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Life Cycle Approach to work – Policies to promote lifelong learning and the role of social partners

Background

Lifelong learning is one of the key policy agendas at both the international and national levels.  Leading advocates include the OECD, the European Commission, ILO, UNESCO and various national governments.  While the definition varies, lifelong learning commonly embraces the notion that learning occurs during the entire course of an individual’s life.  Formal education and training contribute to learning, as do non-formal and informal learning that takes place in the home, the workplace, the community and in society at large.  Compared with traditional forms of learning that involve a concentration of learning in formal education and training settings undertaken while young, lifelong learning implies the new learning culture.  In life cycle terms, individuals must rely less on initial learning and must learn more as adults.  For adults, this means upgrading skills, retraining and, for those who did not or could not learn much in school, remedial learning of basic skills (reading, writing and information technology).  

Visions of lifelong learning often have different underlying objectives. Sometimes it is emphasized for its presumed effectiveness outcomes.  For example, it may be a means of improving productivity by assisting workers to develop skills and adapt to change in the workplace and to seize opportunities that globalization and more open markets may offer.  Enterprises and individual workers are forced to adapt to continuous change at work, including changes in technology, work organization and work practices.  Enterprises increasingly demand higher skills, and different kinds of skills such as problem solving and team working. Rapid skills obsolescence necessitates learning new skills on a continuous, lifelong basis.  In the knowledge economy, in addition to up-to-date technical skills, workers need to possess non-technical work skills (i.e. core work skills) so as to adapt to the rapid pace of labour market and workplace change, and thus sustain and enhance their employability.  These skills include: literacy, numeracy, problem-solving, ICT, the capacity to apply new ideas, creativity and learning-to-learn skills.  

Other visions and statements see lifelong learning as emphasizing equity objectives: giving vulnerable groups a chance to improve their employment prospects; acting as a vehicle of social inclusion; helping people escape from poverty, dependency and low expectations; and overcoming the wastage of potential talent in a vicious cycle of under-achievement, self-deprecation, and petty crime. Most policies and statements on lifelong learning give prominence to equity consideration. In many countries, post-compulsory education was traditionally the preserve of a small elite: many young men undertook post-compulsory craft apprenticeships, while the majority of young people left school without qualifications and received no formal training thereafter.  Women and socially disadvantaged groups including minorities, migrants and people with disabilities had even fewer learning opportunities. This has been a common pattern in many developing countries.  Statistics invariably show a disproportionate share of more skilled people participating in adult education and learning, which is further widening the existing skills gap between those with higher skills and qualifications and those without.  This makes a compelling argument for improving access to lifelong learning opportunities in particular for those who did not or could not gain access to initial education and training.

Together with various national governments and their stakeholders, international organizations (e.g. OECD, ILO, UNESCO and World Bank) and regional organizations (e.g. European Union and ASEAN) have been developing policies and programme to make lifelong learning a reality.   While the approaches and emphases varies, their key features include:  the centrality of the learner, catering to a diversity of learner needs; innovation in the content and methods of learning; the multiplicity of education and training policy objectives; and that all kinds of learning –formal, non-formal and informal –should be recognized.  

‘Lifelong learning for all’, however, remains an on-going challenge for practically all countries.  The level of participation in adult learning varies considerably not only across countries, but also across age, gender, social background and the level of previous education.  Participation is typically low among older people, among those with low initial education and among low skilled, low paid and female employees. Those with more initial learning tend to participate more in learning, rather than those who actually are more in need of skills training and upgrading.   

Making lifelong learning a reality requires joint action and commitment. The ILO’s Recommendation (No.195) on Human Resources Development: Education, Training and Lifelong Learning calls on governments, employers and workers ‘ to renew their commitment to lifelong learning: governments by investing and creating the conditions to enhance education and training at all levels; enterprises by training their employees, and individuals by making use of the education, training and lifelong learning opportunities….”.

The increased demand for skills, in fact, has raised the importance of active participation of social partners to ensure that workers learn and upgrade skills to meet changing demands. While some countries are known for their strong traditions of social partnership (e.g. Rhine and Nordic countries), the importance of social dialogue in skill development is increasingly recognised by a broad range of countries.  A recent ILO study shows that the social partners have contributed to the strengthening and development of national training policies and systems by taking part in the identification of skills needs, curriculum development, the development and awarding of certificates and the development of skills and occupational standards.  In the EU, the social partners agreed, in March, 2002, to establish a ‘Joint framework of actions for the lifelong development of competencies and qualifications’. Training is increasingly discussed and dealt with in inter-sectoral bargaining in a number of cases in the EU in recent years (e.g. Austria, Belgium, Finland, France, Italy). A similar trend can be also observed in a number of Latin American countries. Yet, individuals’ and firms’ behaviour in the area of training is mediated by various factors including gender, education level of workers, occupations, skill intensity of jobs, size of firm, sectors and business competitive strategies.  

The objective of the session is to share and discuss experiences and initiatives in promoting lifelong learning with a special focus on the role of social partners. The outcome of the session will also recommend the way forward for the work on skills development in this subject area and collaboration between EU and the MoLE, employers’ and workers’ organizations as well as other partners such as ILO.

Issues for discussion and action

Whilst looking at a model of framework of skills for lifelong learning the following points need to be explored.

a. What are the frameworks/practices that are used to address the issue of skills development for drop-outs and uneducated candidates that allows them to be employable and re-enter mainstream education and employment? Discuss principles and examples from EU experience?

b. Keeping in view the scale of the problem in India what framework or principles need to be observed to ensure that we address skills needs of such numbers widely dispersed and with vastly variable needs? Also include how to increase various avenues of skills development including e-learning, private participation, utilization of existing infrastructure, etc while ensuring quality and cost? 

c. What role do Industry bodies and employers play in providing avenues for basic and advanced skills development? How can employers and private providers be encouraged to participate in the process?

d. Provide for examples of interrelation or linkages between various streams of education (general, vocational and technical, higher).
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