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This project enhances our understanding of how improving working can lead to
improvements in learning. It develops the Working as Learning Framework as a 
new way of specifying the links between macro-level forces that shape employment,
the nature of work organisation, and the ‘expansive’ or ‘restrictive’ character of
learning environments. The empirical findings are based on interviews, surveys and
observations carried out in twelve contrasting settings. The analysis demonstrates
how the Framework can be applied and what new insights it can offer.
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The Working as Learning Framework 
conceptualises the context of which 
workplace learning is an integral part.

•

•

•

The same occupational groups or 
types of workers may have different
learning experiences, because different
productive systems and ways of 
organising work create different 
learning environments. 

Occupational labels can be misleading 
indicators of the knowledge, skill and 
learning experiences of workers.

Organisations need to provide managers
with time and professional development so
they can properly support learning at work.

Increased levels of discretion and
responsibility enhance opportunities 
for learning and raise aspirations. 

The Framework allows strategies to improve
the conditions for growing, nurturing and 
sustaining learning at work in the public and
private sectors to be tested.

• Organisations need to recognise that the 
creation and use of knowledge is widely 
distributed, and to avoid the assumption 
that it is only held in specific ‘elite’ pockets.   

The position an employee occupies in 
the productive system influences the
extent to which their knowledge is valued.

Improving Working as Learning
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The research
The project reported here focuses on
learning that goes on every day in offices,
factories and shops throughout the world.
Such activities can take a number of
forms, including off-the-job training 
courses, on-the-job instruction, or learning
from others as work is carried out. This
project is not the first – and will certainly
not be the last – to have such a focus.
However, it does claim to be the first to
analyse learning at work systematically
in a range of different occupations and 
economic sectors, using a single, newly
developed analytical framework, which 
we refer to as the Working as Learning
Framework (WALF). We argue that a 
holistic understanding of learning at work
can only be achieved by traversing a
series of analytical layers of enquiry. This
journey takes us beyond the particularities
of the work task itself and into the world
of work organisation and the wider 
pressures organisations face for survival,
growth and development, or what has
previously been referred to as the ‘context
of learning’.

The growing interest in learning at work
has captured the attention of researchers
and policy-makers around the world. 
This gives the findings of the project 
international significance. Exhortations
from policy-makers for improvements 
and enhancements to learning are 
commonplace. However, there is a 
tendency to view learning as a product
with a visible, identifiable outcome, often
accompanied by certification or proof of
attendance. This can be seen most starkly
in the continued use of qualifications as
the proxy measure for skills, and in the
number of surveys that depict learning
related to the workplace solely in terms of
formal episodes of ‘training’ that can be
counted and costed. On the other hand,
learning can be conceived of as a process
in which learners improve their work 
performance by carrying out daily activities
which entail interacting with people, tools,
materials and ways of thinking. This 
project collected data on both of these
aspects of learning, although particular
emphasis was placed on the iterative 
and ongoing processes of working and
learning (see the NIACE reports, listed
below, for our attempts to capture these
processes in UK-wide surveys).

The project makes two main contributions
to existing research. First, during the
course of the project we developed a new
conceptual framework (WALF) which links
the following dimensions:

• the vertical and horizontal inter-
dependencies that comprise productive 
systems;

• the levels of discretion afforded and 

created by different forms of work 
organisation;

• the nature of workplace learning 
environments.

Second, we applied this Framework 
to sectors that have different histories, 
trajectories, markets and driving forces.
The sectors studied were selected with
this in mind, thereby generating data on
learning in a range of contrasting contexts
and involving different types of workers.
They were:

• Back office staff and telephone 
operators and managers in a local 
authority contact centre;

• Commission-based sales staff in the 
leisure industry;

• Contract researchers in higher 
education;

• Exercise-to-music instructors in health 
and fitness clubs;

• Franchise chain operators, salon 
managers and hair stylists in 
hairdressing;

• Health visitor teams in community 
health care;

• Project managers in construction;
• Research and development personnel in

commercial sandwich manufacturing;
• Service staff and managers in restaurant

chains; 
• Shop floor workers and managers in 

automotive manufacturing;
• Software engineers in hi-tech industries.
• Store staff and managers in 

supermarket retailing;

Mapping the Working
as Learning Framework
The Working as Learning Framework
(WALF) is built on three concepts: 
productive systems; work organisation;
and learning environments. Our central
argument is that in order to understand
the extent to which learning environments
at work are more or less ‘expansive’ 
or ‘restrictive’ (Fuller and Unwin 2003),
researchers need to examine how work 
is organised and how its organisation 
is influenced by wider forces. The
Framework specifies the links between 
the broad relationships that shape
employment relations and the nature 
of workplace learning. This approach
enables us to explore how these broader
processes are played out in specific 
workplaces and in the narratives of 
people’s working lives.

The concept of ‘productive systems’ 
provides the broadest perspective 
since it offers a holistic, relational model 
of economic activity that identifies 
interlocking levels of institutional practices
and controls. This takes us beyond a
workplace or even an organisational-level
focus – typical of concepts such as ‘high

performance work systems’ (Appelbaum
et al. 2000). Instead, the notion of 
productive systems encompasses a 
multitude of stakeholders; customers,
suppliers and sector bodies, as well as 
the employing organisation. It refers to 
the totality of social relationships entailed 
in processes of commodity production 
and the provision of services, and which 
have horizontal and vertical dimensions. 
The horizontal dimension refers to the
sequences in which raw materials are
transformed into goods and services that
are consumed by end-users, while the
vertical refers to the regulation and control
mechanisms that impinge on each stage
of the production process (see Figures 1
and 2). 

We use the concept of discretion to 
capture the degree of autonomy and
responsibility exercised by workers in 
the labour processes in which they are
engaged. The nature of the productive
system may influence the latitude they 
are given as well as the level and nature 
of trust in the employment relationship.
Managerial strategies may respond to 

Figure 1: Stages of Production
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the uncertainties inherent in complex 
productive systems  by enhancing or 
by minimising discretion and trust in 
the workplace. 

Our prime focus is on learning 
environments, the networks of 
relationships within which learning takes
place. Our analysis here draws on the
concepts of ‘expansive’ and ‘restrictive’
learning environments (Fuller and Unwin
2003) to offer a generative, transformative,
process-conscious conception of learning.
Moreover, the notions of expansive and
restrictive extend to include the learning
territories of individuals. This allows the
expansive-restrictive model to link the
organisation of work in its broadest sense
to the learning processes of individuals.
Integrating the expansive-restrictive 
continuum with the productive systems
perspective creates a conceptual 
framework for understanding working 
as learning. This Framework addresses
systemic issues at the same time as 
illuminating the experiences of specific
individuals. Moreover, it takes a dynamic
view of these linkages, with an emphasis
on process, change and development.

Applying the Working
as Learning Framework
To illustrate the utility of the Working as
Learning Framework, each of the sector
case studies uses and develops different
dimensions. Some cases emphasise the
importance of understanding both the 
vertical and horizontal pressures placed
upon organisations and workplaces. Our
study of how a local authority contact
centre was set up uses the Framework to
show how the balance of power shifted
away from service departments which no
longer acted as the first port of call for
queries. As a result, their tasks were
reconfigured and contact centre operators
became involved in new and largely
unrecognised kinds of interactions that
called for distinctive knowledge and skills.
These developments were the result of
vertical pressures to make economies,
and hence the contact centre was 
created to occupy a pivotal position in the
horizontal process of production which
linked callers with service departments.
Similarly, our study of health visitors
reveals how attempts by workers to 
create a more expansive learning 
environment was initially facilitated and
then thwarted by their location within 
a complex set of vertical and horizontal
relationships with a diverse and 
fragmented network of managers and 
fellow professionals.

In some cases, one of the Framework’s
dimensions may predominate in 
explanations of why some learning 
environments are more expansive and
others more restrictive. For example, 
the software engineers we studied 
experienced a more expansive learning
environment than university contract
researchers mainly because they worked
in a setting with fewer and weaker vertical
pressures. Similarly, the Framework 
highlights the fact that the locus of control 

can shift in this analytical space. It may
move backwards or forwards along 
the horizontal stages of production, 
and up or down the vertical structures 
of production. Our study of sandwich 
manufacturing shows that large retailers
can exercise power backwards over those
who produce goods for sale. However,
power can be exercised forwards by 
manufacturers over those who interact
directly with the final consumer, a point
demonstrated in the delivery of ready-
made aerobics classes. Long-running
debates, such as those surrounding the
utilisation of artefacts, can be examined
afresh by adopting this Framework. This 
is illustrated in our study of competence
assessment procedures adopted in two
automotive component manufacturing
companies, and the use of stock control
devices in supermarket retailing. 
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The project reported here took place 
over almost five years. During that time,
interest in the relationship between 
working and learning continued to grow
within research, policy-making and 
practitioner communities across the
world. Yet, despite a great deal of activity
and a substantial body of high-quality
research evidence, our understanding of
that relationship has tended to remain as
separate pieces of a large and daunting
jigsaw puzzle. This project provides what
we believe to be the first substantive
attempt to put those pieces together to
form an integrated picture of the ways 
in which working and learning relate to 
one another. The Working as Learning
Framework evolved through detailed and
extensive fieldwork conducted across 
the public and private sectors of the UK
economy, by building on existing theories
and concepts, and through vigorous 
inter-disciplinary debate within the
research team as well as with other
stakeholders.

The Working as Learning Framework
allows us to show how each learning
environment comprises a dynamic 
interplay between processes generated
within workplaces and those emanating
from wider structures and stages of the
productive system. These shift, change
and re-organise, like the shapes in a
kaleidoscope. This dynamic complexity
overrides conventional notions held by
some policy-makers, researchers and
practitioners that the differences between
workplace learning environments can 
be accounted for by fixed variables 
such as sector, size, and market. 
Other researchers claim that employee
characteristics, dispositions and 
biographies are also important influences.
However, in seeking to demonstrate 
the power of individual agency, these
researchers can lose sight of the 
contextual factors. Our argument is 
that all these influences are  important
and relevant, but that they are only some
of the processes that, together, comprise
a complex social world.

The Working as Learning Framework 
can be used by researchers seeking 
to understand the nature of workplace 
learning in all economic sectors and in 
different societies. It also reveals the 
futility of using occupational labels or
qualification levels in isolation to calibrate
the knowledge, skill and learning 
experiences of those who occupy 
such positions. Instead, their learning
environments need to be understood in
terms of the productive systems in which
they operate and the discretion levels 
they are able to exercise. Furthermore, 
it cannot be assumed that what is taught
off-the-job can easily be transferred 
to daily working practices or that the
learning environments for workers with 
a similar occupational title or level of 
qualification are the same.

Finally, given the strength of the field 
and the continued growing international
interest from policy-makers and 
practitioners, as well as researchers, 
there is considerable scope to be more
ambitious in terms of the scale, scope
and design of future projects. We need
projects with a greater longitudinal 
dimension and much greater effort to
bridge the gap between qualitative 
and quantitative methodologies. Most
importantly, we need to build projects 
that deliberately aim to examine working
and learning from an interdisciplinary 
perspective.  It is no longer good enough
to study learning at work as a purely 
economic, psychological or sociological
phenomenon. Nor is it good enough 
to try to isolate the impact of learning 
on productivity and performance as if
learning is a distinct, concrete variable
that can be easily slotted into a one-
dimensional equation.  

Major implications



TLRP involves some 90 research teams
with contributions from England, Northern
Ireland, Scotland and Wales. Work began
in 2000 and the Technology Enhanced
Learning phase will continue to 2012.

Learning: TLRP’s overarching aim is 
to improve outcomes for learners of all
ages in teaching and learning contexts
across the UK.

Outcomes: TLRP studies a broad
range of learning outcomes, including
the acquisition of skill, understanding,
knowledge and qualifications and the
development of attitudes, values and
identities relevant to a learning society.

Lifecourse: TLRP supports projects
and related activities at many ages and
stages in education, training and lifelong
learning.

Enrichment: TLRP commits to user 
engagement at all stages of research. 
It promotes research across disciplines, 
methodologies and sectors, and 
supports national and international 
co-operation.

Expertise: TLRP works to enhance
capacity for all forms of research on
teaching and learning, and for research
informed policy and practice.

Improvement: TLRP develops the 
knowledge base on teaching and 
learning and policy and practice in 
the UK.
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The project has produced 18 Research
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London: Routledge.
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Kakavelakis, K, and Unwin, L (2007)
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Society, 21(2): 189-208.

Felstead, A, Fuller, A, Unwin, L, Ashton, D,
Butler, P and Lee, T (2005) ‘Surveying the
scene: learning metaphors, survey design
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The project draws on insights provided by
educationalists, sociologists and political
economists. The twelve sectors studied varied
in terms of their size, patterns of ownership
and exposure to international competition.
Face-to-face interviews were carried out 
with 475 individuals. These included 
representatives from umbrella bodies as well
as managers and workers at various levels
and in different roles. Worker interviews 
were often preceded by a period of work
shadowing, stretching to days and sometimes
weeks. Other data collection techniques
included: the use of photographs taken 
by employees to elicit their experiences of 
working and learning; the completion of
‘learning logs’ through which employees
record and reflect on these experiences; the
collection of the artefacts associated with
learning; administering and analysing in-house
surveys; and securing access to staff attitude
surveys carried out by management.

Throughout the life of the project we 
presented our ideas to academic colleagues
at a variety of conferences and seminars. 
We shared our formative thinking with a 15-
member Advisory Group, representing the
academic, policy-making and practitioner
communities, with whom we met every six
months over almost five years. As a result, 
we refined and developed our approach in 
the light of the feedback we received from a
wide range of stakeholders. 

We also developed a collaborative working
relationship with the National Institute of Adult
Continuing Education (NIACE). Consequently,
we designed two new question modules for
their 2004 and 2007 annual surveys and
analysed the results. Many of our questions
have now become an established part of this
influential data series.


