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PREFACE

The notion of informal learning has captured a great deal of attention in recent
years. There is an increasing volume of published works representing, amongst
others, postmodern, critical, interpretive, and positivist perspectives. Informal
learmning is such a powerful and elusive phenomenon, however, that no one
perspective has the capacity to capture its range of meanings. It has to be
considered allusively. To adopt a single, exclusive approach renders any findings
vulnerable to attack from other approaches. This is symptomatic of a more general
crisis of knowledge associated with the “postmodern condition”.

Within the field of practice of human resource development (HRD), debates over
informal learning have tended to focus on how it can be enhanced, or what can be done
to enable individuals to learn more “efficiently and effectively” in their day-to-day
work. The debates have not substantially challenged existing definitions,
conceptions and uses of the term. There has been little critique about the uses of the
term informal learning, or of its construction within the master discourse of economic
rationalism. Two of the principal challenges of this text are to promote debate and
to animate critique of the convenient exploitation of the rhetoric of informal learning
by “new” workplace practices.

Informal learning does happen in everyday contexts as part of day-to-day life, but it
is also a key element of a discourse which has this “everyday” process as its
“subject”. As such informal learning is constructed in certain ways, for example, as
a component of “experiential learning” and as an aspect of performing one’s work
tasks “competently”. This highlights problematic terrain for the study. Usher points
out that this discursive construction (of a subject) can be problematic in several

ways:

I don’t think it is coincidental or ‘natural’ that we focus on certain things
rather than others. Once we start analysing something, once we start
making something the object of our investigations, we do so within and
through a discourse. It gives us a vocabulary, a set of concepts and pre-
understandings, a motivating focus and direction of our investigations —
above all a disciplined and systematic way of “talking about’. (1993: 169)
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By “talking about” informal learning, I am discursively constructing what is sayable
about it and, by implication, leaving something unsaid. The unsaid relates to what
falls outside of the discourses that enable analysis of informal learning and to the

influence of informal learning in discourses themselves.

In Australia and throughout the OECD nations, HRD literature has contributed to a
highly instrumental notion of “informal learning” being used by Commonwealth and
State authorities reforming national training and accreditation processes. To
simplify, this “national training agenda” seeks to make the country more
“competitive” through having more highly-skilled, more highly-trained workers who
will serve the needs of industry. Informal learning thus becomes part of the discourse
of “competence”. It is precisely the aim of developing a “competent” workforce
which can compete internationally against emerging “tiger economies” that underlies
the powerful drive to incorporate informal learning into an economistic discourse in
which the purpose of “skills acquisition” (including skills learned informally) is to

enhance competitiveness.

The connection between economics and training has been referred to variously by
Marginson (1993), Wexler (1993), Stevenson (1993; 1994), Barnett (1994) and
Burbules (1995). They note that the education of the “whole person”, a long
cherished ideal of a liberal education, is being rapidly lost through the alignment of
education with economics. It is being lost, in part, because education is becoming
increasingly absorbed into an economic-training agenda. Critical and postmodern
theorisations about this alignment have for some time been concerned that education
increasingly plays a secondary role to market economics.

With education in a secondary position to economics at a national policy level,
workplace training too is constructed as secondary to industrial relations. This is
particularly so within production-oriented industries. This thesis does not attempt
to argue why this may or may not be economically justified. Rather, a counter
argument emerges through the stories of industry trainers themselves. A close
examination of the industrial contexts of the stories, and the emergence of clearer
understandings of the parameters of informal learning reveal the banality of much of

the contemporary training reform rhetoric.

There are, however, problems in developing richer notions of informal learning. Many
more questions are raised than are answered. And the stories demonstrate a certain
“irreducibility” inherent in informal learning. As an educational concept, informal

learning appears less suitable for competency-based assessment than many in



industry, and sections of education communities, may have hoped. Indeed, the
notion of informal learning is problematised, thus expanding debate about its uses in

the competency movement.

Also raised is the issue of how learning tends to be shaped by economic imperatives.
Opposition to dominant (economically based) expectations at particular sites has
resulted in fascinating “internal dialogues”, reflected in the trainers’ stories. A
significant part of this project is to interpret these reflexive moments so as to
highlight the lived experience of industry trainers in their daily practices. Clearly,
informal learning involves engagement among persons and between persons. But, as
Burbules (1995: 13) warns us, “for this engagement to avoid dependency, there must
also be a critical distance”. It is precisely the lack of “critical distance” which
remains a concern in relation to the new bridges being formed between education
and learning-at-work, bridges which, to a significant degree, centre on recognising the
informal learning of individuals.

The first chapter of this thesis provides details of why these stories are gathered.
Chapters Two, Three and Four review the literature on informal learning focussing
on the underlying philosophies of informal learning, work as a learning environment,
and postmodern doubts and truths about industry training. Chapter Five describes
the research methodology and Chapter Six commences the dialogue with industry
trainers from several major corporations about their own informal learning. The
power and influence of the corporations (and their industry contexts) upon informal
learning clearly emerges through these “grounded” interviews. In Chapters Seven,
Eight and Nine the focus moves to the informal learning of trainers within one
corporation and one industry context: construction. The site for study is that of the

Sydney 2000 Olympic Games.

Chapter Ten discusses the findings, suggesting more radical ways of viewing
informal learning and of work as a learning environment. Contemporary views which
seek ever increasingly to link “the person” to work-productivity fail miserably to
play with the tropes of irony, tragedy, and parody — elements of education which
Burbules (1995: 13) convincingly argues are so important to learning. This in turn
leads to the failure to hear the voices of difference and other influences that are not

always directly observable at any given site. And yet they are always present.

It is my hope that enhanced understandings of informal learning may lead in the
longer term towards paths of qualitatively better work lives and, in the shorter term,

analyses which help us make sense of the turbulent postmodern and post-industrial



conditions. Such hopes directly relate to how industry trainers learn from dealing
with their experiences and dilemmas at work and the implications of this for their
formal education.

When workplace “bottom-lines” are at stake (as they frequently are), learning about
“other voices”, about different perspectives and indeed, opposition, can become
difficult. This difficulty can lead to the uncritical adoption of certain stances which
should be resisted or at least interrogated. It can also lead to critical stances which
allow alternative types of oppression. The development of new views about
informal learning has implications for the links between formal education and work-
based learning, the reflexive learning of individuals (and their adaptations to work
purposes), and training practices within industry. I think there are ethical directions
and purposes in this, but they will not be to everyone’s wishes.

— vii —



CONTENTS

PART I: The Informal Learning of Industry Trainers in the Workplace — What Exactly

is It?

CHAPTER ONE et averasrrnmarasattoasabe e sast e oeb s e At oo et et 0 41 o o5 4 St S04 2o S22+t e 424 e et e 4t €482 e 4t et et e ma et "2
The Dialectic of INfOrmal LLATMENG.....c...coouniueiiniiiiriienc s ssism st s e cessres i cesis s ses s sres b bs s sre st s 2

1.1
1.2
1.3
1.4

2.1

2.2

23

2.4

3.1

3.2

Orientation and problematics of the reSearth ... .t esst s e -2
WY dO thiS STUAY? ..ot mcanssinsias s sessmsssssis s sibssssees s et s et s sesanos s s et s w7
Key themes and reSearch AIITIS ... easecereet seeceesiecessssmsssans s ssssessss s sassess s sst s st nsses e 9
Definition of terms. ... v e cmcecvnanevesveene ORI b |
141  Informal learning.. S, 12
1.4.2  Theoretical conceptions of INAUSHTY tRAINETS........cceccr vt bemscc s msenan 16

Informal learning in the theory and practice of adult edUCAtON ....vcveicecrerri et s 22
211 Conventional views of informal 1€arming ........cuuwrcinm s ismerss s ssenees 23

Experiential learning ........ SOOI
2.2.1 Reflection and the auUtONOMOUS SUDJECL .......ccnermecccrir e onaenscerrarmscersnremesessmersssseseaseeeas 30

The politics of learning frOm EXPerieNCE. ... s sssss s ssissesssissnsissssssssssssss s esssessssaesss 3O
2.3.1 Personal meaning and ideology at WOTK .. ... 38

Postmodern stand points on informal leaIMiNG...........u i e sy 40

241 Praxis and the villages of experiential 1earming ... 4 4

LEATTUIIE @t WOTK . ioutiiciiiiiceessissusnesssssseesssncsssessss s s s st s tbs s s 148100 s bS8 s SR i e 47
3.1.1 Work as a 1earning eNVITONINENt ....c...coueerscvvssresssessscrrs s ssssss s snssasssssess s sasssess 48

Table 3.1: Analytical Implications of the Two Paradigms.......ccccomrveceecornrnnees 53

The rhetoric of WOTKPIACE TEOIM........ovcwceurireusumciasisse st eeciosee s s seessos e s sesssnssa e e scsns o 58
3.2.1 DASCOUrSes Of COMPEHHVENESS. ...c.uuuuerusmuerscmsinssrsecinere et momsseessesmassasssos s sesssssesensssseseennasisssss 3 7

Table 3.2: “Efficient Firm” Model — Structural and Cultural Change
Pathway . et et e st et et b s rnsena s ene s enn D O

~— viii —



33

3.4

4.1

4.2

43

4.4

Table 3.3: Descriptions of the Four Phases of Organisational
Development.. v e e e .60
3.2.2  Discourses of “skill fOrMAtON w it et s s e -61

Education reform aligning educational goals with industry needs.........conecmiromiuinnreseccseenns 65

331 The Australian training reform agenda COMEXE...........uemiuecuiroceurmee s meneesseensmanens 66

3.3.2 Competency-based traiMing ... . irsiiesss s e cesiaese et snsen s ses omm e vrasmemantes e 6 9
Table 3.4: The Eight Levels in the Australian Standards Framework

(ASI ).t esissi s e inbass st s s et s AR e 271

WithOUt “Aefinite’ COMCILSIONS c.cuiuee s ertiri s ersit ettt s tstecs ste et ceeeseeaem st mes e eee s eesseeaee s e em e e ne e enn 76

Postmodern theory and iNQUSHY tAITUNG ... irsisissesesrrsss e e eseesess s ss s seeressss sesene s 78

Corporate culture and training in POStMOderMitY ........corecuvuceeiirimncersrie s ess e eee e 81
4.2.1 [ntervention in COTPOTate CUMUIES.......ooucvuciuuiereerense s sces s st e ssbeseses s s 81
4,22 Some postmodern stand POints ON rAININE ........ovcevueeeererr vt ssseseees 84

Managing the (postmodern) training fUNCHON ... uisieussicsis i e cees e e raon 86
4.3.1 Praxis and profitability ..o i eeicsessestaesie s e csnmssess s s ses s sssssss s 88
432 The potential wisdom of training: some doubts, some “truths” ... 911
433 Some implications for the education of trainers......oecicvevcrvccveresrescmisssr im0 9 2

Again, without ‘definite’ CONCIUSIONS ...uvvvvvecmcrriensccicicssicecec e srsnsnas s s ssssses s P

PART II: The Research Methodology and Findings: What ‘Counts’ as Informal

Learning?

5.1

The field study and MEthOdS ...ttt st e aress st nes sanres O 7

5.3.1 PRASE ONE AIMS.......ctvurues e ermeremensess s conenis et ssscsssre s sesenssesssessossrsssamssnss masescssnansmnsconsasssssos 1 10
5.3.2 Phase ONe ProcedUIeS. ... esrss s s s smssssssssssnmsmssssassecsmsssssssessensen 1 1 1
533 Issues arising iN PRASE ONE..........ccceo ettt oo se s e s sen e 113
5.3.4  Outcomes of the theory and methods for phase two — a little



54 Phase two: Learning in the Australian cOnStruction iNAUSHTY .....cvece e s s 117
5.4.1  PRASE EWO BIINS.cuerrmissmimirevssms s sss sasicss s ariss e o e st o 2112008515 s et s -117
5.4.2  Phase tWO ProCBdUIes. .. mmmwssmern - e s st 118
5.4.3  Issues arising in phase two and implications for phase three — a little
TNOTE TElEXAVIY e e e et s b e e et s e ot e 6 e et e 119
5.5  Phasethree: The site for the Sydney 2000 Olympic Games.........c.ccccemmmereeimrrresmecssmrssssnsaere 122
5.5.1  Phase three aims. e emesscsse.e eense e sssss s ot s amenssee s s sanmsren 1 22
55.2  Phase three PrOCEAUIES ... eeetssmemia e enssssssm et st et s -123
55.3  Issues arising in phase three — and a little more reflexivity .....c.c.mmeccereeca, 126
CHAPTER SIX.....coceiomtimnmmnsianismesitnima OOy O GO OO 130

Developing Corporate Selves, Training Others .. ... .omen s eecrmsensssssmsnssssnssssssmssseeenns 1 30

6.1  Introduction: Phase ONe ... csisssen st s s cemssssms s sssess s ssecessoneessomssssssenssosssees 1 30
6.2  Informal learning and the cOrporate self ... s s cns 132
6.3  Autobiography and informal JEarTUNE ...t smsses it s s 144
6.4 Power, experience and ICarTUNG. .. ..o .umerreecesiensseeseesias et as s essss st e on s st smos s sm s s s 147
CHAPTER SEVEN......otitmirticsiraeeassossmsisssess s ssssssssessss s sases e o5 e st et et b e 2 4 e b e 4 s 160
Learning Construction: The Industry Conbext......... o it ster e cesmer e resees s secveas 160
7.1 Symbolic and material processes of cONstruction: phase tWo .......cvomencrsvvvcccssisiccisssnincssmnses 160
7.2  Boom/bust construction........ e cha e b YR AR AR b R B S ERERrb 161
Table 7.1: Employed Persons in the Construction Industry - Annual Average................ 163

Figure7.1: Establishment Size and Distribution of Employment in the Building
and Construction Industry, Australia — 1989 ...t 164

Figure 72: Employment by Type of Establishment, Building and Construction

7.3 Chimaera Park, SYANEY ... i ississsnsaas tesecesssessis st s s e s ssssssmsmsnsssssssass s sesss e s ssssasss 169
7.4 Brisbane, Central Business District High Rise..........ccoooiniimi e 173
7.5  Army base site, rural New South Wales............cc.ommmniinmecsinirmm s sisssssssssseasnss 176
7.6 Dominant discourses at the SIS ... s s s 178
CHAPTER EIGHT ... oo icuvtiertssecasstessinismssssmscessamcrssi e ot st sesessessas b emt o8 saa s ess s 2580 4t s 5008 183
DiScOUTSES Of COMSIUCHION. ...ttt st e et bbb st FE 888 s s 183
8.1  Training at the Sydney Olympic Games site: phase three..........cccmimmnnrniss i 183
8.2  Organisation and management Of tTAININE w......uuw..cswuimersimimimmsmisnsressssmss s s sssssss s e 188
8.3  Determinants Of tTaIMING ... iccuccreiee e sesisssisase s st ses oo st asesss sbasss s s cessssons s 194
8.4  Some iMpediments t0 tHAMING. ........cc.vvmessiseee s cveesemisssenesesesssmmesssecsseassssssssssessrsnmssmssencsssesconse 1 98
8.5  Contextual influences on the traiNers..........c.umecmmrreicnsenemerssssssesseesssesmsesissssssessssemarssssesoon 204



The Subtle Power of Informal Learning e e e ettt et s o e et e 207

91
9.2
9.3
9.4
9.5
9.6

Management and industrial relations: the training “Chip” ... ceciemc e .209%
Public face/private thoughts: personal adaptations at Work —....c.ceervrmciiersmen 216
Networks, peers and mentors...... ... e ot 41848 5 £ e e bt =225

Recognition and feedback O OO U NP USYOTRPPOROROUONY A 1 |

The pendulum swings: industry demands, educational goals...........cccccurmmmiinismsrran 2 240
The mini-narratives of David and Mamta ... emsssame e 248

PART IIl: Discussion and Implications

10.1

10.2

10.3

An impoverished notion of informal Iearming.............oeervvmriceecceieeneec i 253
10.1.1  Training and “ecONOMUC SUBJBCES™ ... meeeerierecesecsees s scessses e ssinresss e oe -254

Rethinking the workplace as a “learning environment” ............ccormieeesiisanessensns s 270
10.3.1 “Invisibility” and learning: some ctitical and postmodern standpoints............. 272

The Ethical Dimension of Informal Learning ... cmmiimscsimesscmensmensreonssntommeeeecesssnesennssnneee: 2. 9

PART 1V: Glossary, Appendices, Bibliography

GLIOSSARY ..ottt i o st sssessssems s stsnas s e b e e 8 0 b4 8 BR824 5 8441 08807 20 558 e 2 286

APPENDICES........ e e et et e e e et e 1 e et et et e e oo 300

Appendix One:  Protocol for the “Grounded” INterviews.........mvrmrencrismercsmemsneresssnsssenseeenens 300

Appendix Two:  Protocol for Phase Two INterviews. ... ene 303

Appendix Three: Protocol for Interviews at the Sydney 2000 Olympic Games

CONSHUCHON SIE..evnoeeee ceeecceeere i seesrssas s eeee ebeem s semrsseeseeecrtstassmeresnsesarsrssstssonsassnsssnses SO0



ABSTRACT

The study critically examines definitions of “informal learning”, focussing on the
term's application in workplace training contexts. Drawing on Foucault, Heidegger
and Habermas, it i5 argued that we cannot understand ourselves (and thus our
informal learning) without challenging the assumptions of modemity and coming to
terms with what Lyotard has termed “the postmodern condition”.

Industry trainers are at the forefront of implementing “designer” corporate cultures
which, in the rhetoric of “work-based learmning”, make enterprises more innovative
and competitive. This study challenges that rhetoric, showing that the implicit
philosophy of contemporary workplace learning and training is framed by an
economistic “human capital theory”. The “stories” of industry trainers from several
multinational corporations challenge assumptions about what is learnt through
competency-based training and about corporate uses of informal learning. It is
argued that being at work entails far more than simply performing the tasks one is
required to do, which, in turn, effects the links between informal leaming and formatl

education.

The final chapters are directed towards expanding and realigning interpretations of
“informal learning” away from the narrow and instrumental purposes for which the
term has been appropriated. Equity, respect for the dignity of others, and a
philosophy of ethics have a place in “workplace learning”. Informal learning is
shaped by our deepest ethical and moral responses. It does not follow that

measurable tasks, what one can be observed doing at work, represent one’s learning.
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