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Abstract

The changing nature of work has created a neewdokplace managers to take on
roles in facilitation of ongoing workplace learnifag workers. Workplace learning is
often studied from the perspective of learners &ondkers. Workplace managers in
contemporary organisations are often responsible worker engagement and
development yet few studies explore workplace iegrrirom the perspective of

workplace managers.

In this paper | outline preliminary findings fromcase study designed to inquire
more deeply into manager perspectives of facilitabf workplace learning.

Case findings suggest managers deploy a wide rafgstrategies to facilitate
everyday worker learning in, through and for therkptace. | describe three
emergent frames of manager facilitation and outinene of the challenges facing
managers in roles as workplace learning facilimttmterpretation of cases draws on

situated learning and workplace learning principles

Introduction

The nature of work and work practices in contempogavernment organisations is
changing to meet demands for more customer resporssistems and services.
Changing business operations has created a neeadofers to operate in more
adaptable and flexible ways. Managers need to reuidnd develop staff to learn
quickly and efficiently. Opportunities are emergifgy managers, who are not

necessarily trainers or assessors, to take a lpadie to identify and develop



opportunities to support continuous learning thtoageryday work practice. At the
same time, there are also opportunities for orgaioiss to develop strategies to
support managers to facilitate not just workplacgning, but also continuous

learning through relevant and developmental wotk/iy.

Studies in workplace learning often explore leagnfrom the perspective of the
learner worker, the trainer or from the perspect¥¢he organisation (Marsick &

Watkins 1999; Billett 2002, 2006). Few workplacarl@ng related studies that | am
aware of explore workplace learning facilitatioarfr the perspective of a workplace

manager, whose primary role is not that of a traiwerker or learner.

The premise of this paper is that while managerg aadively facilitate a range of
workplace learning strategies in the context ofrtleeeryday work, the strategies
they deploy and the challenges they face are nitdseumented and arguably not
well understood by either managers or the orgdnisal he research uses case study
methods to inquire into the actual role of the ngmmato describe activities and
strategies deployed by managers to facilitate wladeglearning. | contend that the
role of the operations manager is evolving and gimanin response to new demands
being placed on workers and managers, and the iseg@m as a whole, to perform
more efficiently and in a sustainable way. The egnhof the study is an operations

manager working in a large state government org#inis

How workplace learning is discussed in this study

For the purposes of this study, workplace learmndjscussed in terms of processes
to engage workers in activities to build their kskitnd knowledge, and further, to
support the work of the organisation. Facilitatadnwvorkplace learning in this study
is discussed in terms of actions taken by managegsiide workers through stages
of thinking and acting, to learn in and from thenaxt of work. Facilitation of
workplace learning is therefore taken to mean astiand strategies deployed by

managers to build worker awareness, understandikils and experience. The



overall aim of facilitation of workplace learning to build worker capability and

productivity through everyday work activity.

In my experience as a manager in a number of lgmernment organisations,
manager responsibilities often include roles invieping staff. As a manager |
have also observed that responsibility for ‘develgpstaff’ requires more than
identification of skills gaps and encouragementtfff to attend organisationally
funded staff training activities. Manager roles che® incorporate ongoing
contextualised learning for workers with opportyrfior workers to apply skills in
practice. Managers need to create and maintainnaitoement which supports
learning, guide workers through appropriate expege building activities and
provide appropriate monitoring and feedback medmsifor everyday job related
activity. To prepare workers for constant changanagers, particularly with diverse
teams, need to be able to deploy a wide range rafegies to support worker
learning.

The complex nature of workplace learning

The concept of workplace learning is often contéste how it is understood in
different work settings. Hager (2006), suggestskpiace learning is complex and
needs to be viewed as a process of constructionreswhstruction to adequately
account for social, cultural and political dimemsadn workplace settings. Further,
Fenwick (2006) suggests, the construct of workdAeey is multi-faceted consisting
of a complex array of cognitive, political and lmgical dimensions. Such processes

suggest a need to shift how organisations view vaoiklearning.

From an organisational perspective Argyris and 8dqi®96) suggest that managers
can play a pivotal role in facilitating learning rdkigh inquiry to improve
performance, to resolve problems and by being alertthe possibility of
organisational conflicts. Some insight into how gers might contribute to

organisational level learning is also provided lph&n (Argyris & Schon 1996)



who suggests leaders and managers who make leapnougsses part of the
workplace culture, may begin the process of devetp@m ‘learn how to learn’

environment, minimising fear of failure, and maxsmiyg trust, support and reward.
Similarly, Casey (1999) suggests new learning iganisations needs to be
facilitated and maintained. Bierema and Eraut (20fBkerve however, that while
managers are increasingly expected to foster tmileg of their staff, they rarely
receive any training for their roles in facilitatiof informal workplace learning for

either individuals or groups.

Central to understanding learning at work are tlagsMn which workplaces invite
workers to participate and how the workplace presicaccess to the type of
guidance that is required for workers to learn |@iR002a; 2006). While worker
participation is contingent upon the kind of expades and interactions workers can
secure from the workplace, workplaces are alsoesbed environments (Billett
2006). As Billet suggests, however, workplace pgétory practices are subject to
influences of hierarchies, issue of gender, cujtumerest groups and the possibility
of conflicting workplace relations. This, as Bitlefuggests can make workplace
participation a varied experience. Hughes (199%0 ahotes that workplace
hierarchies and power relations may render the plade fundamentally
problematic as an ideal learning environment. Téle of managers as ‘manager’,
Hughes suggests, can conflict with their role akaning facilitator when the
process of learning is at odds with business obgxt A sensitive workplace
learning program, Hughes suggests, would emplogaaning facilitator who is

relatively independent of the organisation andnitsrests.

The problematic nature of manager facilitation afrikplace learning is further
illustrated by Hughes (2004). In a study of a srgediup of public sector employees
in their first few months of employment in admingtve positions, Hughes (2004)
found that supervisors had little direct involverném facilitation of learning for

their staff. The study found supervisors were @atbe to exercise indirect influence

on worker learning through allocation of challerggitasks and accountability



measures. Supervisors were found only to ‘shapekerdearning through creating
what Kornbluh & Greene (1989 in Hughes 2000) calladeducative environment’
that contains pressures and incentives to encoulageing. Hughes (2004)
concluded that supervisors are unlikely to the ablsustain a direct, personal or
facilitative role in relation to the learning preses of staff. Supervisors, he suggests

should focus, rather, on the indirect effects efitlctions on the learning of staff.

Building on the concept of legitimate peripherattiggpation and situated learning
theory (Lave & Wenger 1991) Billett (1994; 2002;0B) suggests a situated
learning model for work contexts provides a useftadmework for building

interactions between learners both within the wadmmunity and across
community boundaries. Billett's model combines wadce learning affordances
such as frequent participation, support from a omreanhd readiness of the worker
and workplace to engage in learning processeswhlys in which managers might

apply these types of work learning affordancessalgect of this study.

The study

This paper arose from early stages of my case steslyarch exploring the actual
role of a middle level operations manager as dit@icr of workplace learning in a
large state government organisation in NSW. Theidoaf the study is a manager
with responsibility for management and developmeaft large and diverse
operational teams. To illustrate diversity, teamarkwin administration offices,
laboratories, tool stores, maintenance workshogpspitality, commercial kitchens,
children’s centres, security, grounds, call centreaman resources, libraries,
counselling and site related special projects. Beeomsist of full time and part time
staff, permanent, temporary and casual staff. Bp@esed manager role combines
management, leadership, planning, organising anttevalevelopment. The study
was designed to collect examples of manager pdrgpean facilitating learning for
others through their work and their workplaces. Pphienary research question asks

‘what is the role of the manager in facilitatingdeing at work?’



Method

Semi structured interviews were conducted with bperations managers to inquire
into their roles and experiences in facilitatingrl@ng for others through work.
Organisational documents such as strategic plaosjah resource capability
development initiatives and manager position dptons were reviewed for
indications of organisational expectations of mamagwvolvement in worker
development. Semi structured interviews with orgational staff development
managers were also conducted to provide a perspeoti organizational level
support for managers in their roles as facilitatofsvorkplace learning, however,

this aspect of the study is not included in thisgra

Cases were analysed according to themes emergimggireliminary cases. Broadly,
themes included references to context, social ilegynindividual learning,
facilitative interventions, participation, provisicof opportunities, engagement by
workers and constraints and challenges facing nesaituated learning theory,
adult learning and workplace learning principleoovided an overall analytic
framework. Identification and interpretation okthes are also influenced by my

experiences as a manager and student.

Findings from selected cases

A review of a range of organisational documentscaigd that operations managers
are expected, in several ways, to actively conteitta staff capability development,
namely, but not necessarily limited to, staff ie thwn teamsStrategic and annual
plans for example, indicate collective objectives dll staff including middle level
managers, to contribute to and participate in ‘imide development’ and
‘capability development’. Manager position desédps include for example,
references to responsibilities in provision of fetaaining and development’ and
organizational strategy documents include refererioemanagers being ‘coaches,

mentors and guides’ to others.



In interviews, managers responded to questionstdimw they facilitate workplace
learning. They discussed their actions and engagenme workplace learning
facilitation in ways which indicate three broadnfras of activity. The three frames
are described, for convenience, as operationattifumal and strategic facilitation.
Briefly, an operational frame represents learniglitation activity which suggests
managers focus on managing everyday business mperand compliance related
matters. The functional frame suggests manageraneg work and learning to
create immediate opportunities and the strategimér suggests managers actively

identify and seek to develop longer term stratetpesipport worker learning.

Learning facilitation activities within these thrbeoad frames are explained further

as follows.

An Operational frame — managing everyday operations

Operations managers facilitating work and learnm@n operational frame tend to
focus discussion on everyday operational matteds leow they facilitate learning
through arranging compliance related training sashoccupational health and
safety, vehicle driver licenses, food handling aadely certification. Learning is
often referred to as training and the training ssially arranged through the staff
training unit and delivered and assessed by anedited trainer. Operations
managers gather information periodically from staffout training needs and
arrange for staff to attend training or a struadulesrning activity. While staff need
to be provided with training to address complianeguirements not all training is
planned for funding by the organisational stafirtirag unit. Managers are often

required to find alternative sources of fundingptovide the required training.

Manager approaches to facilitation of workplacerigey are primarily reactive,
addressing, where possible, needs identified throdgta gathering exercises.



Operations managers operating in this frame tatluathe need to ‘get the job done’

on time, within budget and according to relevagfamisational policies.

A Functional frame - managing operations and idenfying learning needs

Operations managers facilitating learning in a fiomal frame actively seek to

address work learning needs by encouraging paatioip in staff development

training programs (non compliance related), formalirse work, conferences and
staff forums. Managers actively seek to ‘know’ thetiaff through one to one and
group conversations and say they coach, mentor guide learning through

participation and engagement in work projects. Mg@ns utilise structured training
programs offered by the organisation to enable wsrko use, for example, new
communication tools such as web conferencing, @stirg, and blogs, online and
e-learning programs. Managers also facilitate foofnexperiential learning through
allocation of work which they perceive will chaltgn others or prepare them for

changes in work or the work environment.

Managers operating within this frame also discusksing the social networks
formed among team members as a way to share skilsknowledge with each
other. Managers talked about supporting learnindgolstering a collaborative work
environment. Some managers sought to provide phlyspace for social gatherings
but found that lack of time, funds and motivatidnteam members can sometimes
prevent any real progress in development of sawgWorks. Several managers
acknowledged that while social networks and legymommunities are valuable for
learning, they are also sometimes difficult to lelstéh and maintain. In discussing

formations of work communities, one manager obsetirat

‘...It's about creating an environment where ... communities cam for

and | think it's about knowing the peopl#&ark



Less structured yet intentionally facilitated Idagn activities planned to provide
learning opportunities include group staff meetingsb rotations, coaching,
mentoring and guiding, professional conversatioesyworking and modelling. Some
facilitative interventions were found however to @& altogether useful strategies

for some cohorts of worker. As one manager expthine

‘...we do ad hoc mentoring, guiding and all that lius ad hoc....l can’t
say we have our own strategies but again with the ef the staff and
the fact that so many are casual and some only doraé night ...how

do you engage those people Qlivia

Managers operating in this frame operate in bothaative and proactive ways to
plan and manage training programs to address a@#omal objectives. This frame
is characterised by active identification of stddarning needs and creating
supportive learning environments. Managers talkualmeating opportunities for

learning and use of organisationally arranged imgito address ongoing changes in
for example, use of office or laboratory technoésgilegislative requirements or to
improve service levels or use of existing systeMenager approaches to facilitating
workplace learning in this frame are characteriggananager perceptions of what

opportunities they think will be useful for othejiwen current circumstances.

A Strategic frame — managing learning for longer tem planning

Managers operating in this frame combine reactv@ @ad hoc learning strategies
with longer term strategic plans for staff learnifitne facilitation process includes
identification of work learning needs to meet catreand some anticipated future job
requirements through work and job design, providvayk related developmental

opportunities and encouraging participation inrtirag programs.



Managers operating in this frame refer to linkihgit strategies with organisational
business plans or organisation wide staff developrstrategies. As an example,

one manager indicated:

‘...we are looking at some change management issues partecular
area...some of these things relate directly backuiowsion statement

and further

‘...I'd like to have an active discussion in terms eddership aspects or
their professional development... to talk concepyuahh terms of

development..’. Chris

Summing up manager roles and challenges for faciliting workplace learning

Constant change in the workplace appeared to dnaegers to find ways to more
efficiently distribute work and to engender a crdtof ‘learn to learn’” among staff
to keep up with the pace of change. Implementationew systems, policies and
procedures and increasing demands on manager pipga@ato contribute to creating
a need for more effective utilisation of resour@esl facilitation of on-the-job

workplace learning for team members.

The recent introduction of a performance develognseheme has created a new
demand for managers to offer more structured fatie learning interventions such
as mentoring, coaching and guiding to assist werkerdevelop and improve their
performance. Managers noted however, difficulty engaging some staff in
discussions about individual learning and develapmmeeds. Managers note that
the extensive commitment, time and energy requicedacilitate learning using
facilitative interventions is inhibitive for botlhé manager and worker. This raised
number of issues for managers about both the poakemanaging individualised
learning and facilitation processes through stmactunterventions like mentoring

and coaching, for large teams of workers.

10



Continuous and sometimes incomplete staff restringguvas also cited as a reason
for the need for facilitation of workplace learnindentified gaps in essential staff
skills such as using communication tools and offoéware were also driving the
need for continual identification of staff learningeds and encouragement to attend
formal training programs. Increases in e-learniaghhologies also require that
managers model the use of new workplace languagg€@nmunications tools to
ensure staff communicate effectively in the newkngmvironment.

Cases indicate that many of the learning stratedgégdoyed by managers include
individualised and collective learning strategiesused on developing both short
and longer term staff capabilities. Managers afgticated that in order to facilitate
learning for others it is necessary for them toowntheir staff and to foster a safe,
collaborative work environment. Social networkingdasharing skills among team
members are effective and sustainable ways tatieilworker learning. However,
challenges encountered by managers in most casemriy included lack of

manager time to address individual or group legrmaeds, concern about lack of
engagement of workers in learning processes andinipact of continuously

changing systems and procedures. A key concernmforagers was a perceived
under-acknowledgement at an organisational levetheir role as a facilitator of

workplace learning.

Overall, operations manager approaches to faaigdearning tend to be reactive to
prevailing organisational needs and policy develepim Evidence also suggests
managers rely greatly on good will and informal réiga among staff to support
continuous on-the-job skills and knowledge develeptn Workplace learning

facilitation strategies deployed tend, howevehdsomewhat ad hoc.

Manager activity in each of these frames may be/eteas making a contribution to
organisational learning through attempts to addmedwidual learning needs, the

11



outcomes of which could contribute to building eotive memory and

organisational knowledge.

Conclusion

Preliminary analysis of cases studied has provfastindications of the actions of
operations managers and their perception of thain gole as facilitators of
workplace learning. The impact of continuous chamgevork and the need for
sustainable approaches to workplace learning apeedre leading managers to
deploy a range of facilitative learning strategtessupport everyday work and
learning. Cases indicate manager roles extend beywovision of workplace
‘training’ to develop staff. Managers appear totaking on a variety of roles in
identification of longer term learning needs andcili@tion of ongoing
contextualised learning through a range of pamwiipy practices to develop staff.
The cases indicate managers actively deployed gerah situated learning and
workplace learning affordances (Billett 2006) sashaccess to social networks and
facilitative interventions including mentoring asdaching to develop capabilities
among workers and to prepare workers to meet nalleciges. The three facilitative
frames illustrate diversity in roles and some viisain attempts to facilitate

workplace learning for others.

Evidence suggests that managers not only identiiyfacilitate training for workers,

they also actively seek to incorporate facilitativeerventions for learning into

everyday work in attempts to develop worker skiligl experience in an effective
and sustainable way. Despite the range of chalterigeed by managers they
continue to deploy strategies to facilitate on{ibie-learning and are generally
cognisant of the need to develop longer term legrrstrategies for workers as
individuals and in the interests of the organisatid key acknowledgement by
managers is that in order to effectively facilittgarning among staff, they firstly to

‘know their staff’. In line with this, managers kald about learning strategies to

12



build communication and social networking whichgdther, assist the process of
building relationships between workers and betweerkers and managers.

In alignment with Hughes (2004) suggestion that kptarce supervisors should
focus on the indirect effects of their actionsesrhing facilitators, the cases studied
indicate that managers actively seek to createeduocative environment’ to shape
the learning of others through challenging tasksjeadering participation and
creating opportunities. Cases also indicate thahagers consider aspects of
facilitating workplace learning as challenging aaimewhat problematic, however,
continue to identify and attempt to address ongde@rning needs using the
resources available. The cases studied to dateveowsuggest a need for further
inquiry into how ongoing everyday workplace leamis viewed, constructed and

facilitated by managers, workers and their respecti organisations.
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