DEBATE – KAY CABERRY

JEREMY:
Let’s come to training then.  How satisfactory do you feel that the current opportunities and arrangements for helping older workers to retrain so that they can remain in employment, change employment, change their career at a point which would previously be considered much too late.  How satisfactory, how far along the evolutionary road are we to providing something that would work in that context?

KAY:
Well, I want to give the government credit for what has been done so far.  But really we’re not there are we?  I mean there are a number of things that if you just look at the stark statistics of the low number of older workers who are able to attain even level 2 qualifications.  And the number of older workers who are struggling even to attain basic skills.  And we clearly have not cracked this problem yet.  We need to do a number of things, we need to make the entitlement to training to level 2 qualifications a real entitlement, which needs to have proper funding behind it so that colleges can actually make the provision.  


We ought to do more to publicise the Learn Direct website and helpline so that people can go and actually get good information and advice about what might be open to them.  We need to look, I think, also at the upper age limit for apprenticeships, because apprenticeships at the moment are limited to people under 25.  I’m not sure that that complies with the regulations, but leaving that aside for the moment, why aren’t apprenticeships open to  people later in their careers who might want to change career or who might want to acquire new skills?  I think a bit more thinking in this area is needed ... And more money. 

JEREMY:
Of course ... and more ... That almost goes without saying, does it not, that yes, more thinking and more money.  I mean you’re touching here on what’s a quite lively debate are you not?  I mean we’ve got a contribution here from Barry Brooks who’s Director for Education and Skills Strategy for Tribal.  And in fact with NIACE they’re the ones who’ve taken the brief of the basic skills agency and are jointly working at that.  

 
But Barry’s asking – Given the continuing concern that children are failing to learn the basics in primary school, do you think it’s appropriate for the public purse to be used to fund the education and training of older workers through the Train to Gain programme?  Wouldn’t this resource be better invested in school age children in order society secures a better and longer term return on its investment?

KAY:
Now I could guess that Barry’s got his tongue firmly in his cheek here. 
JEREMY:
I’m not sure which cheek but he’s got it in some ... yes absolutely, one of them, yes.

KAY:
I’m sure he has.  I mean if you’re just talking the sheer economics of it, what about the cost of ... whole swathes of the labour market idle or not working to its optimum capacity.  You’ve got older people either not in work who are not using the skills that they’ve got or who are not being trained to fill the vacancies that there are and they are not making the net contribution to the Exchequer that they’re quite capable of making.  So Barry it’s not young people at the expense of older people, or the other way.  We need to look at both. 
JEREMY:
There’s also an interesting question.  I mean the last few words of that or the last 4 words of his question are “return on it’s investment”.  And I think one of the things that we’re not particularly good at actually is identifying the return we get on investment in the large amounts of money we spend on learning and training.  If anybody’s asked we may know what they cost but can we identify a return?  Usually not.

KAY:
No, well there may not be a mechanistic way of doing that.  But we’re all quite convinced, and that includes the government, that you do see a return on investments and training and that’s why the government is giving such attention to skills and training. 
JEREMY:
It would be nice to have some better data very often though to support that from ... 

KAY:
Yeah, I don’t want to come across as a government spokesperson though. 
JEREMY:
No, no, don’t worry, I don’t think you’re doing that.  Do you feel that there’s a number of questions that have been asked where people are actually saying ... This question actually comes in from the Netherlands.  Raoul Kramer who he says he’s both a 50+ worker and an expert on mental work load and cognitive ageing with respect to work.  And he’s actually raising the issue of whether – how elderly workers can be made to think – actually he’s saying more positively - to actually see their situation much more in terms of what could be gained by continuing to work or by doing different work, than in terms of losses in terms of the time they might have to sit around doing something else.  And I think it’s how could their sense of added value be updated he says, gain of self efficacy.  How can we get into all that?  And there is a motivational issue here, even I’ve encountered it with lots of people.

KAY:
Yes.  Well I’m not sure what we’re talking about when we’re talking about elderly, but let’s just stick to ... 

JEREMY:
He's talking about anybody over 50.

KAY:
We’ve been made ... Oh blimey! 
JEREMY:
Well I know that sorts us both out.  But don’t worry about that. 

KAY:
Yes okay. 
JEREMY:
We’ll pass by that one, but that’s what he’s talking about.  

KAY:
Something to do with terminology here. 

JEREMY:
Yes.

KAY:
I’d be very hesitant to blame people who don’t have opportunities presented to them, don’t get support and have a lot of problems in the workplace that may not be of their own making.   However the trade unions and particularly union learning reps whom we haven’t mentioned so far who are operating in workplaces across the economy, are particularly conscious that among older age groups there is a confidence problem.  And there is quite often frankly a fear of exposing lack of skills, lack of what they fear will be lack of ability and it’s sometimes quite hard for union learning reps to persuade older people that they need to put themselves forward for opportunities that might be there.   

 
I think people are worried about exposing themselves, their worried that they may not succeed.  So I think it’s more about confidence and maybe that’s what the questioner or what the question came down to.  Um and part of it also is about the older people may be susceptible to the stereotypes that I mentioned at the beginning as well about cognitive abilities I think was the phrase that was used.  They themselves may feel that they’ve been told so often that they are not gonna be able to do this – upgrade their skills and they may come to believe it and that really does knock their confidence too. 
JEREMY:
I think that’s right.  I mean I was the evaluator for Tyne and Wear development partnerships project which was part of Round One of Equal.  And one of the things that we observed in about the first year of activity was that we weren’t being successful actually in getting older workers to come to the projects.  And we came to the conclusion one of the reasons for that was that they did not want to sit down in lets say an IT class with a  lot of people aged 18, 19, 20 who they perceive rightly or wrongly were going to advance at about twice the pace and make they look daft.  They weren’t comfortable.   So what they wanted actually was actually to go to things which were specifically for them and for their peers and then to move away from that.  

KAY:
Yeah. 
JEREMY:
And once they started doing that they began to be extremely successful.

KAY:
I think they also want people like them to talk to them about training.  And the evaluation of the union learning fund consistently shows that the projects that that funds that are union projects disproportionately benefit older workers.  I think part of that, part of the reason not the whole reason, part of it, is because the age profile of union learning reps is pretty much towards the older end.  Most of our union learning reps are well over 40 anyway and so they know how to connect with older workers and I think that’s partly why those projects were successful. 

JEREMY:
Yes I’m absolutely sure it is actually.  IT is an issue here isn’t it too?

KAY:
It certainly is. 

JEREMY:
There is a debate going on in the background to us here which I’m spotting on my screen, between a couple of guys who describe themselves rather suspectly as “Wrinklies Direct”.  Hello Wrinklies Direct and what they’re saying is, part of it is about IT.  And saying we’re still in a situation where IT appears to be territory for younger people and we’re not breaking through that as rapidly as we need to do.

KAY:
Well it’s very daunting isn’t it and it changes all the time.  But you know I maybe sounding parochial going on about union knowing reps, but I have actually seen workplaces where older people have been persuaded by their colleagues in that workplace to go and have a go.  I’ve seen a bunch of computers in a room attached to a factory where there has been computer training in situ and it’s been under control of the union learning rep.   You have to find new ways into this to try and get over what is that fear of failure, fear of what’s new, fear of what’s changing around you so rapidly.  I feel it myself as well I must say.  So hard to keep up. 
JEREMY:
The new ways are sometimes very unconventional actually.  The project that I talked about in the Equal project in Tyne and Wear, one of the new ways that was particularly successful there was a project called Community Golf.  And essentially what they did was they got a group of older workers who were unemployed older workers who were actually looking for work and they gave them sufficient training in golf, so that they could set up a community golf project for young people who fell into the NEET – the Not in Employment Education and Training group.  And who were extremely difficult to get into any activity at all.  Training them so that they could take it into schools.


So you had this chain of activity which was entirely successful, they were operating within their groups but between their groups and they were doing something completely counter-intuitive like playing golf in Sunderland.  I’m not sure (NOT CLEAR) plenty of golf in Sunderland but you don’t expect it in an Equal project.  And it worked and you just don’t know what’s going to work until you actually allow a little space for those flowers to bloom do you?

KAY:
Imagination, yeah. 
JEREMY:
Absolutely.  Just something final on the IT front.  It is undoubtedly a barrier.  It’s really important to do something about it and in fact European projects in the past have actually done a great deal because the whole of the computer driving licence was actually invented and affected by the European computer driving licence, which is now taught in colleges all over the UK, was actually done through a succession of European projects and it’s now taught all over Europe.  And I wonder maybe if there isn’t something similar waiting to be done which is specifically for older workers who maybe have never worked in an office situation before to get a British maybe then a European qualification that gets them into just enough of IT for them to become seriously functional.

KAY:
Well I think whatever qualification and whether it’s a British qualification or a European qualification.  The first step is obviously to break down those barriers that you yourself were describing where going away on a training course, going to a college can just be a step too far.  I think for many older workers who are just struggling with IT all around them the answer may well be some sort of training at the workplace.  I mean that could be the first step, because then you don’t have to get over the hurdle of actually getting yourself onto a course and going somewhere else.  And make small steps as well you know within the working day.  There has to be imaginative process approaches. 

Conclusion 4: 0:15:15.14 

