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ABSTRACT

The Skills Development Act (97 of 1988) introduced a new approach to the development of work-
related skills in South Africa. This Act provided the legal underpinnings for learnerships, which
include both structured work experience (i.e. a practical component) and instructional learning (i.e.
a theory learning component). Learnerships are offered in an accredited workplace environment

and culminate in a qualification that is registered on the National Qualifications Framework (NQF).

Research studies support the view that informal learning accounts for over 75%-90% of the
learning that takes place in organizations today. Although the majority of learning that occurs in the
workplace is informal, little is, however, known about how such learning is best supported,
encouraged and developed in a learnership programme. The impact of informal learning on
learnerships must be seen as an essential ingredient for effective workplace skills programmes and
the advancement of skills acquisition leading to qualifications and career planning resuiting in a
highly skilled workforce. This research study was prompted by the perception that the majority of
workers in the footwear industry have a low formal educational level and are either non-skilled or
semi-skilled, financial sustainability of the footwear industry and global competition. Learnerships
are perceived to be a creative vehicle whereby workers are able to acquire basic production and
manufacturing skills in the workplace through a Clothing, Textiles, Footwear and Leather (CTFL)
learnership programme. This research study explores the factors in an education and training
environment that enhance or inhibit informal learning opportunities and how these factors shape or
impede informal learning, thus impacting on the performance of learners in a footwear learnership

programme.

Although no single theoretical framework of informal learning exists, this research study was

informed and underpinned by the theoretical models of various experts in the field of informal



learning. Using an interpretivist paradigm the researcher opted to study the implementation of
learnerships at one accredited training provider in the footwear industry. Data collection
instruments provided rich, detailed qualitative data using semi-structured interviews, observations
and document analysis within a case study approach. The findings of this study identified a number
of overarching factors that enhanced or impeded informal learning in a footwear learnership

programme that also impacted on the performance of learners.

LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS
COSATU Congress of South African Trade Unions
CTFL Clothing, Textiles, Footwear and Leather
ETQA Education Training and Quality Assurance
HR Human Resources
NQF National Qualifications Framework
NSDS National Skills Development Strategy
PDP Personal Development Plan
PoE Portfolio of Evidence
Qms Quality Management System
RPL Recognition of Prior Learning
SAQA South African Qualifications Authority ]
SDA Skills Development Act
SETA Sector Education and Training Authority
SGB Standards Generating Body




Chapter One
INTRODUCTION AND BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY

1.1 INTRODUCTION

The workplace has always been considered an important setting in which adults learn. The Skills
Development Act (SDA) (970f 1998) introduced a new approach to the promotion and development
of work-related skills in South Africa. The concept of learnerships is central to this integrated skills
development system and is a major feature of the National Skills Development Strategy (NSDS).

Cherry (2003, p.4) references Mercorio (2001, pp124-125) who defines a learnership as:

A planned combination of fundamental, core and elective unit Standards, which lead to a qualification
and, which is directly applicable to the world of work.

With the introduction of the Skills Development Act and learnerships, an interest in workplace
learning has intensified in recent years, because learnerships offer an alternative model of
vocational education and training. The implementation of the Skills Development Act provides the

legislative mandate for upgrading the skill of non-skilled and semi-skilled workers.

Learnerships are new paraprofessional, vocational education and training programmes.
Learnerships include both structured work experience (i.e. a practical component) and instructional
learning (i.e. a theory learning component), which culminate in a qualification that is registered on
the National Qualifications Framework (NQF). Qualifications are based on registered unit
standards. A person who successfully completes a learnership will have a qualification that signals
occupational competence, recognized throughout the country. An organization or company can
only offer learnerships if they are accredited by an Education and Training Quality Assurance Body
(ETQA) as a workplace training provider. Learnerships are offered in a workplace environment and
the majority of learning that occurs in the workplace is informal. However, little is known about how

such learning is best supported, encouraged and developed in a leamership programme.



This research study explores the factors in an education and training environment of an accredited
training provider in the footwear sector that enhance or inhibit informal learning opportunities and
how these factors shape or impede informal learning, thus impacting on the performance of
learners in a footwear learnership programme (See Chapter Two for a more detailed discussion on
the factors that enhance or inhibit informal leaming). Using an interpretivist paradigm, the
researcher opted to study the implementation of learnerships at one accredited training provider in
the footwear industry. Further, this study argues that informal learning factors such as the sharing
of perspectives and experiences, giving encouragement, teamworking, self-directed learning,
coaching, mentoring, learning through past experiences from routinized and non-routinized tasks,
information exchanges in a workplace setting and personal and career development are some of
the factors that could either shape or impede informal learning and impact on the performance of

learners in a footwear learnership programme of an accredited training provider.

In setting the scene for understanding the study, this chapter sets the background to the study, the
reasons why this particular study was undertaken, the purpose and key research questions of this

study and finally the structure of this study.

1.2 BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY

Genesis of Learnerships in South Africa

According to the Department of Labour's guide titled An Introduction to the Skills Development
Strategy (2001, p.1), the skills revolution in South Africa commenced in January 2001 with the
adoption, by the Minister of Labour, of the National Skills Development Strategy, which was a
response to the problems in the labour market inherited from the apartheid era. One major
objective of the NSDS was to replace the inflexible learning structures that favoured inequalities
with flexible, open learning structures designed to meet the challenges of social development and
globalization. It was also aimed at transforming the labour force “from a low skills base to one that
is committed to high quality, lifelong learning”, to create a labour market that is more responsive
and better equipped to cope with the negative impact poverty and disease have on the workforce,
and, in partnership with employers, employees and communities, enhance the employability of

South Africa’s labour force.



Prior to the new democratic dispensation in South Africa, traditional vocational training for skilled
workers happened mainly through apprenticeships. Apprenticeships regulated the training of
artisans during the early 1980s. A concept paper by the Department of Labour titled Improving
Apprenticeships in the context of Skills Development in South Africa (2006, p.5) provides clarity
about the relationship between leamnerships and apprenticeships. Whilst learnership development,
in the main, has focused on addressing the needs of workers previously denied training, for
example, production (process) workers across manufacturing-related industries, the apprenticeship
system had focused on artisan trades used to support production systems and largely maintenance
work. For an apprentice to acquire sufficient technical or trade knowledge, skill and application,
he/she would be indentured under an apprenticeship contract to complete a number of N1, N2 and
N3 technical and trade courses at a technical college before he/she underwent a trade test in order

to become a qualified artisan.

The apprenticeship system had many flaws such as insufficient numbers of apprentices being
trained, a lack of work experience opportunities in companies and the abolishment of a tax
incentive scheme for employers taking on apprentices. Thus, apprenticeships did not succeed in
addressing the needs of the South African labour market. The Department of Labour's guide titled
An Introduction to the Skills Development Strategy (2001, p.1) maintains that not enough skilled
workers were trained to meet the needs of a growing economy. It was obvious that a new system
had to be designed to transform the old apprenticeship system. This paved the way for the

introduction of learnerships, which build and improved on apprenticeships.

An Overview and Legislative Framework of Learnerships

The Skills Development Act (97 of 1998), which provides the legal underpinnings for learnerships,
made many changes and created new forms of professional and vocational education and training.
The Act created new structures for training, created new funding incentives to encourage more
training, created new forms of learing programmes and proposed new ways of assisting all people

get skills and jobs.
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Learnerships in the South African context are implemented in a highly regulated environment.
Davies and Farquharson (2004, p.185) references Vorwerk (2002b, p.14), who maintains that this
is evident in the three core criteria for quality training and learning practices in the workplace, as
defined by the National Skills Board Regulations (NSB) of March 1998 (Republic of South Africa,

1998) and to which all learnership programmes are required to adhere:

[1] Applied competence: The ability to put into practice in the relevant context the learning
outcomes acquired in obtaining a qualification.

lii] Integrated Assessment. Assessment that permits the learner to demonstrate applied
competence, which uses a range of formative (interim) and summative (overall) assessment
methods.

fii] A qualification: A planned combination of learning outcomes that as a defined purpose or
purposes, which is intended to provide qualifying learners with applied competence and a basis
for further learning.
Cherry (2003, p.4) references Mercorio (2001, pp124-125) who maintains that the SDA introduced
a new system of learning and learnerships, to replace the old apprenticeship system. The SDA is
assisted by twenty- three Sector Education and Training Authorities (SETAs), each representing a
different sector of the economy. These SETAs are responsible for establishing and promoting

leamerships that will meet the demands of their own sector.

During a learnership, learners spend some time working under the guidance of a skilled worker and
some time learning theory. Learnerships apply to all parts of the economy, give a learner a
nationally recognized qualification registered by the South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA)
and is based on an agreement between the learner, an employer, and a training provider. The old
way of vocational training was changed by the introduction of learnerships and skills programmes.
Both learnerships and skills programmes are meant for people who are aiready employed as well

as people who want to enter the workplace and it promised many benefits.

According to the SDA, there must be a written learership agreement between a leamner, an
employer (or group of employers) and a training provider or providers. The learnership agreement
places obligations on all three parties: The employer must employ the learner for the period

defined in the agreement, provide practical work experience and allow the learner to attend off-the-



job education and education sessions. The learner must work for the employer and attend any
education and training programmes that are specified. The provider must offer the education and
training that is specified and supports the learner as may be specified. The Act is also explicit about

how disputes about a learnership should be resolved.

The South African Qualifications Authority (SAQA) Act (1995) created a new framework for
education and training in South Africa. This Act set up ways of ensuring the quality of education
and ftraining in South Africa. It also set up the National Qualifications Framework (NQF).
Learnerships are designed to provide theoretical and practical skills development over all sectors
for the widest possible population with the objective of formal recognition of skills development
within a national qualifications framework. Learnerships lead to a full nationally recognized
qualification, which is registered on the NQF. This framework is made up of eight levels of learning
and pathways for learning specializations. The level of a qualification is based on the exit level — on

what a person will know and can do when he/she finishes their qualification.

Learnerships have several advantages - under the SDA the leamerships provide more than
technical skills. The learnerships teach learners both general and specific skills. General skills are
fundamental skills, such as language and mathematics, which are needed as the basis for further,
lifelong learning. The second are the critical cross-field outcomes e.g. solving problems and
teamworking, which must be built into all programmes. Specific skills are the skills, which are
needed for a particular job or sector. Learnerships are based on the needs of the economy and its

generation is, therefore, “demand-led” — what skills are demanded or needed by the economy.

Profile of Footwear and Leather Companies in the Republic of South Africa (RSA)

This study focuses on learnerships in the footwear sector. From an analysis of the CTFL SETA
database (2005), the profile of the sector reflects that there are 457 footwear and leather
manufacturing companies in the Republic of South Africa, with an employee strength of 32 774
workers. Footwear and leather companies are mainly concentrated in KwaZulu-Natal (166
companies), Gauteng (101 companies) and Western Cape (109 companies). The South African
Footwear & Leather Industries Association Annual Report (SAFLIA, 2004, p.14) reflect that the

main footwear producing area, in volume terms, is KwaZulu Natal with 62,02%. The Western Cape



and Eastern Cape areas represent 32,83% with the Northern area (mainly Gauteng) producing
5,16% of the total footwear produced in the RSA. The footwear and leather sector accounts for

about 15% of total formal employment within the clothing, textile, footwear and leather industry.

According to a Department of Labour booklet titled The Role of Sector Education and Training
Authorities (SETAs) and the Department of Labour's Provincial Offices (Budlender, 2001) about
40% of footwear companies employ less than 50 people. This is a sector that is severely affected
by globalization and competition, discussed below. The South African Footwear & Leather
Industries Association Annual Report (SAFLIA, 2004, p.22) indicates that footwear imports are
extremely high, accounting for 83% of all footwear sold in the Republic of South Africa. The
competitive nature of the domestic market has resulted in an increasing number of companies
outsourcing manufacturing. When outsourced to local footwear companies, this resulted in job
creation and contributed to growth. However, when companies outsource to foreign companies in
China, India, Brazil and Indonesia, this has a catastrophic effect on the sector, which has already

experienced severe job losses.

Basic Footwear Manufacturing Operations

In a footwear manufacturing company, the Stores Department acquires the raw materials and shoe
components. The personnel of the Stores Department control the stock and distribute it to all
departments. The Bottom Stock Department prepares and produces bottom footwear components,
e.g. soles and heels. The Clicking Department cuts the upper and lining components from a piece
of leather and it is the responsibility of the Closing Department to assemble the cut components to

form the closed uppers of the shoes.

The Assembly Department assembles and matches uppers, bottoms and lasts according to a work
ticket. The Lasting and Making Section attaches upper and bottom components to form the shoe.
The Finishing Section treats the bottom edges, whilst the Shoe Room prepares the aesthetics and
dressings to ensure the desired quality. The Dispatch Department is responsible for packaging,

delivering and preparing the relevant documentation.



Education and Training in the Footwear Sector

The CTFL SETA's Sector Skills Plan 2005-2010 (CTFL SETA 2006, pp 31-32) shows that a
significant portion of the workforce in the footwear sector is in the General Education and Training
band. This presents an opportunity for footwear companies to upgrade the educational levels of the
workforce in this band through NQF level 2 learnerships. A cause for concern and which also
represents a negative image in the footwear sector is that the majority of the workforce is
concentrated in the Further Education and Training band with the average formal educational level
of the worker being grade 10 (standard 8). There should be a concerted effort to increase the
education levels of the workforce in the next five years in order to improve the competitive footing
of the sector. Although this represents the potential to move a significant nurmber of employees into
the Higher Education and Training band, the poor image of the footwear industry discourages

prospective students from studying within the industry.

Most training in the sector takes place within companies, “on the job,” and is thus very
unstructured. According to the Sector Skills Plan 2005-2010 (CTFL SETA 2006, p. 34) of the CTFL
SETA, no higher education institutions in South Africa offer technologist programmes for the
footwear industry. National Certificate programmes in leather and footwear manufacturing are
offered at a lower level by both public and private education and training institutions that operate
within the Further Education and Training band. This places the sector at a severe disadvantage
and it is bound to feel the negative impact of such repercussions. This impacts on the footwear
industry, which finds it increasingly difficult to compete in global markets. The shortage of
graduates in the footwear industry is bound to create a skills shortage in the industry, which will
have ramifications for the survival of this industry in the future. Footwear programmes delivered at
educational institutions faced with budget cutbacks have not kept pace with technology, thus,

leading to inferior training.

According to the CTFL Education and Training Quality Assurance (ETQA) Body statistics (CTFL
SETA database 2006), from 2000 to October 2006 twelve footwear companies in the Republic of
South Africa were accredited by the CTFL ETQA to offer learnerships for the NQF level 2 National
Certificate in CTFL Manufacturing Processes qualification. The fact that these companies have the

capacity to roll out learnerships has made Further Education and Training qualifications more



accessible to workers in the footwear sector. This accounts for the large concentration of the
workforce in the FET band. Workers are now able to acquire basic production and manufacturing

skills in the workplace through a CTFL learnership programme.

The CTFL SETA offers the following support to accredited training providers in the footwear sector:
The development of learning materials, resources and assessment tools and instruments, funding
in the form of learnership grants, bursaries to upgrade the skills of education and training personnel
and monitoring audits and visits to support the various ETQA processes to ensure quality

education and training provision.

The Sector Skills Plan 2005-2010 (CTFL SETA 2006, pp 38-40) has revealed that strong links
need to be created with educational institutions, especially Further Education and Training
Colleges, as well as external training consultants to assist in the delivery of learnerships. A strong

technical training base is required to support the sector.

The NQF level 2 learnership programme in footwear manufacturing companies has equipped both
employed and unemployed learners with the basic production and manufacturing skills in the

footwear sector. This has resulted in a steady supply of FET graduates in the sector.

According to CTFL ETQA statistics (CTFL SETA database 2006,) the learnership graduate rates
for the period 2003 to August 2006 for both the footwear and leather sector reflect that 227
employed learners (18.1) and 293 unemployed learners (18.2) graduated with a National Certificate
in CTFL Manufacturing Processes. 18.1 learners refer to learners who are already employed by an
organization (internal learners), and must be distinguished from 18.2 learners who are unemployed

learners (external learners) recruited by a company for the duration of the learnership programme.

1.3 RATIONALE: BROAD PROBLEMS AND ISSUES TO BE STUDIED

Education and Training programmes in the footwear sector includes both formal and informal

learning activities to enhance the capacity and skills level of learners. Formal training and



development opportunities are sometimes ineffective and costly in organizational learning in the
footwear industry. The very structure of formal learing programmes did not cater for the practical
component of the learning, which took place on the factory floor under the guidance of a qualified
trainer, coach or mentor. Thus, these programmes have not led to sustained change in the
development of workers. Learnership programmes in the footwear industry have a strong
experiential learning component that focuses on the relevance of knowledge and the applicability of
skills in the workplace. Formal learning programmes in the form of short courses about footwear
production and health and safety are sometimes pitched above the formal educational level of most
workers in the footwear industry. Thus, these programmes are unlikely to appeal to them.
According to an Integrated Training Strategy Document (2005) of Edu Shoes!, surveys conducted
within the footwear industry, in most regions including KwaZulu-Natal, reflect that the majority of

employees have an educational level lower than matric (grade12).

Conner (1997 — 2005, p.1) is of the view that most learning does not occur during formal training
programmes. It happens through processes not structured or sponsored by an employer. Informal
discussions with Human Resource (HR) Directors in the footwear industry support the argument
that formal learning programmes have contributed little to facilitate the transformational shift of

learners from being a novice to that of an expert in the footwear manufacturing industry.

The failure of formal education and training programmes to address the skills needs of the
footwear sector is exacerbated by the fact that the footwear industry in South Africa is challenged
in terms of financial sustainability and global competition owing to the huge impact of cheap
Chinese imports, low investment in technology, the high cost of labour and capital. This is
threatening the financial sustainability of accredited education and training providers within the
footwear industry. China appears set to dominate the global footwear sector in the new
dispensation. According to the Sector Skills Plan 2005-2010 (CTFL SETA, 2006, pp 10-11),
footwear exports are relatively insignificant, whilst footwear imports account for 83% of all footwear
sold in South Africa. Footwear imports doubled from R1 billion in 2000 to virtually R2 billion in

2003. The three leading importing countries were China, Vietnam and Brazil. Thus, it is paramount

' A pseudonym, see case details in Chapter Three.



that the local footwear industry retains its competitive edge in the footwear giobal market through

education and training.

The Sector Skills Plan 2005-2010 (CTFL SETA, 2006, pp 17-18) acknowledges that the impact of
global competition is a major determining factor exerting considerable influence on the sector. The
competitive nature of retail markets has placed heavy pressure on local manufacturers to improve
productivity, price, quality and delivery of products. The future sustainability of the sector depends
to a large extent on upskilling the workforce to function at internationally competitive levels. The
application of new technologies, especially new modes of production, is having a profound impact
on the sustainability of the industry with concomitant effects on human resource planning and skills
development. Technological advancement requires a highly skilled workforce with high order skills.
There is also a huge demand for operator-level training through the learnership programme. At

operator level, the challenge is to multi-skill operators.

The sector is fashion-oriented. The consumer is fashion conscious and internationally mobile.
Design capabilities and the linking of design to market requirements are of central importance to
the overall success of the sector. It is chiefly on design that companies distinguish themselves from
competitors. There are significant gaps to be bridged in the design process and the training

process that produces designers through the learnership programme.

A major problem for the sector, as identified by the Sector Skills Plan 2005-2010 (CTFL SETA,
2006, p. 19), is the aging profile of senior management in technical portfolios and the associated
failure of the sector to generate replacement skills to fill these emerging high-order technical gaps.
The sector requires a large pool of skilled technical labour. Highly skilled and appropriately
qualified people will be able to find jobs in the sector in the long term.

The poor image of the sector appears to have discouraged students from seeking an occupational
qualification related to the sector. This trend appears to have undermined the advanced skills
profile of the sector, emphasizing the importance of a more coordinated development programme
in support of their future evaluation — one that covers the full spectrum of skills requirements within

the sector.



Accredited training providers do not have the financial means to initiate extensive education and
training programmes. This adds up to a deep-seated lack of competitiveness in an industry where
success depends on technical knowledge, innovation, efficiency, and responsiveness.
Unfortunately most of the workers from within the footwear manufacturing sector have limited skills

confined to certain areas of the manufacturing process.

Given the current high employment rate in South Africa, footwear manufacturing companies are
unlikely to invest huge sums of money in formal training programmes that focus primarily on the
theoretical aspects of footwear production, especially if this means removing learners from the
production line to attend such programmes. There is litlle doubt that skills development underpins
any effort to improve the sustainability and growth of the sector. Hence, for this sector to make the
‘quantum leap” needed to become competitive, learnerships must form an integral component and
is central to deliberations in transforming the sector's workforce into a highly skilled sector with

appropriately qualified people that possess high order skills.

Training providers within the footwear industry are not inclined to invest huge financial resources in
the development of human capital by investing in educational, training and leaming materials and
resources in order to upgrade their training facilities so as to enhance informal learning
opportunities. It is noted that the manufacturing processes involved in the production of shoes is
highly labour intensive, which requires high skills and dexterity. Unemployed learners who are
recruited by a footwear company lack the necessary experience, expertise and skills and thus
embark on in-house learnership programmes in order to craft their skills and knowledge about
footwear manufacturing processes whilst learning informally on the job. Thus, it is paramount that
we look into the factors that influence this kind of learning in order to close this gap and thereby

increase the performance levels of workers on a footwear learnership programme.

It has yet to be established if informal learning opportunities contribute as much to the success of
learnerships as do formal learning opportunities. Learnerships are offered in a workplace
environment and the majority of learning that occurs in the workplace is informal. Lohman & Woolf
(1998) and Marsick & Watkins (1992), as cited by Lohman (2000, p.84), is of the comprehensive



view that informal learning refers to activities initiated by people in work settings that result in the
development of their professional knowledge and skills. Unlike formal learning, informal learning
can be either planned or unplanned and structured or unstructured. However, much is still to be
discovered about how such learning is best supported, encouraged and developed in a learnership

programme.

Informal learning, such as the sharing of perspectives and experiences, giving encouragement,
learning through past experiences, sharing materials with other team members, searching the
internet for instructional content, experimenting with new learning strategies and other forms of
peer learning is one of the benefits of workplace leamning and should therefore be the key training
and learning strategy of accredited footwear training providers. Thus, the availability of such factors

in a footwear learnership programme should be investigated.

The majority of accredited training providers in the footwear industry lack the financial clout to
invest in computer technology in their training centres, thus denying employees learning
opportunities through internet access. By focusing on e-learning during the learnership programme,
emnployers in the footwear industry will be encouraged to invest in order for employees to develop
skills to facilitate more effectively both their own learning and that of others, when they are

experiencing a situation that demands such learning during projects and assignments.

1.4 THE RESEARCHER'’S INTEREST IN DOING THE STUDY

There is currently a lack of research studies on how informal learning can be enhanced during a
footwear learnership programme. If this gap is bridged then the transfer of skills, knowledge and
expertise in footwear manufacturing processes will be facilitated. This research study must be
viewed as an opportunity to add to the body of knowledge of informal learning and its relationship

with learnerships.

Research studies in the past have failed to acknowledge the role of informal learning activities in

the development of learners enrolled on a footwear learnership programme. Smith (1999, p.1) cites
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Coffield (2000, p.8) who maintains that informal leamning should no longer be regarded as an
inferior form of learning whose main purpose is to act as the precursor of formal learning; it needs
to be seen as fundamental, necessary and valuable in its own right, at times directly relevant to

employment and at other times not relevant at all.

Conner (1997-2005, p.1) supports the views of Coffield (2000) and maintains that informal learning
accounts for over 75% of the learning that takes place in organizations today. This finding concurs
with the findings of Brinkerhoff & Gill (1994) and Lovin (1992), as referenced by Lohman (2000, p.
84), who argues that recent reports indicate that as much as 90% of new learning is acquired
through informal learning activities in the workplace, rather than organizationally planned or
sponsored activities away from the workplace. Often, the most valuable learning takes place
serendipitously, by random chance. Most companies and organizations, however, focus only on
formal learning programs, losing valuable opportunities and outcomes. According to a White paper

on Informal Learning (2005, p.1) on an Epic internet site:

Informal, casual, instant, spot, embedded or workflow learning is now recognized as perhaps the most
important form of adulf learning, quantifiably more important than formal learning interventions.

A research study of this nature can inform accredited training providers to improve their own
policies, practices and strategies in the training and development of learners doing a footwear
learnership programme by enhancing informal learning opportunities in order to guarantee the

success of learners.

The researcher’s own interest in doing the research stems from the fact that he is the Education
Training and Quality Assurance Manager of the Clothing, Textile, Footwear and Leather Sector
Education and Training Authority (CTFL SETA) and he quality-assures learnership programmes in
the footwear industry. The researcher is therefore interested in how learners can improve their
performance levels whilst in a learnership programme. Being cognizant of the fact that the
education level of the majority of workers in the footwear industry is low, he is interested in raising
the performance levels of learners on a learnership programme by looking at ways in which
informal learning can be enhanced, thus improving the performance of learners. In order to achieve

this, he is of the view training would be less of a challenge if a more conducive environment for
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learning was created within the training facility of accredited footwear training providers so as to

encourage informal learning amongst learners in a footwear learnership programme.

1.5 THE PURPOSE OF THIS STUDY

The study highlights how various factors influence informal learning amongst learners in a footwear
learnership programme, thus enabling them to develop their theoretical and practical knowledge
base about footwear manufacturing processes informally. The aim of this research study was to
identify the factors that influence informal learning in the way learners go about acquiring an implicit
or tacit knowledge of footwear manufacturing processes in an accredited education and training
environment. Learners in a footwear learnership programme find it difficult to articulate factors that
influences what they know and how they crafted such knowledge, therefore the study was
developed to discover from the learners the way that informal learning takes place in a footwear

learnership programme.

1.6 OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY

The following are the objectives of this study:

1. To determine how accredited footwear trairiing providers create an education and training

environment that encourages and support informal learning opportunities.

2. To ascertain the factors that inhibits informal learning opportunities in an education and
training environment of accredited footwear training providers.

3. To evaluate how these factors impact on the performance levels of learners in a footwear
learnership programme.

1.7 KEY RESEARCH QUESTIONS

This study seeks to answer the following key research questions:
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1. What are the factors in an education and training workplace environment that enhance or
inhibit informal learning during a footwear learnership programme?

2. How do these factors impact on the performance of learners in a footwear learnership
programme”?

1.8 REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Most of the local and international literature in books, journal articles, internet sites and electronic
databases such as Sabinet, Eric, Nexus and EBSCO host focused on the broad definitions, impact,
benefits and strategies that facilitate or inhibit informal learning in the workplace and not specifically
in a learnership programme. Research supports introducing informal learning, not as a replacement
for formal learning activities, but as a complement to them all. Cofer (undated, p.1) referencing Bell

and Dale (1999) found that the two elements support one another.

An in-depth study of local literature of the concept of learnerships, the structure, implementation
and benefits of a learnership programme was conducted. It must be recognized at the outset that
leamerships is an emerging field and the body of applied knowledge is small. The various
components of the footwear learnership programme was analysed at three points, i.e., before the
commencement of the learriership, during the learnership programme and after the leamership
programme, thus giving a clear understanding of how the various components lent itself to informal

learning opportunities.
1.9 LIMITATIONS OF THIS RESEARCH STUDY
The following limitations are acknowledged:
1. This study focused on a case study of one major footwear manufacturing company only.
Limitations included the danger of distortion, since it was not easy to crosscheck

information in all cases. A case study might be strongly influenced by the particular

sources that are consulted, and might turn out differently with the use of other sources and
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methods. A further limitation of case study research is its restricted applicability: case
studies are not necessarily generalizable. While the findings from this case study are not
intended to be generalizable, it is hoped that the findings from this study can offer
practitioners and researchers some insight into the factors that shape or impede informal
learning in a learnership programme. The findings of this case study are informed by the

particular context and location of this case, which might not apply to other cases.

2. The subjectivity of the researcher was also an issue here. The particular bias and
positionality of the researcher was likely to influence how the case is constructed and what
it revealed. The researcher confirmed that he is an ETQA Manager for the CTFL SETA
and that Edu Shoes is an accredited training provider of the CTFL SETA. The researcher

had to be aware of how his position impacted on the research.

1.10 ORGANIZATION OF THE REPORT

This study is presented in five chapters, which are arranged in the following mariner:

CHAPTER ONE provides a general background and orientation to this study. The objectives of this

study, the key questions, as well as the limitations of this study are presented.

CHAPTER TWO comprises the literature review and the theoretical framework used in this study.
This chapter commences with a discussion on the structure of learnerships, which is followed by a
literature review on past studies and their findings on factors that enhances or inhibits informal

learning in workplaces.

CHAPTER THREE outlines the research design and methodological paradigm (sampling
procedures and methods of data collection). A description of the research instruments used as well
as the data analysis techniques employed is presented. This chapter also deals with the reliability
and validity of the research methods used and discusses the ethical issues considered during data

gathering.
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CHAPTER FOUR presents an analysis of the data. In this chapter factors were identified which led

to the categorization of data using the theoretical and conceptual frameworks of informal learning.

CHAPTER FIVE presents the main findings of the research, conclusions and the pertinent

recommendations on the basis of the findings.

1.11 SUMMARY

This chapter presented an overview of the research study. This study is located in the footwear
learnership programme of the footwear industry in South Africa. A background to the concept, legal
mandates and implementation of learnerships in South Africa was provided, together with a profile
of the footwear industry in South Africa. The broad based problems in the industry was discussed,
followed by the researcher's own interest in the investigation. The key research questions were

highlighted followed by some limitations of this research study.
The next chapter reviews past research studies and the body of local literature on learnerships.

This chapter also highlights the conceptual and theoretical framework that underpins informal

learning as the framework within which this study is undertaken.
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Chapter Two

LITERATURE REVIEW AND THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

2.1 INTRODUCTION

The previous chapter outlined the background and orientation to this study. This chapter discusses
the literature reviewed with regard to this study as well as the theoretical and conceptual tools

utilized.

2.2 OVERVIEW OF LEARNERSHIPS

The Concept, Structure and Benefits of Learnerships

A learnership is described as a learning programme, which consists of a structured learning
component; includes practical work experience of a specified nature and duration; and leads to a
qualification registered by the South African Qualifications Authority and related to a qualification
(Republic of South Africa 2006, p.5). Learnerships are based on an agreement between the

learner, an employer and a training provider.

Learnership qualifications go beyond those traditionally offered through formal education or work-
related training systems because they include a wide range of clusters of learning, which are
intended to provide portability and potential employability and they are also available to a wider
range of learners. The two components of learnerships — structured learning and structured work

experience — should be integrally connected as well as contextualised within a work environment.
Structured workplace learning structure the skills, knowledge, appropriate general education,

practical applications and values around a particular occupation. Mentors/Trainers with specialised

skills are required because this kind of learning depends on a combination of instructional tools. In
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the learnership programme the learner requires monitoring and assistance, which is intensive at
first and gradually “fades” as he/she becomes more independent and responsible. The researcher
is of the view that learnerships must be seen as an essential ingredient for effective workplace
skills programmes and the advancement of skills acquisition leading to qualifications and career

planning in order to create a highly skilled workforce.

The National Certificate in CTFL Manufacturing Processes is a footwear learnership qualification
that is registered on the NQF of SAQA as a level two full qualification for the footwear industry. The
structure of this qualification contains both a theoretical component (fundamentals and the core
component), which is facilitated in a classroom-like facility and a practical or structured work

experience component (the elective component), which is usually conducted on the factory floor.

The COSATU Learning and Work Guide (2000, pp.33-45) outlines the structure of a learnership
qualification. Unit standards are the building blocks for a learnership qualification. They carry a
number of credits, which reflects the number of “notional” hours it takes an average learner to
achieve the outcomes of that unit standard. Each unit standard describes the skills, knowledge and
values used by a competent person to perform well, not just once, but over a long period of time.
The critical cross-field outcomes listed on a unit standard describes the general skills and
knowledge that underpins all learning and reflect the abilities which people will acquire. A schedule
outlining the proposed learning programme must indicate which standards will be provided through
structured learning, and which through structured work experience, and which will still be provided
through both. The duration of a learnership is determined by the minimum of 120 credits for the
qualification and ideally should run for a minimum period of 12 months or 1200 notional hours

(each credit point is equivalent to 10 notional hours of education and training).

The Standards Generating Body (SGB) is responsible for designing the curriculum. All NQF
registered learnership qualifications constitute three components: fundamental component, core
component and elective component. The fundamental component, consisting of languages and
numeracy / mathematics, ensures that the learner achieves the competence needed to undertake

the qualification as a whole, as well as providing the foundation for further learning.
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The core component of the qualification contextualises the qualification giving it breadth and
depth. The bulk of the general education (theory and practice) is located within the core, making it
a launching pad to better equip learners with the best possible competencies about the occupation.
The core component of the NQF level 2 footwear learnership comprises the following unit
standards: Structure of the Industry, Quality, Productivity, Materials and Occupational Health and

Safety. All unit standards in the fundamental component and the core component are compulsory.

The elective component comprises choices made from specific standards required for a specific
occupation. The elective category covers the more specialised skills and knowledge needed to
ensure proficiency in a trade, profession or learning area. Davies, T. and Farquharson, F. {2004,
p.186) are of the comprehensive view that this aspect of a learnership concurs with Billet's view
(1994) that high quality learning programmes should provide “authentic” learning experiences, with

opportunities to learn in real workplace settings where the outcomes matter.

According to the rules of combination for qualifications, the elective component of the NQF level 2
footwear learnership constitutes a choice of any one of the following unit standards: Design,

Making, Clicking Process, Closing Process, Finishing Process and Bottom Stock Process.

In terms of the structure of a learnership qualification, formal learning should play a significant role
in the fundamental and core component of the learnership programme. The researcher found that
in terms of the NQF level 2 footwear qualification, the fundamental requirements are not fit for
purpose. [t is of concern to the researcher that learners do not complete the entire qualification in
the workplace. Learners achieve competence in the core and elective components of the
qualification, but not the fundamentals. The researcher is of the view that training providers
exploited the minimum selection and recruitment criteria by using the Senior Certificate or a
standard 8 (grade 10) academic achievement as an access or selection tool. This granted the
learners automatic exemption from the fundamentals, which minimized formal learning
opportunities. The researcher maintains that the 36 credit requirement for the fundamentals placed
a weighting burden on the qualification leaving little notional time for occupation specific learning

and restricting informal learning opportunities. Another serious flaw is that too many credits are
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dedicated for a single unit standard in the elective component, which negates multi-skilling

opportunities.

The Department of Labour's guide titied Learnerships, Transforming People Transforming South
Africa (2001), outlines the benefits of learnerships. Organisations benefit from learnerships by
employing people with qualifications that are well-trained. Staff development within an organisation
is enhanced because work standards and job satisfaction are improved as the learner has a

greater self-image and self-esteem.

Accreditation of Training Providers to offer Learnerships

The Clothing, Textile, Footwear and Leather Education and Training Quality Assurance Body
(CTFL ETQA) accredit training providers to implement learnerships in order to augment the skills
base of all employees in the footwear industry. Training providers are accredited if they can
demonstrate that they have a fully equipped training facility, qualified training staff (trainers,
assessors and moderators) and a Quality Management System for education and training to
implement learnerships successfully. Learnerships are implemented in a highly regulated quality
assurance environment, as espoused in the Education and Training Quality Assurance Bodies
Regulations (Gazette no. 19231, 08 September 1998). Training providers must comply by having
policies and procedures for finance, learner administration and physical resources. This must be
complemented by a comprehensive strategy for the management of assessment including
feedback mechanisms to advise learners on the progress of assessments, a recognition of prior
learning procedure and a policy and procedure for learner guidance and support. One of the
valuable features of conducting this research study at an accredited training centre is the potential
richness of resources (computers, electronic media, reference library of machine manuals etc) and
support (training managers, work colleagues and mentors) available in the organization. The
researcher is of the view that whilst regulations are both important and necessary, the imposition of
an over-regulated quality assurance policy for learnership implementation is stifling and ineffective

for both the training providers and learners.
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Learning Materials, Resources and Assessments for Learnerships

All footwear learning materials and assessment guides are compiled by footwear experts in the
industry and cover both theoretical and practical learning activities. Learning materials and
resources are aligned to the NQF and customized according to the needs of the individual and the
organization, which are supported by educational resources such as charts, swatches, models,
machinery and equipment. Learners are provided with all the necessary learning materials and
assessment guide per unit standard of the qualification in order to guide and support their learning.
They complete group and individual activities or tasks in the learning guides, which are evaluated

by a self-assessment instrument in preparation for the actual assessment.

According to the COSATU Learning and Work Guide (2000, p.53), assessment refers to measuring
and judging a learner's performance against NQF standards. The assessment guide clearly
outlines the use of assessment instruments, integrated assessment of leamners and the
assessment process. Assessment criteria for each unit standard are described in detail. Formative
assessments e.g. projects and assignments takes place in a self-study environment in the learner's
own time and help to form, shape and reinforce the past leaming experiences. Summative
assessments takes place at the end of a learning process and is used to see how well everything
has been understood and learnt. The core modules, which are theoretical, knowledge-based
modules, are assessed via a summative oral or written test. They are conducted in a classroom
environment during working hours. Integrated into the assessment instrument are observation-
demonstration checklists, which measures practical competencies for the electives on the factory
floor. Qualified assessors, who have the relevant technical expertise conduct final assessments,
assess the responses of the learners according to a marking framework/memorandum and provide

adequate feedback to the learner.

Recognition of Prior Learning (RPL) and Portfolio of Evidence (Records of Learning)

The COSATU Learning and Work Guide (December, 2000, p. 56) indicates that learners can earn
credits for a qualification without attending a course, if they can demonstrate that they already have
the skills, knowledge and experience required in the unit standards and qualification. Although RPL

is factored into the footwear learership for the fundamentals, training providers lack the capacity to
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implement a RPL procedure for the core and elective components of the qualification. The
COSATU Learning and Work Guide (December, 2000, p.61) defines a portfolio of evidence (PoE)
as a personal record of knowledge, skills and experience, which is a reflection of theoretical and
practical experience/expertise of the learner over a period of time. Learners on a footwear
leamership compile a PoE, which can be used and re-used in planning for personal and career

development.

2.3 PAST RESEARCH STUDIES ON LEARNERSHIPS

Learnerships are a recent innovation and the body of applied knowledge is small. Some of the past

studies on learnerships that have implications for this research study are discussed below.

Cherry (2003) examines how mentoring in @ Wholesale and Retail learnership can be managed
effectively. Her rationale is based on the perception that companies failed to identify a mentor when
the learnership was initiated and that when mentors were appointed, they lacked the time and
direction to do justice to their mentoring functions. Cherry (2003) cites some of the key challenges
to mentoring such as the lack of education about mentoring in a learnership, the disinterested
attitude of most employers towards establishing a learning environment that would encourage and
support learning and the lack of proper structures for the implementation and support of mentoring.
She concluded that a participatory management approach to the management of mentoring in a
learnership should be introduced and that mentoring actions should display team effort, support
and commitment. The findings of this study are relevant in that the creation of a supportive learning
environment is an important catalyst to any learning process. The researcher agrees with Cherry
(2003), who supports a participatory management approach to the management of mentoring in a
learnership programme, which reflects a learning-committed leadership management that
reinforces and supports the development of others. This kind of approach facilitates coaching and
mentoring both on a lateral plane (from peer to peer) and on a vertical plane (from manager,
supervisor or facilitator to learner). Coaching and mentoring results in learning flowing up and down

the organization.
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Smith, Jennings and Solanki (2004) provide a critique of South Africa’s attempt to transform
apprenticeships. Their data suggests that learnerships provide important opportunities for those at
work to learn new theoretical and practical capabilities and thus deepen the skills base of the South
African economy. Using data from the 2004 baseline survey of the learnership programme in South
Africa, this research set out to determine the extent to which learnerships have served the needs of
beneficiaries operating within the different spheres of South Africa’s dual economy. The aim of the
survey was to assess the internal and external efficiency and effectiveness of learnerships.
Information was collated from 12 SETAs, related to 5767 completed learners and 655 employers.
The two central questions of this paper were: To what degree have learnerships served the needs
of the economy; and to what degree have SETAs contributed to the success or otherwise of
learnerships? An important finding was that eight out of ten learners (77%) selected the learnership
that best suited their career path, 15% did so to gain qualifications and work experience and
improve their prospects of future employment. A massive 94% of the respondents were satisfied
with the availability of the information that they received at the beginning of the learnership on
issues such as the curriculum, how the programme is to be delivered, and how learners are to be
assessed. These findings are significant because it relates to motivation, which is critical in the

learning process.

A positive finding, reflecting well on training providers and learners are the high ratings given for
two important aspects of the theoretical training —the trainers and their materials. In terms of the
trainers, the vast majonity of learners (95%) felt that the trainers were knowledgeable. The same
proportion (95%]) of learners perceived the trainers as making themselves available when required.
In terms of the language used by trainers one in ten (11%) learners felt that the language used by
trainers were of a technical nature that was difficult to understand. On the whole, learners were
equally enthusiastic about the materials used in the training. 92% agreed or strongly agreed that
materials were well written, the materials were applicable to future workplace situations (93% of
learners supported the statement), and that the materials related to real life situatioris {(94% of
learners were of this opinion). In addition, employers had assessed the role of training in the
workplace and only a very small number of employers (4%) reported that learners were often
frustrated by the fraining and it's relation to their actual work. The ratings of on-the-job training by

learners ranged from 0 to 10, with an average of 7.96. The above findings are indicative of the



importance of the learning resources and context in creating a supportive learning structure that
enhances informal learning. The customization of the learning resources according to the needs of

the individual and the organization stimulates the learning process.

During the learnership, a learner is meant to have a supervisor appointed at work to support
him/her and give advice during the learnership. Similarly, a mentor is supposed to be appointed
from outside their place of work to also provide support and advice from a different perspective.
One in 8 (13%) learners claimed that they did not have a supervisor appointed to assist them at
work. Similarly, 7% of employers stated that they had not appointed a supervisor for their learners.
In contrast to the situation surrounding the appointment of supervisors, three-fifths (59%) of
learners did not have a mentor during the learnership programme. Mentoring is an important

catalyst for the informal learning process, if learning is to flow through an organization.

On the question of whether the theoretical training gave learners the necessary skills to do their job
during the on-the-job training, the vast majority (96%) of learners claimed that their training had
given them the right skills. In general, the findings reflect that most learners felt their environment at
work was supportive. On probing as to how completing the learnership had affected the level of
confidence of respondents, more than 9 out of every 10 (95%) learners stated that the learnership
had made them more confident while 4% said their level of confidence was still the same. Only 1%
felt that the learnership had made them less confident. This finding is significant because there is a

triangular relationship between support, challenge and confidence in the learning process.

The study also brought to light several features of vocational and educational training. The first is
the high number of learners who recorded that prior learning had been recognized, thus facilitating
the informal leamning process. The recognition of past learning experiences is central to the
informal learning process because it guides the self-reflection process, which is an important

catalyst for self-directed leaming.
Davies and Farquharson (2004) contributed to what is known about learnerships through

examining a series of pilot projects implemented between 1997 and 2001 in KwaZulu-Natal. These

projects were set up with the specific purpose of testing the effectiveness of the National
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Learnership Programme. A key finding of this study was concerned with how leamerships are
managed: the effective delivery of a learnership programme and its outcomes required the
involvement of key stakeholders from the outset, to clarify stakeholder roles and accountabilities, to
put in place an effective contract management system for Lead Service Providers and to monitor
learners appropriately. A model for managing learnerships in a multi-stakeholder context was

presented for further testing and review.

Some of the important recommendations that have implications for this research study include: A
“stakeholder mapping exercise” should be carried out at the outset in order to identify who should
be involved and what their roles should be, a communication mechanism must be established to
ensure that relevant information flowed freely in a streamlined way amongst and between
consortium members and learners, a “feedback loop” be put in place to ensure that the relevant

parties are kept appraised of the progress and problems as they emerge.

Based on the above recommendations, Davies (2001b) proposed a model where a training
provider served as the Lead Agency. They arranged with one or more agencies to use their
workplaces to deliver the workplace components of a nationally recognized qualification. The
training provider took full responsibility for training and assessment, but drew on the expertise of
employees in those workplaces. The training provider also customized the qualification to meet the
needs of the workplace, which is paramount in facilitating informal learning. These findings have

important implications for the creation of a positive and stimulating learning environment.

2.4 THEORETICAL AND CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

Although no single theoretical model of informal leaming exists, the researcher attempted to arrive
at a design of a credible structure by studying the research papers of a number of experts. In an
effort to address the key questions, a combination of concepts, theories and models are employed.
Findings of research studies on factors that influence informal learning that apply to other
professions and organizational contexts are replicated in this research study to note if similar

factors enhances or inhibits the way learners learn informally in a footwear learnership programme.
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Some of the theories that inform and underpin the theoretical and conceptual framework for the

study are discussed below.

Definitions of Informal Learning

There is no single or common definition of informal learning on which to base a structured
theoretical framework for this research study. Conlon (2004, p. 288) cites Coffield (1996) who
agrees that the theoretical implications and challenges are to reach a common definition on what
informal learning is and who it serves, in part because informal learning cannot be measured by
readily accessible information on qualifications and participation rates. A conceptual understanding
of informal learning is essential if one is to unravel the factors that impact on informal learning in

any profession or context.

Marsick & Watkins (1990, 2001) developed an informal learning model, which is espoused in their
definitions of informal learning that could be applied to a learnership context. Marsick & Watkins
(2001, p. 25) maintain that informal learning is usually intentional but not highly structured.
Examples include self-directed learning, networking, coaching, mentoring and performance

planning that includes opportunities to review learning needs.

In another study on informal learning, Marsick & Watkins (1990, pp 6-7) state that informal learning
refers to learning outside formally structured, institutionally sponsored, classroom-based activities.
As a result, informal learning often takes place under non-routine conditions, that is, when the
procedures and responses that people normally use fail. In such cases, people may become aware
of many tacit, hidden, taken-for-granted assumptions. In the process of doing this, people often
reframe the problem they are experiencing, that is, they realize that a particular situation can be

defined and solved in many different ways.
Carnevale (1984) highlights the following factors in his definition of informal learning: supervision,

observation of fellow workers, learning from one’s mistakes, reading, self-study, and other

unstructured ways of acquiring learning in the course of doing one’s job.
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The following definition of Marsick & Watkins (1990, pp 14-15) provides a possible backdrop to a
theoretical model that best matches the structure of a footwear learnership programme and its
relevance to informal learning. They note that some organizations provide structure and design to
what otherwise would be considered informal learning. For example, an organization might initiate
a mentor programme, designate certain recognized experts as coaches, or institute a career
development system that includes planning for learning outside the classroom. These activities can
be informal learning when they take place naturally in the course of human interaction, or even
when the person sets out to work with someone with whom he or she periodically interacts. But a
mentoring programme might include predesigned meeting times scheduled by the organization, not
the learner, whether or not they are needed. Alternatively, a coach may be asked to follow a highly
prescriptive process. It is difficult for trainers to structure or predesign informal learning, but it can

be enhanced.

Marsick & Watkins (2001, p. 28) cite Marsick and Volipe (1999) who conclude that informal learning

can be characterized as follows:

[i] It is integrated with daily routines.

[ii] Itis triggered by an internal or external jolt.

[ii] 1t is not highly conscious.

[iv] It is haphazard and influenced by chance.

[v] ltis an inductive process of reflection and action.

[vi] It is linked to learning of others.

The various concepts described by Marsick & Watkins on informal learning serve to highlight the
complex nature of the concept while at the same time presents a broader understanding of the

concept.
Conner (1997 — 2005, pp1-2) describes an alternative view of informal learning by stating that itis a

lifelong process whereby individuals acquire attitudes, values, skills and knowledge from daily

experience and the educative influences and resources in his or her environment.
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Smith (1999, p.3) cites Dale and Bell (1999) who define informal learning somewhat more narrowly

as:

Learning which takes place in the work context, relates to an individual’s performance of their job
and / or their employability, and which is not formally organized into a programme or curriculum by
the employer. It may be recognized by the different parties involved, and may or may not be
specifically encouraged.

The most relevant definition applicable to this study is offered by Ellinger (undated, p.2), who
acknowledges that informal learning may be planned or unplanned, structured or unstructured, but

usually incorporates a degree of consciousness about the learning that is taking place.

Smith (1999, p.3) adds impetus to the above definition by citing Veronica McGivney, who uses the

following definitions in her study:

[i] Learning that takes place outside a dedicated environment and which arises from the
activities and interests of individuals and groups, but which may not be recognized as learning.

[ii} Non course-based learning activities (which might include discussion, talks or presentations,
information, advice and guidance) provided or facilitated in response to expressed interests
and needs by people from a range of sectors and organizations (health, housing, social
services, employment services, education and training services, guidance services).

[iii] Planned and structured learning such as short courses organized in response to identified
interests and needs but delivered in flexible and informal ways and in informal community
settings.

The very structure of a footwear learnership programme contradicts the definition provided by Dale
and Bell (1999), because the fundamental and core components of the footwear learnership
programme takes place in a structured environment. However, since the elective component of the
footwear learnership programme is conducted on the factory floor, this lends itself to a myriad of
informal learning opportunities. Ellinger's (undated) definition contradicts the definition of Dale and
Bell (1999), because certain components of the footwear learnership curriculum take place in a

learning environment well-suited for informal learning, although it is planned and structured.

Cofer (undated) cite various authors, who support the views of the experts in the field of informal
learning, namely, Marsick & Watkins. Cofer (undated, p.1) cite Rusaw (1995, p.218), who has

referenced the work of Marsick & Watkins, suggests that informal learning
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...Is a process of learning that takes place in everyday experience, often at subconscious levels.

Marsick & Watkins (1997) add that not only is informal learning unique to the individual, but control
of learning rests primarily in the hands of the learner. Informal learning, as defined by the

Education Development Centre, is that

...in which the learning process is neither determined nor designed by the organization, regardless of
the formality [or] informality of the goals and objectives toward which the learning is directed. (Stamps
1998, p.32).

All of the above definitions are deemed to be relevant in some way or another for the purposes of
this research study. These definitions also illustrate that there are many factors associated with
informal leamning such as self-directed learning, networking, coaching, mentoring, performance
planning, discussions, talks, presentations, information, advice and guidance, reading, self-study
and career development. These are factors that are not only visible, but play an important role in a

footwear learnership programme.

The main point of divergence seems to be the lack of agreement about the format and
circumstances under which informal learning occurs. The fundamental point in all the definitions
applicable to this research study is the fact that it relates to learning that is not highly structured, is

an inductive process of reflection and action and is linked to learning of others.

This study acknowledges the difficulty of identifying a specific definition of informal learning, and
therefore utilizes the broad definitions of Marsick & Watkins (1990) and Ellinger (undated) as
appropriate to this study.

Learning from Experience

A central feature of informal learning is learning from and through past experience. By learning
from experience we mean the way in which people make sense of situations they encounter in their
daily lives in learning from experience, however, much is left to chance. A considerable body of

literature has dealt with various aspects of learning from past experiences
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Marsick & Watkins (1990, pp 19-20) are of the view that perhaps the best-known perspective on
learning from experience in the United States is that of Kolb (1984). Kolb suggests that people
apprehend and transform their experience differently. Some apprehend through concrete
experience (CE), and others through abstract conceptualization (AC). Some transform through
reflective observation (RO), and others through active experimentation (AE). These two dimensions
interact, resulting in both a typology of learning styles and an experiential learning cycle that moves

from experiencing to observing to conceptualizing to experimenting and back to experiencing.

An alternative to Kolb's theory is that of Cell (1984), who identifies four levels of change in people,
each of which can involve a different domain of experiential learning, and each of which builds on
the previous domain: response learning focused on behaviour change, situation learning involving
interpretation, trans-situation learning centred on autonomy, and transcendent learning leading to
creativity. Cell brings to informal learning theory a greater reliance on the way in which learners
ascribe meaning to their experience and highlights the multiple perspectives needed to interpret
experience. His emphasis on autonomy and creativity for higher levels of change is relevant to the

conditions that can enhance informal learning.

While differing in their orientation, Kolb and Cell emphasize several dimensions that are relevant to
informal learning applicable to this research study. Perhaps the most appropriate theoretical model
is that of Argyris and Schon (undated), who note that we learn from experience by drawing
inferences from what people say and do. They introduce “the ladder of inference” to illustrate this
process. The first rung of the ladder represents the directly observable data of what is said and
done in a situation. As we move to successively higher rungs on this ladder of inference, we
impose personal, social, cultural, and organizational meanings on the directly observable data. We
make errors because we jump from the directly, observable data to higher-level inferences, which
we assume are accurate and upon which we then act. Error can be reduced if we illustrate our
inferences with directly observable data. Then we inquire from the other persons in the situation as
to the accuracy of our assumptions. When we do this, we make explicit the reasoning implicit in our
thinking and of others. This allows all parties to publicly test the accuracy of assumptions, including

our reasoning and learning.
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Since this study aims to explore the experiences of learners during a footwear learnership and
learning opporturiities elicited by such experiences, the researcher found Schultz's propositions to
be informative, although it represents an earlier view on learning through past experiences. Eraut
(2004, pp 251-252) cite Schultz (1967) points out that each of us is embedded in a continuous flow
of experience throughout our lives. Discrete experiences are distinguished from this flow and
become meaningful when they are accorded attention and reflected upon. The “act of attention”
brings experiences, which would otherwise simply be lived through, into the area of conscious
thought, where treatment may vary from actual comprehending to merely noting or hardly noticing.
Such attention may be given on a number of occasions, each conferring a different meaning on the
experience according to the meaning-context of the moment. Schultz (1967) suggest that there are
many linkage possibilities for any one episode, each conferring upon it a different meaning and

significance. Reflecting on these activities results in increased job performance.

Reflecting on past experiences is critical in the way an 18:1 learner (learner recruited from within
the company) learns during the core and elective component of the footwear learnership
programme. They would draw on their past experiences especially when reflecting on the different
footwear manufacturing operations. Owing to the learner's exposure and experience within the
footwear industry, he/she is most likely to learn informally through reflection and self-directed

learning practices.

Reflection and learning

Any discussion on learning through past experiences must of necessity begin with the concept of
reflection. Many theorists have explored this concept of reflection, but the researcher found the
views of John Dewey to be interesting. He said that education must address the notion of reflective
thought. According to Dewey (1966, p.295), thought or reflection is the discernment of the relation
between what we try to do and what happens in consequence. No meaningful experience is
possible without some element of thought. Reflective thought begins with an ambiguous situation,
which in some way presents a dilemma to an individual. From this “felt difficulty,” the individual
locates and defines the problem. The third step is a consideration of solutions with analysis of their

many angles. This leads to observation and experimentation and, finally, to a decision to act or not
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on these suggestions. Dewey's notion of reflective thought is clearly similar to the scientific method

as it is applied to everyday experience and action. Dewey (1966, p.311) maintains that:

The function of reflective thought is, therefore, to transform a situation in which there is experienced
obscurity, doubt, conflict, disturbance of some sort, into a situation that is clear, coherent, seftled,
harmonious ...

Argyris and Schon (undated) bring several important dimensions to our definition of informal
learning and learning through past experiences. Firstly, they suggest that learning takes place
under conditions of surprise, the non-routine circumstances that require heightened attention,
experimentation, and determination of the nature of a problem. Secondly, they point out that critical
reflection is called for in these circumstances, that is, digging below taken-for-granted beliefs and
assumptions so that one can reframe the situation. Marsick & Watkins (1990, p. 29) cite Mezirow

(1985, p.25) who defines critical reflectivity as follows:

... the bringing of one’s assumptions, premises, criteria, and schemata into consciousness and
vigorously critiquing them.

Imel (1998, p. 1) cite Mezirow (1991, p.167) who expands on the above definition by maintaining
that for learners to change their “meaning schemes (specific beliefs, attitudes, and emotional
reactions), “ they must engage in critical reflection on their experiences, which in turn leads to a

perspective transformation.

According to Baumgartner (2001, p.17), Mezirow concentrates on the importance of rational
thought and reflection in the transformative learning process. People engage in critical reflection
and re-evaluate the assumptions they have made about themselves and their world. Reflections on
their meaning perspectives, or their overarching “structure of assumptions”, or their meaning
schemes, which include their beliefs and values or “habitual, implicit rules for interpreting
experience,” can result in a perspective transformation or change in world view (Mezirow, 2000,

p.2) Thirdly, people engage in “reflective discourse” (Mezirow, 2000, p.11).

Imel (1998, p. 2) adds impetus to this discussion on critical reflectivity by stating that Mezirow

(1997) maintain that individuals change their frames of reference by critically reflecting on their
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assumptions and beliefs and consciously making and implementing plans that bring about new

ways of defining their worlds.

Critical reflectivity requires that learners in a footwear learnership programme check out their
assumptions before blindly acting on them, pay attention to surprising results and inquire into their

meaning, ask probing questions, and reframe their understanding of what a problem might be.

Non-Routine versus Routine Learning Experiences

Embedded knowledge about footwear production coming from past and discrete experiences in the
footwear manufacturing environment become meaningful when they are accorded attention and
reflected upon by learners. Learners are involved in highly routinized behaviour when they engage
in footwear manufacturing operations for a long period. Typically, it also involves recognition of
situations by comparison with similar situations encountered previously, and responding to them
with already learned procedures. During assessments, learners accord attention to these footwear
manufacturing operations, which involves the conscious use of prior knowiedge, sometimes in

accustomed ways, sometimes in novel ways or in a more critical manner.

Footwear manufacturing operations are sometimes complex and may result in a learner
experiencing many problems that he or she has not encountered previously. Using the theoretical
frameworks of Marsick & Watkins, Argyris and Schon (undated) and Mezirow (1985) on critical
reflectivity, the researcher attempted to interrogate the minds of learners to ascertain how they
went about reframing problems encountered during footwear manufacturing operations during the
learnership programme, in search of a solution and how this process could have led to self-directed
learning. The above discussion provides a background to the routine and non-routine learning

processes and how both learning processes leads to problem-solving.

This research study is influenced by the theoretical framework of Marsick & Watkins (1990, pp 6-
22), who argue that informal learning speaks of learning outside formally structured, institutionally
sponsored, classroom-based activities. As a result, informal learning often takes place under non-
routine conditions, that is, when the procedures and responses that people normally use fail.

Learned responses and habitual ways of acting are least likely to work under these conditions. The
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situation might be completely new and thus fully non-routine; or it might be potentially routine, but
treated as non-routine for some reason. In such cases, people may become aware of many tacit,
hidden, taken-for-granted assumptions. In the process of doing this, people often reframe the
problem they are experiencing, that is, they realize that a particular situation can be defined and
solved in many different ways. Problems are formulated so that creative solutions can be sought.
People also have a much farger, more fluid repertoire of previous solutions to draw upon as
needed. They contend that individuals also often learn from their successes. People draw on these

models when they judge a new situation to be similar.

Marsick & Watkins characterize their model of informal learning as a problem solving approach that
is not straightforward or prescriptive. They contend that the cycle is embedded with sub-surface
beliefs, values, and assumptions that guide action at each stage. In this model, informal learning is
influenced by how people frame a situation as a problem that is typically a non-routine problem.
Informal learning takes place along a continuum of conscious awareness. As they frame it within
their context based upon their beliefs and assumptions that are often unconscious, they consider
strategies for solving that problem. Through this process, there is a presence of action and
reflection and there are often intended and unintended consequences as a result of the learning

process.

Lohman (2000, pp 84-85) cite Cseh et al (1999), who maintains that individuals respond to
potential learning experiences by engaging in a series of steps that closely resemble the steps of
the problem-solving process of Marsick & Watkins. In a re-conceptualized model of informal
learning, Lohman (2000) describes these steps as: (a) framing the context, (b) responding to
triggers to a potential learning experience, (c) interpreting the experience, (d) examining alternative
solutions, (e) choosing learning strategies, (f) producing alternative solutions, (g) assessing
intended and unintended consequences, and (h) evaluating lessons learned. She cites Cseh et al
(1999) and Jarvis (1987a, 1987b), who maintain that as individuals successfully navigate through

these problem-solving steps, reflective learning occurs.

The researcher is of the belief that facilitators in a learnership programme typically deal with non-

routine situations. No matter how often they have given a course or how closely they are following
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scripts in a packaged curriculum, facilitators always have to deal with many “unknowns” because of
differences in the learners and the group's dynamics. Creative skills and technological skills are

critical to seeking solutions in a learnership programme.

Schon (1983) suggests that experts question routine situations. Marsick & Watkins (1990, p.23) are
of the view that informal learning, by definition, is non-routine because it occurs in an
indeterminate, unsystematic, uncontrolled context. The task of learning for a learning activity or
footwear manufacturing operation during a learnership programme may be made more or less
routine by the presence or lack of a systematic learning-how-to-learn process. Nevertheless, the
nature of the process of inquiry remains “messy, multivariate, back-forth-many-stages-all-at-once”
(McClellan, 1983). It is this persistently non-routine characteristic of informal learning which
produces the need for skill in critical reflection among informal learners, and the need to make

explicit the tacit knowledge they bring to the task.

In any given complex problem during a learnership programme, when a learner’s attention is being
pulled to a specific task or manufacturing operation, he/she must decide what to include or exclude
from their interpretation of a problem. Leamners draw on their past experiences and, most
importantly, they draw on frameworks for understanding that which they have already developed
because they do not have time to build a new framework from scratch. It is only when they think
that the framework does not match the experience that they will develop a new framework. In most
problems encountered during the learnership programme, there are a lot of reasons for trying to
use their existing mental frameworks since they are being pushed to carry out assigned tasks and
reach assigned goals. However, many errors occur because they have put their attention in the
wrong place or excluded important signals from the context that would lead them to different

inferences.

Eraut (2004, pp 260-262) explores this argument further and agrees with the theoretical framework
of Marsick & Watkins in this regard. Much of Eraut's discussion offers some clarification on
routinized behaviour, which at most is semi-conscious and is often characterized by rapid decision
making within a period of continuous, semi-routinized action. He is of the view that it involves

recognition of situations by comparison with similar situations encountered previously, then
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responding to them with already learned procedures. It involves the conscious use of prior
knowledge, sometimes in accustomed ways, sometimes in novel ways or in a more critical manner.
Even when there is no emergency, experienced people typically prefer to do many things quickly
and smoothly if they are confident in their own proficiency. Both the development of proficiency and
learning to cope with pressures for rapid action involve routinization and further work. Routinization
leads to knowledge becoming less explicit and less easily shared with others, i.e. more tacit.
People are able to make such decisions because they recognize the situation quickly and “know

what to do” as a result of their prior experience.

Eraut (2004) cites Simon (1965), who contends that the concept of routine vs. non-routine work has
enjoyed a long intellectual tradition. Given the large quantities of information we deal with, we place
boundaries on the scope of data to which we will attend. We often use heuristics or rules of thumb,
which experience tells us lead to acceptable solutions most of the time; hence they “satisfy.” But

these heuristics may also limit our search for solutions.

A learner’s past experience about footwear production and the footwear industry itself would, to a
large extent, determine the degree to which a learner will reflect when handling familiar or
unfamiliar tasks during the learnership programme. An 18.1 leamner, who is recruited from within
the company or industry will use previous experience to reflect on familiar footwear operations and
is most likely to use his/her experience when attempting to solve unfamiliar problems. The iearner
will use his/her implicit knowledge about particular footwear operations in an attempt to reframe the
problem and this will eventually lead to self-directed learning. Learners will have to reflect on their
thought processes when dealing with familiar (routine) or unfamiliar (non-routine) problems
pertaining specifically to footwear manufacturing processes or learning tasks or activities about the

footwear industry itself.

Coaching and Mentoring

The management of coaching and mentoring in a learnership requires an organizational culture
that will support and sustain the process. Footwear employers are expected to provide the
necessary resources to ensure that active learning at the workplace takes place under supervision

and guidance of a visionary coach or mentor. All employers have to be responsible for creating a
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learning environment that is supportive and provides an active mentoring or coaching system at the
workplace. Mentoring and coaching is central to the leaming process and paramount for quality

education and training provision.

Policies and procedures in the Quality Management System of accredited footwear training
providers must reflect structures for learner guidance and support in the form of coaching and
mentoring. This must be available to learners at three points of the learnership programme: before
commencement of the learnership programme, during the learnership programme and on
completion of the learnership programme. Management of assessment, including learner feedback
mechanisms to advise learners on the progress of assessments, leamer appeal and re-write
procedures etc. are some of the structures that the accredited footwear training provider must have

in place to guide the level of coaching and mentoring process that may be required by learners.

For the purposes of this research study a good understanding of coaching and mentoring is

provided by Bryson (2001, p. 7), as cited by Cherry (2003, p. 18). He defines mentoring as:

... @ nurturing process in which a more skilled or experienced person, serving as a role model, teaches,
sponsors, encourages, counsels and befriends a less skilled or less experienced person for the purpose
of promoting the latter's professional and/or personal development. Mentoring functions are carried out
within the context of an ongoing, caring relationship between the mentor and mentee.

Smith, Jennings and Solanki (2005, p.557) draw a distinction between coaching/supervision and
mentoring. They argue that supervision deals with the training component of the learnership, whilst
mentoring is seen as providing support to ensure social integration into the job, giving advice on
career options, sharing ideas with regards to the skills and capacities necessary for the job, and
ultimately helping the person become more effective in their current position. The key distinction
between the two is that, whereas the coach/supervisor is defined in terms of an organisation’s
hierarchy, the mentor, on the other hand, is not bound by that hierarchy. In many instances, the
mentor might not be linked to the business unit/factory floor etc., within which the participant is
based. Rather, mentors are selected because of their interpersonal skills and ability to, for
example, transfer tacit knowledge, be supportive and provide objective advice to those they are

mentoring.
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Many researchers are of the view that the coach or mentor should lead by example (role modeling)
and motivate and encourage the learner (mentee) to improve his/her performance. Research on
how learners learn on the job or learn in the workplace demonstrates that they often learn through
cogritive apprenticeships. Kerka (1997, p. 2) concurs and makes reference to studies of
practitioners in several professions (Farmer, Buckmaster, & LeGrand, 1992), which reveal that
what helped them most in leaming to deal with ill-defined, complex, or risky situations is having
someone model how to understand and deal with the situations and guide their attempts to do so.

Learners in a learnership programme look to coaches and mentors to fuffill this role for them.

In the case of this research study, the facilitator fulfilled the role of both coach and mentor. Macneil
(2001, p.5) cites Rogers (1977), who defines a facilitator as someone who creates a learning
environment, and is responsible for providing the resources, which will enable people to learn. The

facilitator will encourage individuals to “break through", and to discover their potential.

Collaboration and Teamwork

During a footwear learnership programme, there is mutual construction of new knowledge including
the capacity for concerted collaborative action. Eraut (2004, p.247) argues that informal learning
recognizes the social significance of learning from other people, but implies greater scope for
individual agency than socialization. He draws attention to the leaming that takes place in the
spaces surrounding activities and events with a more overt formal purpose, and that takes place in
a much wider variety of settings than formal education or training. The practical theory of a
learner’s personal construct is embedded through continuous communication and interaction either
through daily experiences, being in dialogue with others or observing colleagues. Marsick &
Watkins (1990, p. 29) share a similar view and argue further that new employees learn the ropes

by observing others and following them.

Heron's (1999) definition of a work team, as cited by Macneil (2001, pp 2-3), is very appropriate for
this research study. He defines a work team as a number of people with the relevant skills, who
work together to achieve their task objectives. For teamwork to be successful, the group will need

to have a defined range of roles, rules for the members’ interaction, and an agreed system of
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decision-making. Team leamning is defined as a process where the team creates knowledge for

both its own members and for others in the organization.

Teamworking is one of the critical cross-field outcomes of the NQF level 2 footwear leamership
programme. Team experiences add greater value to personal development and tend to determine
performance standards. Team members who do not meet these standards are normally motivated
to seek and accept opportunities to enable them to achieve these standards. Learners engage in
teamwork and make explicit their craft knowledge in pursuance of their growth and development.
There is mutual construction of new knowledge including the capacity for concerted collaborative

action. Marsick & Watkins (2001, p. 28) express the view that:

... an organization can encourage peers to work and learn collaboratively”

Imel (1995) also endorses a “collaborative approach” as a means of reinforcing critical thinking and
teamwork required to transform workplaces into high performance, continuous improving

organizations

Another way of perceiving teamwork is through the concept of community of practice. Lave and
Wenger (1991) suggest that wherever people engage for substantial periods of time, day-by-day, in
doing things in which their ongoing activities are interdependent, learning is part of their changing

participation in changing practices. This is referred to as participation in communities of practice.

In developing a learning community, Marsick & Watkins (1990, p. 210) cite Smith (1987, p.40), who
is of the view that:

...when organizational structure maximizes participation, human interaction, and flexibility in
carrying out roles, the possibilities for learning through day-to-day activities are maximized.

Another way of viewing this network or community of practice is through Bernstein's (1990)
construct of framing. Bernstein developed the notion of classification and framing of knowledge. In
his terms, framing of knowledge is strong when there is a sharp boundary between what may be
transmitted and what may not be transmitted in a learning relationship. It is therefore possible to

identify strong or loose framing with the learners, whilst operating in a group.
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Mitchell & Sackney (2000, p.59) add value to this discussion by pointing out that the presence of a
learning community in an organization will allow for the existence of a well functioning team of
people who “work and learn together.” They are of the view that situated learning may be viewed
as involving participation in communities of practice and found that learning is an aspect of
changing participation in changing “communities of practice” everywhere. Boud and Middleton
(2003, p. 195) cite Wenger (1988), who maintain that social participation within the community is
the key to informal learning. It is embedded in the practices and relationships of the workplace and
helps to create identity and meaning. It both complements and can substitute for formal learning

mechanisms.

Applefield, Huber and Richard (2001) cites Brown (1994), and Brown and Campione (1994) who
are of the comprehensive view that the concept of learning communities is the ideal learning
culture for group instruction. These communities focus on helping group members learn, by
supporting one another through respectful listening and encouragement. Applefield, Huber and
Richard (2001) cite Kaufman (1996, p.44) who states:

Learning does not occur in a vacuum and is best mediated through supportive sacial networks.

This research study was influenced by the perceptions of Marsick & Watkins (1990) on
collaboration and group learning. Marsick & Watkins (1990, pp 36-40) cite a report from the Work in
America Institute (1985), which encourages an active, non-hierarchical form of interaction among
work teams, managers, and trainers along with peer learning among co-workers. They posit that a
study by Lippitt and Knowles points to learning at a collective level, not just at the individual level.
They are of the belief that collective learning is the distinguishing feature of workplace learning, and
that it plays a particularly strong role in informal learning because people learn through interaction
in bounded social groups that are connected by common organizational goals. With regard to
organizational learning, the learning of one person is inextricably intertwined with the learning of
others in natural work groups. Citing Boot and Reynolds (1983, p.8) they point out, from one
perspective, others are valuable because they provide feedback or shape another’s behaviour; and

that they can also be seen as “negotiators in the construction of social reality.”
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They make a convincing argument for collaboration and teamwork in the workplace by citing Lufts
and Ingram (1961), who developed the Johari Window, which suggests that individuals grow by
being open to others. Through feedback they learn how others see them. Through self-disclosure
they open themselves to the potential of more intimate relationships and also subject more of their
perceptions about themselves to public reflection. In this process, others may help shape and

affirm their self-understanding.

Marsick and Watkins (1990, pp 41-46) suggest that in groups, we as individuals think and learn
differently as a result of our interaction with others. Groups learn when they monitor the
effectiveness of the process of group interaction while simultaneously attending to getting the task
done. They note, however, that when organizations learn, individuals become agents who in some
way influence the way others in the organization think, act, and learn. They suggest that all
individuals are part of larger social groups, both within and outside organizations. At the minimum,
people function within defined work groups and often network with other work groups across

functions. It is clear that individuals seldom act solely on their own behalf in the workplace.

Lohman (2000, p.85) provides an alternative view to group learning that inhibits informal learning,
which has implications for this research study. Based on the studies of Brown and Duguid (1991) of
canonical and non-canonical practices in organizations, she suggests that different outcomes result
from these two approaches: Canonical practices represent espoused and sanctioned practices of
organizations, whereas non-canonical practices represent naturally occurring practices of emergent
or existing communities of practice in organizations. These communities are seldom recognized by
the organization. Lohman (2000, p.85), referencing Brown & Duguid (1991, p. 47) argue that it is

through non-canonical practices that:

...Jearners can in one way or another be seen to construct their understanding out of a wide range of
materials that include ambient social and physical circumstances and the histories and social relations
of the people involved.”

Atternpts to reorganize the workplace into canonical groups can actually disrupt highly functioning

non-canonical commuriities and thereby decrease individual and group learning. As such, a more
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productive approach to foster informal learning is o create organizational environments that do not

inhibit individuals and groups of individuals from learning on their own.

Collaboration and teamwork is central in the way learners develop their skills and knowledge during
a footwear learnership programme. Opportunities for collaboration and teamwork is critical in the
way an 18:2 learner (an unemployed learner with no previous experience in the footwear industry)
crafts his/her knowledge informally through interaction with other more experienced workers.
Learners craft their knowledge about footwear production processes by engaging in long periods in
a specific department with fellow colleagues, departmental managers and coaches or mentors who
gladly use sit-by-Nelly techniques or methods to demonstrate to the learner clicking, closing or

finishing operations in the production of shoes.

Learning through Context
Research on how people learn in the workplace demonstrates that the learning that takes place is
constructivist, situated learning. Interaction between a learner and the learnership environment

takes place continually and this forms the basis for the learning process.

Ellinger (undated, p.1) cites Knowles (1984) and Merriam & Caffarella (1999), who were of the view
that an organization provides an environment for learning that either facilitates or inhibits learning.
Contextual factors may be manifest within such an organization that espouses an orientation to
learning. Therefore, the purposeful selection of the case study, a footwear manufacturing company

located in Pietermaritzburg, represented a unique environment to situate this study.

In this research study, Bolman and Deal's (1997) organizational frames were integrated into
Marsick & Watkins’ (1990,1997) model of informal learning to better understand how aspects of the
organization may shape informal learning and the facilitation of informal leamning in a learnership
programme. Bolman and Deal offer four perspectives, or frames, which they contend are different
lenses through which to view the organization. Their four frames are: structural, political, symbolic,
and human resources. Central concepts related to the four frames include: rules and policies,
planning and control systems, lateral co-ordination, and attention to structure (structural frame);
human needs, skills, training and education, and relationships (human resource frame); power,

conflict, competition, and palitics (political frame); culture, meaning, metaphor, ritual, and heroes
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(symbolic frame). Bolaman and Deal's organizational frames were used as a guide to better

understand the complexity of the organizational setting of the case study.

Marsick & Watkins (1990, pp 15-16) note that when people learn in the workplace, they are highly
influenced by the context, that is, the particular situation in which something happens. They cite
Zuboff (1988), who suggests that many types of workers — whether they act on machinery or act
with other people — are context-dependent. This is as true for [abourers, who want to tinker with
machines when they break, as well as with managers, who rely on personal knowledge often
gathered in face-to-face settings to make decisions. On the other hand, even when people learn in
a highly technical environment, context plays a role since many decisions about data are
dependent on the judgment of people and are taken through some kind of collaborative, social

interaction.

Eraut (2004, p. 269) provides an interesting insight and suggests that the triangular relationship
between challenge, support and confidence in workplace learning aiso focuses on broader
contextual factors such as: (1) the difficulty or challenge of the work and the extent to which it was
individual or collaborative, and (2) the opportunities for meeting, observing and working alongside
people who had more or different expertise, and for forming relationships that might provide
feedback, support or advice. For novice workers, in particular, a significant proportion of their work
needs to be sufficiently new to challenge them without being so daunting so as to reduce their
confidence; and their workload needs to be at a level that allows them to reflectively respond to

new challenges, rather than develop coping mechanisms that might later prove to be ineffective.

Career and Personal Development

Footwear employers plan for the career advancement of their employees. Personal development
plans emphasize natural learning, outside of the classroom, along with more structured courses or
activities. All learners in a footwear learnership programme compile a PoE (record of learning),
which reflect all the qualifications and individual unit standards that a learner has achieved. This
can be used and re-used in planning for personal and career development. The objective of a
footwear leamership is to ensure that a learner develops on a novice to expert continuum through

multi-skilling and by completing multiple electives whilst on a footwear learnership programme,
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learners are given the opportunity to acquire the skills and knowledge about footwear

manufacturing processes from conception to completion.

Bell (1977), as referenced by Cofer (undated, pp.2-3), encourages taking advantage of the career
development process to build in planned opportunities for informal learning on behalf of the
employee. This may include serving as a tutor for a trainee, taking responsibility for a staff meeting,
or designing training as a member of a training steering committee. Management should plan,
organize, lead and control activities that will create visible exposure of learner to learning

opportunities in the workplace.

Cofer (undated, pp 2-3) whilst referencing the work of Mumford, maintains that Marsick and
Watkins (1997) encourage the use of personal development plans. The orientation programme
prior to the commencement of a footwear learnership programme and counseling sessions

generally focus on personal and career development of learners.

Mashile (2002, p.176) cites Kennie & Enemark (1998) who say that the concept of continuity of the
development of skills and knowledge throughout the individual's working life signifies the need for
what is called a Personal Development Plan (PDP). Embracing the notion of a PDP implies that
individuals should take responsibility for their own leaming and professional development
(Sandelands 1998a, 1998b; Lester 1999).

Frontline-supervisors and managers encourage membership in related professional associations.
Cofer (undated, pp.2-3) cites Rusaw (1995) who describes the opportunities for informal learning
inherent in membership in professional associations. Professional associations serve as a place to
identify a mentor; a mentoring relationship is often a great source of informal learning for both the
protégé and mentor. Mashile (2002, p.179) supports the above view and maintain that professional
bodies are in a unique position to respond to the professionals need for guidance and support.
They can play an important role by providing access to information, counselors and mentors, as
well as support to enable professionals to plan and reflect on their individual learning experiences

(Friedman, Hurran & Durkin 1999). Workplace committees provide guidance and support and
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facilitate the personal and professional development of learners This offers the possibility of greater

exposure for learners to enhanced learning and training opportunities.

Learners on a learnership programme belong to various workplace committees e.g. Health and
Safety Committee. They make explicit this information when engaging with learning activities in the

core component of the footwear learnership relating to the health and safety unit standard.

A PoE is reflective of a learner’s development over a period of time, which is indicative of the
learner's past experience in the footwear industry and the current level of skills and knowledge of
the learner. It also contains all the assessments that the learner has undertaken during the
learnership programme. A learner makes explicit this knowledge when encountering familiar
footwear operations or uses this knowledge as a basis when reframing problems of a non-routine
nature. This category includes strategic positioning of the learner to ensure a successful future

career path.

Information Exchanges

The structure and conditions surrounding information exchanges in workpiace settings are limitless.
They can exist as stand-alone sessions, designed solely for the purpose of exchanging information,
or they can be adapted to team meetings or briefings and counseling sessions with training
managers, facilitators, coaches and mentors. During a footwear learnership programme there are
numerous opportunities for intense information exchanges between the facilitator and learners
during the core component of the programme and between managers, supervisors and peers

during facilitation of the elective component on the factory floor.

With the advancements in workplace technology, distance learning, and online communications,
and other media may be equally if not more effective in developing learners on a footwear
learnership programme. Computer-based education and e-learning are important elements in a
successful learnership programme. This exchange of information includes, but are not limited to
intranet websites, chat rooms and/or discussion boards, e-mail and/or mailing lists, and other

vendor-supplied distance learning software and technology. This may involve becoming competent
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in the use of computer-based systems or other packages necessary to undertake work-related

tasks in a learnership programme.

Learners often come together for the purposes of exchanging information. Bell (1977), as
referenced by Cofer (undated, pp.2-3), suggests reading and study groups as a means for
facilitating informal learning in the workplace. During a footwear learnership, learners are given
various tasks, learning activities, projects and assignments that lends itself to various information
exchanges. These information exchanges may take the form of informal conversations with peers,
supervisors and departmental managers about footwear manufacturing operations and the use of
machinery and equipment in footwear production. Assignments and projects given to learners are

enhanced through the use of computers for research purposes e.g. the internet.

Guidance and support mechanisms in a learnership programme have a number of information
exchange opportunities such as records of counseling sessions (log book entries), briefings and
meetings. During a learnership programme learners complete formative assessment tasks, which
includes projects and assignments and are given feedback on these tasks by a qualified assessor.
Accredited footwear training providers ensure that their training facility is equipped with computers
for internet access, and a reference library that facilitates access for learners to conduct research
for projects and assignments. Learners are interviewed during quality assurance exercises as to

the availability, use and access to these vital informal learning resources.

Motivation, Confidence and Commitment

Motivation is the sine qua non for learning in a workplace. This area is so vast that it could be
explored as a separate field of research. With the help of a positive and stimulating training
environment and training staff, this may serve as enough motivation during the learning process of
a learnership programme. Brown (2001) cites Becker (1964), who is of the alternate view that the
issue of motivation, is addressed by human capital theorists, mainly as a question of getting the

“incentives” right in the workplace.

Learners are driven to perform during a footwear learnership because success translates into

achieving a certificate that will offer them job security in the footwear industry, higher wages or

55



even a promotion. It is for these reasons that learners are inclined to learn a wide variety of

footwear manufacturing operations informally during a footwear learnership programme.

Eraut's perception on the complementary impact of confidence and commitment to the leaming
process is interesting. Michael Eraut (2004, pp. 269-270) citing Eraut et al. (2000) suggest that
there is a triangular refationship between challenge, support and confidence when analysing
factors affecting learning in the workplace. He is of the firm belief that one of the factors that affect
learning in the workplace is the overwhelming importance of confidence. Much learning at work
occurs through doing things and being proactive in seeking learning opportunities, and this requires
confidence. Confidence arose from successfully meeting challenges in one’s work, while the
confidence to take on such challenges depended on the extent to which learners felt supported in
that endeavour. He further suggests that in some instances confidence related more to
relationships than to the work itself. Did learners feel confident about the support of their working
colleagues in a more senior, more junior or parallel jobs? This depended on whether they
perceived their more significant working relationships as mutually supportive, generally critical,
faction-ridden or even overtly hostile. For new footwear employees (18:2 learners), this latter
aspect of confidence is important. Eraut (2004) added a further element to each apex of this
triangle to reflect other factors, namely, feedback and commitment. Commitment to leaming is
recognized as a complimentary factor to confidence and he indicates that commitment to clients,
colleagues, their work group and their organization were sometimes important factors that could
not be taken for granted. Commitment is generated through social inclusion in teams and by

appreciating the value of the work for clients and for the workers themselves.

2.5 SUMMARY

This chapter outlined the key concepts and theoretical framework that underpinned this study. An
in-depth study of the local literature on the concept, structure, implementation and benefits of
learnerships was complemented by a reflection on past research studies applicable to this research
study. The challenge in this chapter was to arrive at a single or common model of informal learning

on which to base a structured theoretical framework for this research study. This chapter
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endeavoured to explore the definitions and theoretical constructs of various experts in the field of
informal learning with the intention of coming up with an applicable and an appropriate model of

informal learning that can be applied to the footwear learnership programme.

The next chapter describes the research design and methodology.
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Chapter Three
RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY

3.1 INTRODUCTION

The previous chapter outlined the literature reviewed with regard to the key questions raised in
Chapter One. The purpose of this chapter is to set out and justify the methodological design of the
study in order to answer the key research questions adequately. It begins with a rationale for the
choice of a particular methodology that is qualitative in nature. Thereafter, the chosen research
instruments; the case study (primary method) and the semi-structured interviews, document
analysis and observations will be elaborated on. Further insights are then offered on sampling
preference, data collection and analysis, validation, ethical considerations and the dual role of the

researcher.

3.2 RATIONALE FOR USING THE QUALITATIVE APPROACH

The proposed study falls into an interpretivist paradigm. An interpretive approach is often called a
qualitative method of research. According to Neuman (2000, p. 74) for Interpretive Social Science,
a theory is true if it makes sense to those being studied and if it allows others to understand deeply
or enter the reality of those being studied. The theory or description is accurate if the researcher

conveys a deep understanding of the way others reason, feel, and see things.

The choice of an interpretivist paradigm was informed by the recognition that Interpretive Social
Science sees facts as fluid and embedded within a meaning system in the interpretive approach;
they are not impartial, objective and neutral. Facts are context-specific actions that depend on the

interpretations of particular people in a social setting.

Interpretive researchers rarely ask objective survey questions, aggregate the answers of many

people, and claim to have something meaningful. Each person’s interpretation of the survey
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question and semi-structured interview must be placed in a context (e.g. the individual's previous
experience or the survey interview situation), and the true meaning of a person’s answer will vary
according to the interview or questioning context. In the light of this, the researcher conducted in-
depth semi-structured interviews and placed the explanations of the participants in context of the
key research questions. This was also supported by the researcher’s notes compiled during

observation visits.

According to Neuman (2000, p. 75) the interpretive researcher argues that researchers should
reflect on, re-examine, and analyze personal points of view and feelings as a part of the process of

studying others.

The researcher adopted a qualitative methodology to explore how accredited training providers
enhance or inhibit informal learning opportunities during a learnership programme and how these
factors shape or impede the performance of learners during such a programme. In order to realize
this objective, the design needed to have the capacity to capture the views and opinions of all
participants, to note the views and opinions of the researcher during observation visits and to cater
for a diagnostic analysis of education and fraining documentation of the accredited training
provider. The researcher also used the methods and instruments that qualitative research allowed

for.

Different researchers draw different meanings and interpretations from different social contexts.
The choice of a qualitative approach was informed by the fact that it looks at the world as
essentially different from the physical world. There is no one social reality, but varying
interpretations held by individuals and groups. Mark (1996, p. 212) maintains that in qualitative
research, the researcher moves freely back and forth between data collection and theoretical
analysis. This back and forth process may continue for a long time, until the researcher is satisfied
that they have examined enough data to determine that the theory is accurate. This argument is
supported by Arkava & Lane (1983), who argue that qualitative research affords one the
opportunity to understand the social and human behaviour from the insider's perspective, as it is

experienced by the participant.
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This study adopted a qualitative approach on the basis that an interpretive researcher wants to
learn what is meaningful or relevant to the people being studied, or how individuals experience
daily life. The researcher did this by getting to know a particular setting and seeing it from the point
of view of those in it. The researcher shared the feelings and interpretations of the people he

studied and saw things through their eyes.

3.3 DATA COLLECTION TECHNIQUES

The Case Study

A case study allows for rich, detailed study of educational phenomena and can fead to both
descriptive and analytical accounts of such phenomena. Case studies use both qualitative and
quantitative data and usually employ a variety of data collection methods and sources. Quantitative

data relevant to a case may be gathered through statistical analysis or survey questionnaires.

Welman & Kruger (1999}, suggest the term case study pertains to the fact that a limited number of
units of analysis, (often only one), such as an individual, a group or an institution are studied
intensively. Case study research involves in-depth, intensive enquiry reflecting a rich and lively
reality of the case; case study researchers hold that to understand a case, to explain why things
happen as they do, and to generalize or predict from a single example requires an in-depth
investigation of the interdependencies of parts and the patterns that emerge. In case studies, the
researcher is directed towards understanding the uniqueness and the idiosyncrasy of a particular

case in all its complexity.

Gay (1992) concurs with Welman & Kruger's (1999) understanding of a case study by confirming
that a case study is an in-depth investigation of an individual, group, or institution. The primary
purpose of such a study is to determine the factors and the relationship among the factors that

have resulted in the current behaviour or status of the subject of the study.

The reason for using a case study is that a case study can generate understanding of and insight

into a particular instance by providing a thick, rich description of the case and illuminating its
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relations to its broader contexts. Secondly, they can be used to explore a general problem or issue
within a limited and focused setting. Thirdly, they can be used to generate theoretical insights,
either in the form of grounded theory that arises from the case study itself or in developing and
testing existing theory with reference to the case. Fourthly, case studies might also shed light on
other, similar cases, thus providing a level of generalization. Fifthly, case studies can also be used

for teaching purposes to illuminate broader theoretical and/or contextual points.

In-depth interviews, observations and document analysis are often used in case studies. In this
case study, the researcher opted to use semi-structured interviews, observation and documentary
analysis in order to provide the thick, rich description of the education and training context of the
training provider in which learnerships are conducted. This provided the researcher with the
necessary understanding of the education and training environment, which was vital in
understanding how accredited training providers facilitated or inhibited informal learning during a

footwear learnership programme

The researcher’s rationale for choosing the case study approach is based solely on his conviction
that it alone will yield the richness of data that he sought. Cresswell (1994), references Merriam
(1988) and Yin (1989), who are of the view that a case study is when the researcher explores a
single entity or phenomenon (‘the case”) bounded by time and activity (a programme, event,
process, institution, or social group) and collects detailed information by using a variety of data
collection procedures during a sustained period of time. The researcher felt that the views of

Merriam (1988) and Yin (1989) were very apt to this study.

One accredited training provider in the footwear industry was selected in order for the researcher to
engage in a case study. This entailed a rigorous investigation into the implementation of
learnerships, commencing with the minimum requirements for accreditation in order to implement
learnerships, the structure of the leamership programme, facilitation and assessment of
learnerships and the guidance and support offered to learners during a learnership programme. An
examination of the training facility was also conducted to determine how accredited training

providers facilitated or inhibited informal learning opportunities.
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Given that the implementation of learnerships is a complex endeavour that involves stringent
accreditation criteria, the researcher undertook an intensive investigative study to uncover how
learnerships are influenced by informal leamning factors. This entailed collecting detailed
information using a variety of data collection procedures viz. document analysis (quality
management policies and procedures of the training provider, minutes of training committee
meetings, learning materials and resources, assessment instruments and checklists and the
learner's PoE). This provided the researcher with the broad understanding that he required initially.
Thereafter, he utilized the semi-structured interviews in an attempt to get a deeper understanding
of how learners leamnt and the factors that influenced their learning during a learnership

programme.

For the purpose of this study, the researcher studied a case rich in description and provided the
researcher with a deeper understanding of the phenomenon under study. It is the researcher’s
contention that the implementation of the footwear learnership programme at Edu Shoes
(pseudonym) had the necessary ingredients needed to fulfill the aims of this study. In order to
ensure complete confidentiality of both the organization and the participants of this research study
and to guarantee that the organization would not be prejudiced in any way from stakeholders within
the footwear industry, the researcher elected to use a pseudonym. The researcher identified this
organization as being a suitable context for conducting his research because Edu Shoes is a well-
renowned footwear manufacturing company in the footwear industry. A number of observation
visits undertaken to the site also provided the researcher with the rich description that was required

for this case study.

The researcher had to be cognizant of two concerns of a case study approach that related to the
impact of the intervention on participants and the danger of “fixing” a reality, which is constantly

changing.

The Case: Edu Shoes and Background Information on the Training Provider
Edu Shoes is a footwear manufacturing company located in the city of Pietermaritzburg, the
midlands region of the Province of KwaZulu-Natal. According to a company document, The

Chronicle of Achievement: 101 years of footwear manufacturing (2002), Edu Shoes (PTY) Ltd was
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originally started in 1904. in January 2002, Conshu decided to sell off Eddels Shoes because the
risk factor associated with footwear manufacturing was extremely high, with many companies
permanently ceasing operations. The turbulence experienced in the local marketplace resulted in
many local manufacturers turning to importing footwear and reducing their local manufacturing
operation. When Edu Shoes was sold off to a private partnership, this was the start of a new era for
the company. The new company began with a labour complement of 400 employees producing
1800 pairs per day, as compared to their prime years when they employed up to 1700 employees,
manufacturing up to 8 000 pairs of footwear per day. The new owners were quick in applying their
minds to innovative and progressive ways of maximizing the efficiencies of all resources engaged.
As efficiencies improved, the business quickly prospered and employees capitalized on good
incentive earnings and gain shares on a regular basis. One of the outstanding and unique features
of this company is the ability to produce high quality footwear from planning stage to dispatching
within four to five days. This quick-response manufacturing has been nurtured to compete against
the best of the footwear manufacturers globally. During 2006, production reached 4000 pairs per

day with an increased labour complement of 560 employees.

Among the company’s popular brand names that still enjoy tremendous support are the John
Drake, QC and Ricardo ranges. Edu Shoes enjoys growing support from the major chain stores
and is intent on keeping South African footwear manufacturing alive and well in the global trading

era.

Edu Shoes executives express their passion for the sector by contributing to and being prominently
representative within all aspects of the sector initiatives, including Trade and Industry fora,
Footwear and Leather Collective Bargaining Council and SETA training and development.
According to their policy document on Study Leave and Allowances (2002), the company
expresses that it