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Introduction

Australian trade union education has undergone a series of re-organisations since the election of the conservative Coalition government in 1996. One of the Coalition’s first acts was to abolish the government-funded Trade Union Training Authority (TUTA). Since then the national education arm of the ACTU (Australian Council of Trade Unions) has been restructured four times. Throughout this period unionism has been under constant legislative attack and membership density has continued the decline that commenced in the mid 1980s.

During 2007 and early 2008, we researched the views of twenty-five Australian trade union leaders about the education and training programs conducted by the Education and Campaign Centre (ECC), the third reincarnation of the education and training arm
 of the ACTU. The research involved semi-structured interviews with presidents, secretaries and senior officials of state and national unions; they were asked to describe the educational activities of their own unions and to assess the education provided by the ECC. The research found that factors including the size of the union, their history of education and training provision, resource constraints, their perception of their own uniqueness and distinctiveness, and their organisational strategies influenced how they organised and prioritised education and training in their union. Systematic planning and follow-up of training were not strong features for many unions at this time. While a majority of the leaders considered their own union as low users of the ECC, there were several that had a strong sense of trust and allegiance to the ECC and who had developed a close partnership with it in the planning, design and delivery of programs. As discussed in Brown and Yasukawa (2009a), one of the conclusions we drew from the interview data was that union leaders were focussed largely on the immediate returns and limitations of the education programs, and there was no consensus either about the value of what the ECC was currently doing or what a national union education program should look like in the future, despite a general support for the idea of a national centre. One conclusion we drew was that the views of many of the leaders were based on perceptions about the ECC that were not always informed by recent or direct engagement with it. The level and nature of communication between the ECC and the union leaders was very uneven. 

Despite the lack of recent first-hand experience and contact that many of the leaders had with the ECC, all of the union leaders held views – many of them conflicting - about the quality of the Centre’s programs; the content and methods of courses; and what a national education program should look like. It is their comments about the ECC education and training approaches and what makes a quality educator that this paper examines. 

The interviews were conducted in the period immediately prior to, and following the 2007 elections that lead to the defeat of the Howard government. Over the two years leading up to the election there had been a highly disciplined and successful YourRights@Work community-based campaign that the union movement built with the aim of defeating the anti-union WorkChoices laws and the Government. Unions had an immediate agenda that they organised around; however, critical reflections of the campaign suggest that the movement had not sufficiently planned for post-YourRights@Work: the immediate aim was achieved, but what should come after the campaign was won - beyond repealing an unpopular piece of legislation  - and how the momentum created by this campaign could be built upon had not been given sufficient attention (Ellem 2009; Muir 2008).

A recurring tension for trade unions in the environment of the past quarter century, and especially of the past decade, has been that between responding to the immediate pressures that exist at any given time, in other words dealing with the short term; and the desire to prepare for the long-term by developing strategies, policies and people to imagine a different future and a means of getting there that is consistent with the ideals of that future. We argue in this paper that negotiating this tension requires union leaders and organisers to think critically about their practices and priorities, and that union education and union educators have a strategic role to play in helping people to develop these critical analytical skills. Furthermore, we suggest that the kind of union education that is needed requires union educators who have skills and knowledge of educating adults that are not the same as, nor replaceable by, the skills and knowledge of organising and leading campaigns.

The paper commences by outlining the existing framework of courses as a means of understanding the scope and ambitions of the unions’ current educational outlook. Secondly, a framework for analysing the potential of union education to effect change will be presented and argued. The third section analyses the data from the research against this educational framework and examines whether, in the context of declining membership and member density, the current understanding of union education and the role of union educators by the Australian union leadership is likely to contribute to reviving union growth and union culture for imagining a different future. In the final section we draw some conclusions about the kinds of educational analysis that is helpful in understanding the possibilities of educational interventions for effecting long term positive social change.

1. Union education and training programs of Australia’s national education and campaign centre

Like unions across the industrialised world Australia’s unions experienced a serious decline in union membership and density levels through the 1980s and 1990s and this continues today. In Australia density fell by nearly two-thirds from 55 percent to 19 percent between 1982 and 2007. Of a total workforce of nine million there were 7.3 million non-union workers but only 1.7 million union members (ABS 2007). A hostile legal environment, relentless economic change, the emergence of new industries, and the fracturing of working conditions created by an employment regime pre-occupied with flexibility, exacerbated membership decline. 

These conditions posed new questions for unions about how to respond to external factors, but they also required unions to consider a set of questions about internal capacity. Were unions capable and equipped to make the changes necessary to redefine their purpose, structures, and profile?

It was this context that lead union leaders to call for new revival strategies aimed at growing union membership by recruiting in new areas of the economy and among previously unorganised sectors, as well as targeting young, female and immigrant workers who had not previously been approached to join unions. Recognising that union strength had to be re-established at the base the ACTU adopted an ‘organising model’ with its policy document unions@work (ACTU 1999) and refined in Future Strategies (ACTU 2003). The intended objective was to encourage unions to expand into workplaces and sectors that were un-organised, to stimulate greater member involvement and mobilise new layers of workplace activists and leaders, and to equip a layer of organisers to adopt a more strategic view of organising and renewal.

The ACTU, through its Organising Centre, together with a number of individual unions turned their attention to these new layers of member activists who would rebuild ‘strong and effective’ unions at the enterprise level. Education was seen as pivotal in facilitating this re-orientation. Unions@work argued that ‘Activism and commitment are the lifeblood of unions. Educating delegates and developing activists is the key to strong and effective unions in the workplace. It is the basis for union growth’ (ACTU 1999, 11).

Organisers, in particular, were identified as pivotal in implementing change as lynchpins between leadership and membership. Their roles were now also seen as being extended to include being ‘educators, with the delivery of union education no longer just the role of dedicated trainers’ (Labor Council NSW 2003). A greater emphasis was placed on new organising and education methods, as well as forging community alliances and developing new political tactics. The new education and organising practices therefore required labour educators and organisers to see their roles, and therefore their practices, in different and broader terms (Fletcher 1998, Crosby 2002).

Australian trade unions have been involved in education at different levels, including educating their staff; elected honorary officials; workplace activists; delegates, shop stewards and representatives; and their general members. They have also had influence on policy about working class education and the political economy of skill.

This paper focuses on the education provided by unions for their staff and to a lesser extent their members, and in particular on the way that the role of educators is conceived of by union leaders in Australia.

The abolition of TUTA by the Howard government was accompanied by cuts in funding for various programs that had enabled unions to employ education and training staff. With union membership continuing to fall income also declined and staff employed as trainers were not replaced and a number of unions, especially smaller and state-based unions, decided to close their education units in favour of retaining a legal officer or health and safety section or other specialist function. While some larger unions retained their education departments many unions became increasingly reliant on the Centre; consultants and external providers or cut back on training for members, activists and staff altogether. Not only has the capacity of unions to provide internal education and training declined, but their involvement in shaping public policies on education also declined during this period. This could be attributed both to the reduced capacity of unions generally, but also to the Government’s commitment to neo-liberalism as a basis for all public policy development, which was backed strongly by employer groups who occupied the spaces previously filled by unions. 

With the shift in emphasis to organising some unions enthusiastically took up the model, others adopted it more at the level of rhetoric, and some stayed committed to older style servicing.  As a result there was a very uneven take-up of organising as a practice and course programming suffered especially in courses for Lead Organisers, who were seen as the pivotal change agent position for the new emphasis on growth and activism, as participants came together with different levels of experience and knowledge. Disillusionment with some of these courses spread as some saw the courses as being dogmatic and others believed that they were not keeping up with the new organising and strategic campaigning taking place on the ground. In response some unions’ growing disenchantment extended to the idea of abandoning structured short course delivery and focussing instead on ‘development’ as a new interest emerged in trying to capture learning on the job (Brown 2007).
Under the Howard Government’s WorkChoices regime, it became much more difficult to get release time from work for members and delegates to undertake trade union training. This required a shift in practice to accommodate these changes, a shift made by some while left by others in the ‘too-hard basket’. At the time of the interviews, unions had been on the back foot, reacting to employers’ and government agendas and in some cases were in survival mode. This could be one explanation why many ECC courses were being cancelled due to low uptake, and education might have been seen as a long-term investment that was a luxury in the years leading up to the 2007 election. An alternative view is that this was precisely the time when education was needed – to plan for the longer term and create a vision that could sustain and expand the community activism that was generated through the YourRights@Work campaign. 

2. Approaches to analysing union education programs

Aspects of educational programs for organisers and union staff that might be interrogated in order to understand how education and training can make a productive intervention for effecting change, include firstly, the models that are used to plan and design programs; secondly, the knowledge domains and pedagogical orientations of the programs; thirdly the role and status that are ascribed to union educators and trainers; and fourthly, the political contexts in which the preceding three aspects are negotiated. 

In developing a union education program, the planning and design would be informed by questions around: the purpose and context of the program; the skills and knowledge content of the program; the needs that are to be met; pedagogical approach; and forms of assessment.

These are questions that program planners and designers have approached from different perspectives such as conventional needs based models; experience based models or critical models (see for example, Newman 1993; Horton 1998; Caffarella 2002; Sork and Newman 2004; Jarvis 2004 for discussions about different models). Program planners using these models are influenced by their working beliefs about education and learning, and those with a more critical orientation might further interrogate those questions informing the design of the program:

· Whose purpose is the program serving: the union that is sending their organisers to the course? The organiser as an employee of the union? The organiser as a social activist? The members with whom the organiser will be working?

· What is the political, economic, cultural context in which this program is taking place: is the union undergoing organisational change? Is there a policy whose implementation relies on the organisers acquiring new skills and knowledge? What is the internal dynamics between the organisers and the elected office bearers? 

· Who decides what and whose needs have to be met: how do the training and education activities relate to organisers’ professional development? How are organisers’ learning needs aligned with the union’s needs?

· Whose knowledge and experience will be privileged in the learning, and how: what assumptions can be made about what the organisers already know? How will the trainer’s knowledge and experience be valued by the participants?

· What is the purpose of assessment: what are the consequences of good/ bad assessment results, and how is the learning evaluated? How will transfer of learning occur from the training room to the organisers’ workplace?

The extent to which these latter questions are explored influence both the knowledge domains that are addressed, and the pedagogical orientations that are taken in the programs. Australian union education has traditionally focussed on tools, techniques and issues-based courses, supplemented by courses on social and political issues, at times drawing on adult education methods and in the best cases stimulating critical thinking and questioning. Recent education programs have emphasised three aspects of the new approach to organising and modernising; they are programs focussed on: 1) instrumental techniques – these range from very traditional courses on being a workplace representative, understanding occupational health and safety, and other legislative or industrial instruments through to courses associated with the craft of organising that seek to achieve what might be described as operational, skills-based or practical learning; 2) communicative techniques – these advocate new attention to listening and communication skills; identification of issues nominated by members and potential members; establishing contacts with non-unionists and community groups, and focus on what might be described as the expressive, affective, humanistic or interpersonal dimensions of organising; and 3) critical understanding – these interrogate the changed political, economic, employment and legal environment; the reasons why unions need to change; the need to develop new activists, devise and understand new strategies for labour to influence economic change and community development, and connect these by being able to articulate a vision of a different, more democratic, respectful and egalitarian future; they focus on what might be described as the purpose and wider vision of unionism.

This third type of course, focussed on critical understanding, is the least developed and highlights the challenge involved in translating the theory of organising into practice. It is also the activity most often delivered to existing leaders but not generally available to activists and delegates. Learning the ‘how’ of organising is not so difficult, but perhaps more important, and therefore more challenging, is to know the ‘why’, for it is understanding the why that enables individuals to be able to adapt tactics, to know when to advance or to hold their ground, to apply these lessons to future activities that may be similar but where they may be operating in a different context. These are the higher order skills that ideally can be used in different circumstances.
Consistent with this Habermasian framework for understanding knowledge domains and education is Illeris’ idea of a ‘tension field’ (2002) (see also Sawchuk’s additional adaptation 2006). Illeris represents the tension field as a triangle. At one vertex (cognitive) is the need to know how to do things, to develop skills and act upon the world; at another (the interpretive) is the need to be able to communicate with others, to listen and speak, to establish dialogue and to create a shared meaning; at the third (critical) is the need to question, to exercise choice, to think and act collectively and to exercise the agency needed to make change. 
The knowledge domains that are the focus and the pedagogical orientations that underpin the approach in the programs, will influence or be influenced by the role assumed by the union educator and the skills and knowledge base they bring to their role. If the focus of the program is for the participants to acquire a set of skills, say in organising, then what might be expected of the trainer is expertise and experiences in organising that the course participants can emulate. Or they might seek a trainer who has, in addition to being the ‘expert’ in organising, the skills to engage participants in sharing their own experiences of organising among themselves. 

Myles Horton discussed the role of movement educators, in particular in relation to the different stages of organisational development, the temptations involved in abandoning being an educator in favour of the charismatic role of organiser and leader; and the essential purpose of education (Horton 1998). His argument remains relevant in thinking about the distinctive roles played by educators and organisers in union education. For Horton, the purpose of Highlander was to ‘multiply leadership for social change’ and the means of achieving that was to avoid telling people what they needed to know and instead find ways to ‘use situations to educate them so that they can learn to figure things out themselves’.  Horton believed that the knowledge needed for the solution to a problem had to be created, in concert with others who also were looking for a solution. Reflecting the trust he had in working people he believed that they had knowledge they were unaware they had and needed a chance to explore what they knew. For Horton, people’s experience was the curriculum, and the analysis of experience was the learning. The educational purpose was to take that learning back to communities to effect change, and the role of the educator was to ‘develop people’s ability to analyse, to understand problems so that they can develop into organisers or other types of leaders’. In helping people analyse he also wanted to get them ‘committed philosophically to working for a more humane and just society’ (Horton 1998, 115, 122, 148, 176). 

Helping people to develop analytical skills, creating opportunities to learn rather than concentrate on didactic teaching or simply affirming learners’ experiences but not working with those experiences, and focussing on the how learning is occurring are educational roles, and quite different from the role of organiser. They require different skills and approaches and a different understanding of the nature of the work involved. A question then arises of what kind of knowledge union educators need in order to develop analytical skills among the union course participants. 

Wheelahan (2007, 2008) uses Bernstein’s analysis of vertical (abstract, conceptual) knowledge and horizontal (everyday, mundane) knowledge to characterise the kinds of knowledge that vocational education courses ought to address. In particular, she argues for vocational qualifications not only to focus on the mundane and everyday workplace skills and knowledge, but also the theoretical knowledge of the disciplines so that learners can participate in the vertical discourses of their discipline. Wheelahan’s analysis is part of a critique of competency-based training in Australian vocational education and training (VET), which also forms the basis of most training offered to union members. Her critique is based on a social justice argument, that in excluding the vertical discourses in vocational courses, the system is denying students access to powerful knowledge. What skills and knowledge are then required of union educators to give access to the powerful knowledge that union members, organisers and officials need to effect change internally within the movement and for this to then effect positive social change more broadly?

The Bernsteinian analysis can also be applied to union training and education, and this relates to the role that the trainer assumes, and the kinds of expertise that should be expected of the trainer. Should the trainer just bring a wealth of the ‘mundane and everyday’ knowledge of organising, perhaps drawing out this knowledge from their participants, or should the trainer also aim to facilitate learning of the kinds of knowledge that will enable the participants to work with the experiences and knowledge they bring, but stepping back and critically reflecting, analysing, challenging and or creating new understanding and knowledge about organising, unionism and social change? 

Newman’s model (Newman 1993) drew attention to three contracts operating in trade union training, represented by the triangle below. The nature and strengths of these contracts influence the design of the program, what knowledge domains are addressed, the role and the expertise of the union educator, and the pedagogical approach. 


One of them is the contract between the union and the trainer. The trainer, whether they are internal to the union, or engaged from a training provider enters a contractual relationship with the union to train their staff. Newman argues that the negotiation of this contract involves coming to some understanding about the course design, course objectives, administrative processes, overall program objectives and union policy. There will be different degrees of input made by each party about the different elements. 
The second contract is between the trainer and the members/participants of the program. Here there are also program elements that are subject to negotiation. These include the course objectives, course design, session objectives, session design, and choice of methods. In this relationship, Newman says the trainer would normally have greater authority over the course objectives and course design, but the particular emphasis that is given to different content and how the content will be taught and learnt in the sessions will have significant influence and input from the participants (Newman 1993, 35-36).

The third contract is that between the union and the participants. In this contract are: policy and proposals, evaluation, feedback, testing, and learning; that is, the participants bring back the learning from the course to their work or their union workplace and test what they have learned. The transfer of learning may or may not be formally assessed by the union’s officers, but this is where the program’s effectiveness and relevance to the work of the organiser within their union is put to a test (Newman 1993, 38-39).

The nature of these three contracts, and how they are negotiated can reveal assumptions that the different stakeholders have about what should happen in an education program. For example, if the contract was no more than a commercial agreement between the trainer and the union, then one might assume that the union does not see education and training as a strategic resource for implementing its policies or working within a broader organisational development framework. Equally, if the nature of the contract between the union and the participants, say a group of union staff undergoing training, is a one way contract set by the union officers that assesses the learning in terms of participants’ capacity to show greater productivity or effectiveness, the contract reveals a traditional human resources development model of education and training that gives limited voice to the participants in what their needs are and indeed what the organisation’s needs might be as discerned from the participants’ experiences in the union.

There is another dimension to the contract between the trainer and the participants implicit in Newman’s model. This is the aspect of the trainer’s role and what it means. In union education, it would be usual that a trainer of an organisers’ course would have experience in the union movement. In some cases they would have extensive experience not only in the movement, but also in the movement as organisers if they were delivering a course for organisers. However, there is a question about whether there is a role distinction to be made between an organiser and an educator, in order to fulfil their contract with the participants, and with the union who engages them. Is the prime concern to have an expert organiser or an adult educator? 

The three contracts describe some of the political dimensions of union education programs that in turn influence the design of the program, its content and approach and the role and expected expertise of the educator. Examining the nature of these three contracts operating in union education programs can reveal what kinds of educational possibilities can emerge for the movement.
3. What union leaders think about the ECC courses and services? 

All of the union leaders that were interviewed, whether their union was a user or non-user of the ECC, held strong views about the approaches and relevance of ECC courses. Some of the views were of those leaders who were informed by first hand or current information and experience, while others were strongly held perceptions that were not clearly linked to the ECC’s current activities. Nevertheless, these perceptions were influencing the union’s inclination to engage with the ECC.

Those unions that not only used ECC courses, but also worked with ECC staff to shape the courses to meet the needs of their union reported satisfaction with the outcomes. However, there were many unions that were working on the basis that ECC course structures, content and approaches were non-negotiable and fixed. 

In terms of the first of Newman’s contracts, the strength and nature of the contract between the union and the ECC were variable throughout the movement, even in cases where the unions were users of the ECC. For some the contract involved co-designing new curriculum and or custom tailoring ECC courses to meet the union’s specific priorities. One National Secretary said: 

I have relationships with people there … we’ve got pretty good intelligence on what’s a good course to go to and what may not be as good. [So we use the ECC for] something that we can’t or wouldn’t do ourselves … we think it might be a better experience or because we simply don’t have the capacity to do it internally at a point in time. (NS11)

For others, the contract was based on an unquestioned allegiance: “it’s run by the ACTU, it’s my preferred … that’s where our money would go” (SS1), while for others a significant factor that formed the basis of the contract was economic 
We previously did our own internal training and had our own training calendar but we found that the size of our branch, because we’re a branch of a national union, we just don’t have the internal capacity so it wasn’t something that we can sustain. (SS25)

Some unions felt they were able to benefit from the ECC through working collaboratively with them, while others felt that the Centre was disconnected - “there’s a real lack of connection between the training [the ECC] provide and what the unions are actually doing” (SS14). In this case and for another low-level user (NS8), the respondents mentioned a loss of trust in the relationship between their union and the ECC, and this appeared to be a factor influencing their decision not to use the Centre. 

Another low-level user (SS16) expanded on the nature of the lack of connection between the ECC’s focus and their union’s needs. They perceived ECC courses as being focussed on growth strategies that did not match the realities of their members’ workplaces:

The focus [of the ECC training]… was about everything being about growth and I understand that but if you then go back to a clothing worker who’s working in a clothing factory that has seen 2000 jobs lost over the last couple of years and you put that delegate into that environment you can see why there’s a problem. (SS16)

This union believed the ECC had to give greater acknowledgement of the harsh working environment and massive job losses where keeping any sort of industrial presence was itself a challenge, and offer training appropriate for delegates working in those environments.

For another union, the ECC was not sufficiently responsive to changes in white-collar work. “There has been this revolution in working practice on white collar employment in business and management thinking which we’re actually not really engaging staff in” (NS24). The Secretary explained that he was referring to the increasingly contingent nature of employment in the white-collar sector where his union is based, but “whenever anyone talks about organising they always talk in the context of here’s a workplace with a couple of hundred continuing employees working there”.

Some of the disconnection was simply a lack of communication, and awareness by the union of what the ECC did. One Assistant State Secretary said that it was difficult for people in their type of position to keep up to date with what the ECC was doing and to keep in mind the course schedule that was posted once or twice a year. They would like to see the ECC be “just a little bit more aggressive in maybe sending us a monthly newsletter… that lets us know what they’re doing” (SAS7). One National union Secretary said, “I don’t even know what they do in the courses any more or what courses are really on offer” (NS22).

It is not surprising that those unions whose contract with the ECC was based on something other than joint program planning with the ECC, had variable responses from the delegates or staff that they sent to ECC courses, which then influenced their perceptions about the courses and their approach. One of the areas that several union leaders held concerns about was the disjuncture that their staff felt with the course content because the union saw themselves as having unique needs, due to the characteristics of their staff and delegates or of their industry sector, and these were not sufficiently given consideration in ‘generic’, multi-union training courses. 

One blue-collar union (NO2) felt that the ECC had made a decision not to cater for blue-collar unions. 

 I think there’s a problem with theory – a lot of the courses are very theoretically based, a lot of the case studies are very white collar based, they haven’t actually got experience within their unit to be able to articulate it in a blue collar environment. (NO2)

At the same time there were white-collar union leaders who perceived ECC courses as being mainly suited for blue-collar unions. One leader who considers their union a white collar union expressed a frustration about the lack of attempt to draw relevant examples for their staff, that “there’s no dialogue about trying to get some sort of examples around that because it’s very blue collar, private sector dominated rather than looking at some of the variations.” Another white-collar union and a low level user, commented that while they thought that the ECC courses were “very good”, “occasionally it can be (pitched at the) lowest common denominator and a little bit sausage factory like in its approach” (NS13). For a few unions ECC courses were “formulaic and … you can’t question it … other approaches to organising are not encouraged or … there isn’t enough recognition of differences between unions” (SS10). In some cases the formula was seen in terms of “delivering the doctrine” and not looking at the practical issues of having to settle deals at some point. One State Secretary felt the ECC approach encouraged participants to be always looking to “be in dispute, you always have to agitate, … you end up getting people who get burnt out because they can never see a way to closing the circle of a dispute – be it staff or members” (SS1).

These comments about the courses and the approaches employed by the educators raise questions about how both the ECC and the union leaders, their staff and delegates think about the kinds of learning that a union course should be about, and what the role of the union educator is. Is the function of union education to transmit a particular doctrine or approach, or to train people to meet immediate skills needs, or to develop their ability to analyse and learn in order to act?  The nature of the first contract between the unions and the ECC could leave these questions unresolved, or perhaps even unrecognised until tensions and conflicts exist at the site of training when the trainer walks in with one set of assumptions about what the course is about and the participants walk in with another, potentially quite different set of assumptions. Because of the weakness of the first contract, the second is left ambiguous especially for the educator but also for the participant.

The function of the courses, and the kind of learning that is expected also influences what is expected of the union educator and their approach. The different expectations and experiences were also reflected in the union leaders’ responses to questions exploring these aspects.
At the level of pedagogy and delivery methods, some interviewees had very strong views about what type of approach was and was not appropriate. While some unions found that the ECC courses used a mix of effective teaching methods that were hands on – such as role plays, some others found role-plays “absolutely useless in most cases” (SP4). Some unions (NP6) found the interactive approaches “a totally different thing  - more dialogic and involving participants” and preferable to the less successful lecture methods that they had experienced. 

Another representative also said that interactive approaches did not suit some of their members and staff because the members in their industry “like to cut to the chase” (SO5).

Many commented on the value of training that drew on examples that the participants could identify with. This relates to some of the dilemmas in multi-union courses where there could be participants from blue and white collar, and public and private sector unions, as well as representations from very diverse industries. The recurrent comments about courses having relevance to the particular industry sector in which the participants worked may be interpreted as an expression of a primarily instrumental focus that unions have about training. 

Most union representatives commented on the quality of trainers in terms of their level of experience in the union movement as organisers and their knowledge and experience of the industry of their own union. Some of the representatives talked about the ECC having lost a number of experienced, high quality trainers over the years. One State union representative lamented: “There used to be people that were … very experienced trade unionists that would be running the courses, and you really want your people to go…. Now the people it seems [have] a couple of years maybe as an organiser and they’re meant to be training people, many who have more experience than them. And I don’t have any faith in that” (SS14). 

One National union representative (NS22) questioned the quality of the current group of trainers differently: “The old guard who have been around since the 1990s were very experienced educators… but probably didn’t have a lot of organising experience”, while the “new guard had some limited organising experience and generally did not have a strong educational theory background and were “not very deep” in their approach. 

Thus, among one significant group of stakeholders – the union leaders, there is not a consensus of what is the role of a union educator. Are they union activists with a greater level of experience than the people who come to the courses, and whose role is to share their expertise in various aspects of union organising, or are they educators who can draw out the experiences that the course participants bring with them and use their skills as educators to help them critically examine their own experiences and those of others in the training course in order to generate new understandings that will help them to adapt their approaches in response to changing contexts, innovate, and influence others?

The union educator as experienced organiser assumes that the knowledge and skills that are important are those of union organising. Whether those knowledge and skills are learnt by the participants through a didactic approach or through a more dialogic approach, the foregrounding of the organising expertise suggests that the union educator is viewed as an organiser rather than educator, first and foremost. 

The lack of attention by the union leaders to the kinds of education that were or should be taking place in the training rooms was consistent with the lack of follow-up after the training that unions undertook to see how their learning from the ECC courses were helping them in their work. Many of the union leaders said that they did not do much follow up, mainly for resourcing reasons. Thus the third of the contracts, that between the course participants and their unions was not often clearly established. This then begs the question: what was the education and training for, if it were not a strategic investment by the union to educate the delegates and organisers to develop their capacity to think critically and analytically about ways of strengthening and growing their union?

Conclusions

The picture of the state of the national education centre’s education programs that emerges from the interviews with the union leaders is that it is fragmented because of the fragility of the contracts between the three major stakeholders: the union, the education centre, and the course participants. There is a lack of general acknowledgement that the centre can play a role in educating activists who can critically engage with the project of effecting positive social change. Much of the emphasis is instrumental, based on an assumption that people go to courses to acquire skills from experts. This then positions the union educators as trainers who need to be experts in the skills that they are then to impart to the participants. If the trainer had the expert skills that the course participants need to acquire, then the participants might well be able to walk out of the course just in time for the next campaign or some other initiative on the union’s agenda. 

Contracts between the stakeholders that were based on a different set of assumptions about the purpose of educational programs run by the national centre could position the union educator differently, require a different kind of skill and knowledge of the educator, and lead to different kinds of outcomes for those who participate in the courses. If the purpose of the program was to educate the participants for critical understanding, it may be less important that the union educators are equipped with experiences themselves of organising because what would be more important are the skills to facilitate analysis, critique and questioning of the participants’ own experiences. Such an education would involve participants in learning not only along what Bernstein calls the horizontal, but also along the vertical so they have the language and the concepts to undertake the analysis and critique and generate new knowledge from that. For the educator, facilitating this kind of learning for union activists requires of them to be able to engage with the vertical discourses of the educator, that is to have access to the language and knowledge that helps them to design and create learning opportunities and environments that would support the critical dimensions of learning to take place.

Education often does not deliver an immediate solution to an immediate problem. Its best outcome is to bring together the ability to act and the ability to think, to be critically conscious. It requires a commitment to a longer-term analysis, and analysis requires debate, it depends on critical dialogue. But it is debate and critical dialogue that is the bridge that makes the long term an immediate or necessary issue requiring the ‘immediate’ response. Creating the environment where that debate and critical dialogue can occur is a vital need and one that the ECC could aim for. 
This points to a bigger question of recruitment, retention, and opportunities for placement, exchange and ongoing professional development of education staff, as well as a broader issue of career pathways within the labour movement more generally. It also poses a question as to whether the perception of the educator can be shifted so that it is seen as one that attracts and retains experienced unionists and/or educators. In addition to examining recruitment policies it may also mean that policies to support adult teaching and learning development should be examined, and whether the Centre can then play a role of providing other non-class based educational support through initiatives such as mentoring, informal workplace learning, targeted seminars, forums, and other ideas for the wider movement.

Expecting delegates and union officers to work effectively in the challenging industrial, social and political environment of the early 21st century without a contemporary education program to educate, support and develop them is shortsighted. Unions already commit significant resources to the education of their members, delegates and staff, but whether this commitment is achieving the intended objectives or reaping the anticipated benefits is less clear. 

Addressing the purpose, quality and quantity of union education and learning is important, as is committing the resources needed to deliver the expectations, which will require both intellectual/political and financial commitment.
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� Paper presented at the United Association for Labor Educators (UALE) Conference Imagining Alternatives: The Challenge to Labor, held at the National Labor College, Silver Springs, Maryland, 16-18 April 2009.


� The Organising Centre was the first post-TUTA centre established in 2001, and renamed the Education and Campaign Centre in 2005. In 2008 it was re-organised as the Organising, Education and Campaign Centre.
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