At each stage she has enthusiastically sought and usually obtained (through persistence) additional training and education. She is currently studying for a foundation degree in teaching and learning, one day a week at her local university. This is only indirectly related to her present job but she has some idea of becoming a teacher in the future. Meanwhile there is much on the job learning to do with reports and policy documents to read and implement, alongside the more experiential and instinctive relationships she has to build with children and their families.

Louise’s case demonstrates the problems of vocational training ‘on the job’, where personal relationships make it difficult to learn. He experience was very different to Derek’s. Then in her later career she seems to have remembered and reacted to her earlier  problems with formal learning, by trying to get all the training and education she can. She mentions particularly her wish to succeed “for my mother” who gave up all her own opportunities to have and raise her daughters. Her enthusiasm for learning now is not dissimilar to Joe’s, though rather more instrumental and work orientated. Joe also spent a much greater period of his life, once he was fully qualified for his job, where he never considered formal learning at all.
Conclusion

This paper is based around three detailed case studies derived from extensive life histories provided by the respondents. In presenting the cases in so much detail I am hoping to give a flavour of their lives and dispositions, as well as illustrating specifically how they have learned for work both on the job and in formal courses, both at the start of their careers and for ongoing development. The three have followed very different tracks and clearly have very different experiences of and attitudes to vocational education and training. 

These differences could partly be explained by variables such as labour market sectors, available VET provision, social class, gender and ethnicity.  However, though providing a necessary part of any explanation of these people’s dispositions to learning, they are far from sufficient, for the differences clearly go beyond such structural explanations.  In this short conclusion, I want to focus briefly on two significant issues that arise from this realization.  The first is to explore how we can understand the origins and nature of these differences.  The second is the implications of this finding for VET practice.

Hodkinson and Hodkinson (2003) have argued that dispositions to workplace learning are developed alongside the prior lived experiences of the person concerned.  The Learning Lives data reinforces this view, which can be widened to encompass VET more broadly.  The three stories above illustrate the ways in which Derek, Joe and Louise developed dispositions towards learning, education and work, and are continuing to do so.  Sometimes, as with Derek, this is largely a process of on-going consolidation, as his lived experiences confirm his deeply held belief in high quality on the job learning, and learning by problem solving and doing.  In other stories, we can clearly see examples of changing dispositions, as with Joe’s recent engagement with teacher training, and his enrollment for a part-time degree.  This view of learning, as a process of becoming, is a developing part of our learning lives work. 

The significance of individual dispositions to learning for the provision of VET takes several forms. As Hodkinson and Hodkinson (2005) argued for school teachers, it means that any systematic provision of training will have differing effects on different workers.  At one level this is obvious, but its significance is often overlooked, as employers, states and providers search for largely universal outcomes from the systems that they put in place.  However, to take the opposite view and naively search for entirely individualised systems, treating every worker/learner as unique, is also problematic given the rooting of these and other stories in issues of labour markets, social class, gender and ethnicity.

Thus it is oversimplification to focus on patterns of provision or on individual learners, at the expense of the other. Also both need to be broadly located within the wider social, economic and political structures through which they take place.  If VET is complex, then so must be our understanding of it, in developing and evaluating provision.

Our research findings suggest that the previous experiences (life histories) of learners need to be known and understood, if we are to understand how and why they interact with work and learning.  As Hodkinson and Bloomer (2002) argued, we need to study and understand VET as an on-going, longitudinal process. 
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