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Union learning reps (ULRs) play a crucial role in union organisation on the 
ground. By promoting and supporting union-led learning in the workplace, they 
offer concrete support that enables their co-workers to quite literally change 
their lives for the better.

That support has helped thousands of workers see a new side to the unions in their 
workplaces. No longer is the union simply the union rep they ask for help when they 
get caught up in a disciplinary or the branch committee that negotiates the annual pay 
rise. Now the union is the source of practical help to gain the skills they need to keep 
on top of their everyday finances, help their children with their homework or apply for a 
different or a better job.

New learners become new members. New learners become new ULRs. New ULRs 
become new union reps. New reps help established reps deliver better results for their 
members. Better results persuade more people to take out union cards. And so the 
whole virtuous circle helps the union grow.

We’ve produced this handbook to help all ULRs, the new and the experienced, offer 
more and better support to their learners. We hope it will help you all in the vital work 
you undertake day by day and week by week. 
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Union Learning Fund 
evaluations found 70% of 
learners would not have 
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This handbook is aimed at all union reps involved with learning and 
skills, whether you are a union learning rep (ULR) or have another 
role, and is designed to help you whether you are recently elected 
or appointed, or whether you have a wealth of experience gathered 
over several years of activity.

It is one of many resources designed to help ULRs and other reps promote 
workplace learning more effectively.

It is produced by unionlearn, the learning and skills organisation of the 
TUC, which speaks for millions of working people through the dozens 
of unions that are affiliated, from the very largest like UNISON and Unite 
to the smaller specialist unions such as the Professional Footballers’ 
Association (PFA) and the Writers’ Guild of Great Britain (WGGB).

Unionlearn helps you promote learning and skills in the workplace more 
effectively by:

	❚ keeping you up to date with every aspect of workplace learning through
the quarterly online magazine Learning Rep, the bi-monthly newsletter
Supporting Learners News and the regular briefing Learning and Skills
Policy Update

running national and regional events such as our popular annual 
conference, the Supporting Learners regional roadshows and one-
off events to promote new initiatives, where you can network with 
other ULRs, reps and stakeholders, share good practice, pick up new 
publications and try out digital resources

	❚ celebrating your successes by covering your initiatives, courses, events
and learners’ stories on our website and in online publications

	❚ providing free tools, online resources and guides for ULRs and reps to
use in their role.

To access all this support, all you need do is ‘subscribe’ on  
www.unionlearn.org.uk. There are three easy ways to do this:

	❚ click on the orange ‘Subscribe’ in the top right corner of any page on the
unionlearn website

	❚ type your email address into the ‘Your email address’ and click
‘Subscribe’ box in the orange rectangle at the bottom of any page on the
website

	❚ follow the link: www.unionlearn.org.uk/subscribe

You’ll only receive emails direct from unionlearn and we don’t pass on
your details to any third parties. You can update your details or change
your preferences by clicking on the links at the end of every email we send
from the site.

In addition, TUC Education helps you by:

	❚ providing ULR training on a classroom course or online

	❚ producing TUC Education eNotes to help you improve your knowledge
of issues including apprenticeships, bargaining for skills, cancer in the
workplace, language support, mental health, supporting learners, and
working with figures

Introduction

http://www.unionlearn.org.uk
https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/subscribe
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	❚ organising webinars on becoming a ULR, running learning at work 
events, supporting workers experiencing menopause and many other 
issues (you can watch them live and take part with other ULRs or replay 
them once they’ve finished).

For the latest TUC Education resources and updates visit:  
www.tuceducation.org.uk

http://www.tuceducation.org.uk/
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1.1 What you can do as a ULR

There are seven key functions that ULRs undertake in their role, as set 
out in the Acas code of practice on time off for trade union duties and 
activities (which sets out the statutory rights you have as a ULR – more on 
page 12):

1 Analysing learning or training needs. A ULR’s top priority is to support 
their learners and the best place to start is by identifying their learning and 
training needs. The most effective method of doing this is by conducting 
a learning survey in the workplace to find out what your learners are 
interested in themselves. 

Learning surveys can be paper-based or online and both formats have 
their advantages. Using a paper-based survey allows you to reach 
potential learners who are not confident in their digital skills and facilitates 
one-to-one interactions with colleagues. Online surveys may be more 
effective in your workplace. Or you might choose to offer both options. 

A learning needs survey doesn’t have to be complicated – in fact 
the shorter the better, particularly when you are first getting learning 
underway. You can use the template on page 23. 

Learning surveys help you identify:

	❚ the appropriate level of courses for different learners

	❚ gaps in provision by the employer that the union has the capacity to fill.

Always be aware that some potential learners may lack the confidence 
or skills to complete a survey by themselves, so offering everyone the 
chance to complete the survey one-on-one will often prove worthwhile. 

Most potential learners won’t know what level would be appropriate for 
them if they haven’t undertaken any learning recently. This is a chance 
to use unionlearn’s SkillCheck tool, which helps learners establish the 
level they are currently working at through a short initial assessment they 
can work through on a smartphone or using the web-based version on 
a laptop. SkillCheck includes short assessments for English, maths and 
digital (as well as grammar, apprenticeships and everyday finances, and 
more will become available): www.unionlearn.org.uk/skillcheck

You can also encourage maths learners to take the National Numeracy 
Challenge either through its website (www.nnchallenge.org.uk/
unionlearn) or via your own union or workplace portal.

2 Providing information and advice about learning or training 
matters. There are some key sources of information about learning 
opportunities that could benefit your members:

	❚ your union’s own learning project

	❚ unionlearn’s learning portfolio

	❚ potential or existing partnerships with local providers

	❚ partnerships between your union and/or unionlearn with providers such 
as The Open University (OU), Birkbeck, University of London and the 
Workers’ Educational Association (WEA)

1     Becoming a ULR

https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/skillcheck
https://www.nnchallenge.org.uk/unionlearn
https://www.nnchallenge.org.uk/unionlearn
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	❚ partnerships with online and distance learning providers such as the 
National Extension College, The Skills Network and Wranx

	❚ TUC Education units and the TUC Education website.

Researching what is available through these channels will enable you to 
provide accurate and up-to-date information about learning opportunities 
inside and outside the workplace.

While many learners will be interested in courses you can organise in 
groups (eg English, maths, digital), some learners may be interested in a 
specialist subject suitable only to them: in cases like this, you can then 
signpost them to other providers – a local college, online learning or a 
distance learning provider.

3 Arranging learning or training. This involves:

	❚ working with the HR or learning and development teams (where 
available) to arrange suitable dates and times for courses on site

	❚ working with local providers to book tutors for courses on site

	❚ promoting courses to potential learners through information 
stalls, open days, posters, staff intranets, branch meetings and 
one-to-one conversations

	❚ raising the profile of workplace learning and offering  
learning opportunities during national campaigns such 
as Adult Learners’ Week, Festival of Learning, Literacy 
Works Week, Maths Workout Week and National 
Numeracy Day

	❚ offering taster sessions and/or lunch’n’learn activities (in partnership 
with local providers, where appropriate)

	❚ working in partnership with union learning teams and providers on the 
development of new learning opportunities

	❚ where there is a learning centre on site, managing the facilities through a 
named ULR (who might take on the role of ULR coordinator, lead ULR or 
learning centre manager) or a ULR team.
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Unite learning rep Ashley Hurst, who works as a health and safety 
administrator for PD Ports at Teesport, has helped dozens of co-
workers improve their English and maths through courses delivered on 
site by Sunderland College.

Since becoming a ULR two years ago – his first union role – Ashley has 
also enrolled several other learners onto fully funded Level 2 courses, 
including the Certificate in Principles of Team Leading.

“When I started, there was just me but now we have three ULRs and 
we’re meeting once a month to discuss everyone’s learning and how 
we can further their development,” Ashley says.

Demonstrating that Unite offers much more than support with 
grievances or disciplinaries has helped build a stronger union 
structure on the ground and, in addition to the three ULRs, there are 
now two new safety reps and nine workplace reps supporting their  
co-workers.

4 Promoting the value of learning or training. Many potential learners 
have been affected by their negative experiences of learning while they 
were at school: a learning difficulty may have been undiagnosed; many 
pupils from Black and minority ethnic (BME) communities are treated 
differently as a result of direct or indirect discrimination; lack of resources 
at home (such as not enough money for breakfast or lack of a quiet place 
to do homework) frequently reduce a pupil’s achievements; many pupils 
who are (or are believed to be) LGBT+ experience bullying. 

All of these experiences can contribute to adults initially rejecting 
opportunities to learn later in life. But ULRs can help reluctant learners 
take the plunge by pointing out the everyday benefits of improving their 
English, maths and digital skills – such as greater confidence in helping 
their children and grandchildren with homework or taking advantage of 
cheaper goods often available through online shopping, eg lower holiday 
rates and travel prices or money-off incentives for mailing list members at 
online retailers.

In addition, there are proven economic benefits of gaining and extending 
your qualifications. The higher your qualifications, the better you’re paid, 
as shown by figures for England from the Labour Force Survey, January to  
March 2019:

	❚ adults (aged 16–64) with no qualifications are currently earning a weekly 
average of £413

	❚ people with Level 2 qualifications earn on average £511

	❚ people with Level 3 qualifications earn on average £531

	❚ people with BA/BSc degrees earn £757 (very nearly twice as much as 
their counterparts with no qualifications). 

5 Consulting the employer about carrying out ULR activities. You can 
reap many benefits from discussing the learning opportunities you are 
organising with managers and senior managers. Securing employer buy-
in at the highest level should help you when working with supervisors and 
managers to organise release time for learners. 
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In addition, you can take the opportunity to secure their agreement to 
giving you access to the staff intranet to promote learning opportunities, 
as well as to the existing union noticeboards. If you wish to promote 
learning through open days or learning stalls, discuss the best time and 
place with your employer in advance.

Don’t be shy about asking your employer if they can provide any form of 
financial support for learning: they may be able and willing to contribute 
towards the cost of the tutor or training programme or to provide catering 
that makes it easier for learners to take up a learning opportunity.

When you are first starting to develop a union learning programme in a 
workplace, it is important to show to HR and/or learning and development 
staff that your intention is to fill gaps in existing provision, not set up a rival 
operation or tread on anyone’s toes.

In addition to consulting with your employer about your ULR activities, 
learning reps can work with other reps in their branch to negotiate on 
learning and training issues in the workplace, including apprenticeships, 
learning agreements, learning centres, skills need and workforce 
development. If your employer is, for example, looking into automation of 
any existing roles, you can offer your knowledge and expertise, especially 
when it comes to helping learners prepare for change. ULRs are often 
well placed to identify and secure high-quality retraining opportunities 
through a provider with the background, experience and skills to deliver, 
rather than expensive but often generic options employers may have 
come across through their own networks. The unionlearn guide Skills at 

Work: a guide for negotiators sets out how ULRs and workplace reps can 
work together to negotiate with employers around the development of 
employee skills.  
www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/skills-work-guide-negotiators

https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/skills-work-guide-negotiators
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When Nottinghamshire Fire & Rescue Service (NFRS) launched a ‘Yes 
You Can’ recruitment drive to attract people who might not have thought 
of applying before, Fire Brigades Union (FBU) member Laura Wilton 
approached her equality and diversity manager about doing something 
to engage more women.
Laura had recently completed a personal training apprenticeship through 
the FBU’s Union Learning Fund (ULF) project and was keen to use the 
knowledge and skills she had gained on the programme to help more 
women who might be interested in becoming firefighters.
As a result, she started a weekly ‘firefit’ session to help local women 
prepare for the strength and fitness demands of applying for a job in 
the fire service, using the knowledge and skills she gained on a Level 3 
Personal Training apprenticeship through the FBU.
Laura held the two-hour weekly sessions at the Jawaid Khaliq Boxing 
Academy in St Ann’s Nottingham, so participants wouldn’t feel the 
pressure of having to use the fire station gym.
Thanks to the ‘firefit’ sessions, 10 of the regular participants were offered 
jobs as wholetime firefighters, which meant that the majority of women 
who started as apprentice firefighters at NFRS in 2018 had benefited from 
Laura’s training.
“I am immensely proud to be able to help others to join a job which I love: 
it was so gratifying to see their commitment and physical improvement 
over the months, culminating in successful recruitment,” Laura says. 
“Without the opportunity given to me to study a Level 3 Personal Training 
Apprenticeship with the help of the Union Learning Fund, this would not 
have been possible for me to do.”

6 Preparation to carry out ULR activities. As with everything, advance 
preparation is vital in order to achieve successful outcomes.

	❚ When planning any activity, make sure you set yourself SMART goals that 
are specific, measurable, achievable, relevant and time-bound.

	❚ As part of your advance planning for a learning event, it is good to think 
about who your audience will be; how many people will be interested 
and how many will take part; and when and where it will be best to hold it 
so you can remove as many barriers to participation as possible.

	❚ Preparation in advance will save you time in the long run – for example, 
if you’re planning an event where the tutor or speaker needs to show a 
PowerPoint presentation, making sure you have access to the equipment 
and it all works as it should will (usually) avoid losing time on the day 
troubleshooting technical problems.

7 Training for your ULR role. Many unions offer ULR training through 
their own activist education programmes. But you can also enrol on a 
classroom course delivered by TUC Education or you can undertake an 
online course (both ULR 1 and ULR 2 are now available online through TUC 
Education).

With online learning, you can study at your own pace and network with 
other reps undertaking the course at the same time through the TUC 
Education online forum.

In addition, you can undertake further useful training through partner 
organisations or unionlearn, eg:
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	❚ as a numeracy champion via National Numeracy:  
www.nationalnumeracy.org.uk/train-the-trainer

	❚ as a dementia friends champion through Dementia Friends:  
www.dementiafriends.org.uk 

1.2 Your rights as a ULR

As a union learning rep (ULR) in a workplace where your union negotiates 
on pay and conditions with your employer, you have the statutory right to 
reasonable paid time off to carry out your duties and undertake training 
for your role.

This puts you pretty much on the same footing as any other workplace rep 
in your union such as a shop steward or health and safety rep,  
where your employer recognises your union for the purposes of collective 
bargaining.

In addition, your union members are entitled to unpaid time off to consult 
you about their learning and development, provided they belong to a 
bargaining unit for which their union is recognised.

These statutory rights were included in the 2002 Employment Act as 
a result of successful campaigning by the TUC and the trade union 
movement. 

Independent public body Acas (the Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration 
Service) drew up the revised Code of Practice on Time-off for Union 
Representatives, which sets out how these rights should be put into 
practice: www.acas.org.uk/codes-of-practice

1.3 Securing your rights as a ULR

1 Your union informs your employer in writing that you have been elected/
appointed as ULR. The notice should include the information in the 
sample ULR appointment form on page 13.

2 You need to be sufficiently trained to carry out your duties as a ULR 
when your employer is informed of your new role or within six months 
of the notice being issued (which can be extended to take account of 
unforeseen circumstances such as illness, bereavement etc.).

3 It is the union that determines your training is sufficient to carry out  
your role.

4 You can train as a ULR via TUC Education in two ways:

	❚ classroom-based courses (Union Learning Representative Certificate) – 
you’ll need to apply for a place on a course that is convenient for you and 
secure your employer’s agreement to undertake the course using paid 
release from work. The courses usually run once a week for 10 weeks. To 
find upcoming courses near you, go to:  
www.tuceducation.org.uk/findacourse

	❚ online courses (ULR 1 and ULR 2) – you can enrol online any time and 
work through the course at your own pace, with access to other ULRs and 
other reps promoting learning taking the course at the same time (via the 
online forum) and online tutor support. Both courses take from 8 to 10 
hours to complete. To enrol go to:  
www.tuceducation.org.uk/findacourse

https://www.nationalnumeracy.org.uk/train-the-trainer
https://www.dementiafriends.org.uk/WEBArticle?page=what-is-a-champion#.Xix2Ay10eDU
https://www.acas.org.uk/codes-of-practice
https://www.tuceducation.org.uk/findacourse/
https://www.tuceducation.org.uk/findacourse/
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5 You may also be able to train as a ULR via your own union. Contact your 
union’s education department or your regional learning team to find  
out more.

6 If you attend a classroom course, your employer should grant you paid 
release time. If you work flexibly, you are entitled to use your normal hours 
for training and should be paid accordingly.

7 Your union or you yourself can inform your employer of the  
training you are undertaking or have completed.

8 While you are undertaking your training, your employer must also allow 
you time off to carry out your role.

9 Once your employer has been notified that you are a ULR and that you 
are (or are about to be) trained for the role, it is obliged to recognise you 
as a ULR and provide paid release time to carry out your 
duties and undertake further training.

10 Your employer should consider agreeing paid release 
time for you to undertake further training to develop the 
knowledge and skills to continue to engage more learners 
and potential learners in the workplace.

Appointment of a new Union Learning Representative (ULR)

Union Learning Representative’s details
Name

Home address

Postcode

Work department

Mobile

Work

Email address

Employer’s details
Name

Address

Postcode    Telephone

Union Learning Representative’s bargaining unit

Details of workplace/work departments covered

Name of branch

Branch number

Signature of Branch Secretary/Area Organiser

Date
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1.4 What is ‘reasonable’ time to carry out your ULR duties?

The amount and frequency of the time off has to be ‘reasonable’ in all 
circumstances. For example, when you arrange a meeting with members, 
it must be at a time that does not undermine the safety and security 
of other workers in the production process. Your employer should also 
ensure that you are able to engage with hard-to-reach groups such as shift 
workers, part-time staff and those employed at dispersed locations.

You should provide management with as much notice as possible of the 
purpose of the release time, the location, the timing and duration, and the 
contents of any training course.

Your employer should consider making available facilities necessary for 
you to carry out your duties such as rooms for meetings/interviews, office 
space, telephone, broadband and Wi-Fi, use of noticeboards and access 
to the internet, staff intranet and email.

If your union believes your employer is unreasonably refusing to grant 
paid release for ULR duties or training or enabling union members to 
access ULR services, it can make a claim to an employment tribunal. 

1.5 Using online resources to develop as a ULR

TUC Education eNotes are self-contained modules that use a mix of text, 
video and quizzes to help users learn about a wide range of different 
topics. You usually need between 20 and 45 minutes to work your way 
through each eNote.

	❚ The Union learning reps: an introduction eNote explains the role and the 
key tasks of the ULR; identifies the benefits of union learning; and details 
the key role of ULRs in promoting the benefits of learning to members, 
unions, other ULRs and employers.

	❚ The Bargaining for skills eNote explains how training and development 
can improve conditions, pay and equality for workers; helps engage 
members and secure their support; identifies the benefits of investing 
in training and skills for employers; and sets out the role of union reps in 
developing the skills agenda.

	❚ The Supporting learners eNote explains how to successfully interview 
learners to identify their learning needs; suggests sources of further 
information on learning opportunities; and details different methods of 
recording an action plan.

	❚ The union learning advantage eNote contains facts and figures to help 
ULRs make the case for union learning; demonstrates the impact of 
union learning; and helps you find out how to get involved to spread the 
message about union learning.

	❚ The Language support for workers eNote helps you figure out how to 
support colleagues whose first language is not English and organise 
English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) learning.

Other eNotes on union learning issues are highlighted in other sections of 
this handbook. 

A full list can be seen at www.tuceducation.org.uk/local/enotes/index.php

As well as eNotes, TUC Education delivers regular webinars. One which is 

https://www.tuceducation.org.uk/local/enotes/index.php
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particularly helpful for new ULRs is Running a learning event at work. The 
40-minute video includes: 

	❚ advice on how you can plan an exciting and engaging learning event

	❚ advice on how to make good use of local organisations, including 
colleges and community learning providers

	❚ tips on how to identify hidden skills and talents in your workplace that 
can be shared

	❚ information on a range of free online learning available from unionlearn 
and other providers.

Presenter Adrian Ryan uses his wealth of experience as both a former ULR 
and a project officer at unionlearn to offer a series of concrete, practical 
suggestions about running successful learning events in the workplace. 

	❚ watch on YouTube: https://youtu.be/FInn1mZBIbU

	❚ watch on Crowdcast: www.crowdcast.io/e/running-a-learning-event

Top tips for successful learning events

	❚ You’re more likely to get good attendance by running events on topics 
your colleagues are interested in, so ask around in advance.

	❚ If there are no learning courses currently underway, colleagues may 
feel resistant if you offer an English course but be more open to poetry 
or creative writing. Similarly, a maths course may sound forbidding but 
one on budgeting is likely to be attractive as it is more relevant to day-
to-day life.

	❚ Secure management support as early as possible. Ideally you want 
them to provide the space and agree release time for learners to attend. 
If you haven’t worked together before, try picking a theme where both 
sides have clear shared interests, such as health and wellbeing.

	❚ Get support from your union’s ULF project if it has one. If you don’t 
know how to get in touch, unionlearn will be able to hook you up.

	❚ Share the workload with other ULRs, or other reps interested in 
learning. For example, if you’re organising an event on a health and 
wellbeing theme, talk to your health and safety rep about working 
together.

	❚ Identify the best space for your event. A canteen or rest area, for 
instance, may not always be the best choice because they will already 
be in use by other co-workers who may not welcome the space being 
commandeered for learning.

	❚ As soon as you start planning your event, draw up an action plan 
including who is responsible for each different element. That will help 
you focus on making sure you have everything in place in good time.

https://youtu.be/FInn1mZBIbU
https://www.crowdcast.io/e/running-a-learning-event
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1.6 Using the Climbing Frame

The union learning Climbing Frame is a free, easy-to-use, interactive 
website that allows ULRs to create pathways for learning and action plans 
for individuals that can be reviewed and updated as they progress on their 
learning journey.  

It provides up-to-date information and advice for ULRs about a broad 
range of learning opportunities. In addition, ULRs can keep ongoing 
records of learners they’re working with and where they’re heading. 

You can use the Climbing Frame to:

	❚ obtain up-to-date information to help in discussions with members

	❚ work with learners to set goals and actions and develop an individual 
action plan

	❚ gather information about learning needs, which can support 
negotiations with employers.

The Climbing Frame gathers together material using different learning 
themes, which include:

	❚ English and maths
	❚ digital skills
	❚ apprenticeships
	❚ supporting learners
	❚ mid-life development
	❚ equality and diversity
	❚ health and wellbeing.

The Learner Management section of the Climbing Frame enables ULRs 
and other union reps to construct a personal climbing frame with 
individual learners to help identify and access learning pathways.  
You can:

	❚ add a new learner and create records of union learner details

	❚ create a personal climbing frame and action plan with each learner by 
helping them set goals and create actions

	❚ record and access learners’ achievements

	❚ generate learner reports.

ULRs can also produce a ULR report, which is a statistical report on all the 
learners that they have been working with. You can use the My Notes area 
of the website to keep a note of your own contacts and local information. 
You can also use the discussion forum, useful links, what’s new section 
and case studies.

1.7 Overcoming challenges, breaking down barriers

ULRs play a central role in removing the barriers that can prevent union 
learners from taking up learning opportunities in the workplace.

The obstacles that ULRs address can be broken down into four main 
groups:

	❚ workplace barriers, eg shift work, lack of paid release time, unsupportive 
managers, exclusion of agency/contract/migrant workers

	❚ practical barriers, eg childcare demands, lack of transport, course fees, 
language issues
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	❚ social barriers, eg damaging attitudes to disability, negative 
assumptions about age, gender stereotyping, lack of understanding of 
medical issues

	❚ emotional barriers, eg the negative experience that learners may have 
had earlier in life, such as being bullied or excluded from school, facing 
the prejudice of their teachers’ low expectations, undiagnosed dyslexia 
or other learning differences.

A single parent who needed to gain an IT qualification had no luck 
in finding a course that wouldn’t clash with her work and family 
commitments until she was referred to the GMB ReachOut project.

Rebecca Blezard, who was working as a supply teaching assistant 
(TA) through an agency, needed the qualification to have a chance of 
securing a full-time job in a specialist arts college.

But she had drawn a blank until ReachOut was able to put her in touch 
with a local training provider that could organise a flexible learning 
programme so Rebecca could attend sessions between leaving work 
and collecting her children.

In addition, the project provided Rebecca with advice and guidance 
throughout her course and showed her how to apply what she had 
learned in the workplace, which gave her the confidence to take on 
additional responsibilities.

After completing her Level 1 ITQ, Rebecca was able to land her dream 
job as a full-time special educational needs teaching assistant at a 
nearby specialist arts college.

Rebecca says that the personal support and warmth of welcome she 
received from all the ReachOut team were vital in helping her return to 
learning and achieve her qualification.
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Some workers may be more likely to experience barriers to learning, such 
as in the examples below: 

Disengaged workers 

Many people from low-income backgrounds and/or marginalised groups 
were taught by teachers who had little faith in their potential when they 

were at school. The old 11-plus system, which divided pupils via an end-
of-year test that would dictate the next five years of their learning journey, 
led to generations of working-class children believing themselves to be 
failures. Similarly, the unrepresentatively high exclusion rates of pupils 
from BME communities at secondary school leave a lasting impact 
on those young people’s self-worth. And then there are the negative 

When Unite member Simon Cotton started work at Southampton City 
Council, he rebuffed every approach from the ULR team about the 
learning opportunities they organised on site.

While the ULRs had identified he might benefit from functional skills 
courses, what they didn’t know at first was his own troubled relationship 
with learning.

After Simon had been diagnosed with dyslexia at infant school, his 
mother found an excellent special school for his secondary years. But 
one afternoon Simon was attacked by some of his old friends who 
ridiculed him for wearing a special school uniform, pushed him off his 
bike and beat him up.

“Being set upon and beaten up by people I thought were my friends – I 
took that with me through my whole life,” he recalls.

“So when the ULRs kept coming and talking to me and trying to get me 
involved with union learning, I was a bit frightened to say I had learning 
difficulties: I just wanted to get my head down, do my job and go home.”

What changed his mind was the government’s high-profile TV advert  
in 2005 featuring gremlins bullying people with poor reading and  
writing skills.

“I related to that advert so one day I signed up for English, maths and a 
bit of IT and my ULRs, John Hurley and Dave Ross, they supported me and 
encouraged me to do my best,” he recalls.

Once he started learning, Simon then gained the confidence to take on 
different roles in Unite, including shop steward, safety rep, branch political 
rep and equalities rep and he went on to chair the south-east committee 
for young members for three years.

Simon credits his learning reps with making all the difference. “If the 
ULRs hadn’t kept coming to me, I would have carried on being inside 
myself and just doing my job – without them, I think I would have been 
the same boy that left school and college,” he says.
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experiences that are not necessarily rooted in class or race: some pupils 
are treated unfairly because of a school’s problematic relationship with 
an older sibling or when little to no allowance is made for a pupil’s role 
as a carer for a family member. Unsurprisingly, most of these people 
carry these experiences into their adult lives, which often leads to them 
avoiding learning opportunities in the workplace.

Migrant workers 

Many migrant workers may be educated up to degree level in their native 
countries but their qualifications are not recognised by their UK employer, 
which means vast numbers are concentrated in low-skilled, low-paid 
sectors of the economy. Lack of English language skills, low awareness of 
their employment rights and negative perceptions of trade unions in their 
home countries combine to marginalise migrant workers and render them 
vulnerable to exploitation.

The ULRs and the workplace reps at the Argos Castleford Distribution 
Centre (DC) in Wakefield, West Yorkshire, have been running drop-in 
mental health sessions for migrant workers on site, open to both full-
time staff and agency workers.

The first session was run on Fat Thursday, the Polish equivalent of 
Pancake Tuesday, to lift the spirits of people cut off from a major national 
celebration in the country many of them left behind to work the UK.

Bringing the ULRs and reps together for the drop-in sessions enabled 
them to offer more to the migrant workers, who were guaranteed 
confidentiality about anything they wanted to talk about (and 
encouraged to attend even if they didn’t have anything on their mind).

The migrant workers who took part in the first session talked about the 
difficulty of not being present for family occasions and missing  
the support of parents and siblings after major life events like having  
a child.

“One of the big things with most of the mental health activities on site is 
the normalisation of talking about these issues,” says ULR Coordinator 
Sean Dixon.

“With the rep team being involved, not just the ULRs, a lot of advice 
and support is immediately available, as well as extending the 
understanding of what can be accessed through the learning centre 
and widening people’s support networks.”
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Disabled workers 

Just 50 per cent of disabled people are likely to be in work, compared to 
80 per cent of their non-disabled counterparts – and they are more likely 
to be in routine, unskilled elementary jobs and part-time work. Disabled 
people are three times more likely to have no qualifications than their 
non-disabled counterparts and less likely to have access to training and 
development opportunities. Long-term or fluctuating health conditions 
may lead to extended periods of time away from work, reducing access 
to work-based learning opportunities, while time out of work means that 
disabled people may find it difficult to retain qualifications or professional 
registration. All of these reasons lie behind the importance of ensuring the 
widest possible access to learning and learning venues when organising 
events and courses.

Older workers 

Older workers may have negative perceptions about their ability to 
develop themselves (‘I’m too old to learn’) – and these beliefs about 
themselves may be shared by their managers and their younger 
colleagues. When they have worked for a long period in a particular 
workplace, older workers may need to update their employability skills in 
order to move on, in the event of redundancy or through a desire for career 
development or career change. Older workers may have more demands 
on their time through children and/or ageing parents that make accessing 
learning difficult. However, their qualifications may be out of date or not 
relevant to where they wish to go next in their career.

Workers with Specific Learning Differences 

Dyslexia is a Specific Learning Difference (SpLD) that primarily affects the 
way people process, store and retrieve information and is estimated to 
affect around 10 per cent of the population. Issues with short-term memory 
and understanding instructions often create significant problems for 
dyslexic learners taking exams. And poor understanding of their issues 
when they were at school has often had a lasting negative impact on 
their self-belief. When employers fail to make reasonable adjustments for 
dyslexic staff, this can cause problems that should be treated as learning 
issues escalating into disciplinaries. In addition, many workers with dyslexia 
and/or dyspraxia (a condition that affects people’s physical coordination) 
experience bullying, stress and mental health problems that are rooted in 
the misunderstanding and poor management of their differences. 
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Usdaw learner Mina Fraser, who works in the Tesco store in Stroud, 
Gloucestershire, was keen to improve her functional skills after 
completing an initial assessment with the help of her ULR, Kay Timbrell.

Mina decided to enrol on the company’s apprenticeship programme 
and improve her English and maths that way.

But when she tried to take the functional skills diagnostic test, she 
discovered that it wouldn’t run on her laptop, which had been adapted 
to suit her specific needs as someone with dyslexia.

Determined that Mina would not be excluded from the apprenticeship 
because of a software issue, Kay introduced her to Shrewsbury College 
tutor Richard May, who delivers Usdaw’s own English courses.

Richard was able to devise a way of carrying out the test on Mina’s 
laptop, which allowed her to complete the assessment and progress 
with the apprenticeship. “Without the support from both the ULR and 
the college tailoring an approach to meet my needs, then this simply 
wouldn’t have been possible,” Mina says.

Find out more about how union learning can help remove barriers to 
participation in the unionlearn booklet Opening Doors to All: how union 
learning tackles disadvantage: www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/
opening-doors-all-how-union-learning-tackles-disadvantage 

By applying the inclusivity characteristic of the trade union approach, 
ULRs, project workers and learning centre managers can and do help 
learners overcome these barriers. This is why people with little or no exam 
success in the past are more likely to boost their qualification levels as 
a result of union learning, according to Union Learning Fund evaluation 
findings:

	❚ 68 per cent of learners with no previous qualification gained a 
qualification.

	❚ 47 per cent of those starting with Entry Level or Level 1 qualifications 
gained a qualification at a higher level.

	❚ 68 per cent of employers say unions are particularly effective at inspiring 
reluctant learners to engage in training and development.

And ULRs often make all the difference to learner engagement:

	❚ 79 per cent of people with no qualifications would not have taken part in 
learning without union support.

	❚ 70 per cent of learners would not have taken part in learning or training 
without union support.
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2.1 Promoting the value of learning

ULRs should always ensure learning opportunities are promoted to 
members and non-members alike: a positive experience of union learning 
can often change people’s minds about the unions in their workplace. The 
2019 survey of Union Learning Fund (ULF) learning found that 24 per cent 
of ULF learners were not union members when they enrolled on a union 
learning course, and half of them went on to join a union.  
www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/union-learning-facts-and-figures-
why-what-were-doing-working 

For suggestions about promoting the value of learning to employers, see 
page 57.

2.2 Learning needs survey

Talking to colleagues helps ULRs offer them support and find out their 
needs and interests. A survey like the template example here can be a 
useful starting point.

About you

Name

Email

Mobile

Union (if any)

About your learning

What course or courses would you be interested in?

What level would be best for you (if known)?

What times would work for you

Morning shift  beginning nn  end nn

Lunchtime  nn

Afternoon shift beginning nn end nn

After work  nn

Night shift  beginning n		n		 end nn

2     Working with learners

http://www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/union-learning-facts-and-figures-why-what-were-doing-working
http://www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/union-learning-facts-and-figures-why-what-were-doing-working
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Equality and diversity data.

It is valuable to collect equality and diversity data so that you can monitor 
which groups are taking up learning opportunities on offer through your 
role as ULR – and which are not. You can then use this data to develop 
new approaches to engage groups who tend not to participate. For 
instance, if migrant workers are not enrolling on courses, you could 
organise translation of your promotional materials into the appropriate 
languages. 

If you choose to add further categories to the ‘About you’ section on the 
template (eg age/disability/ethnicity/gender/sexuality), make sure that 
you observe whatever data protection regulations are currently in place 
governing the collection, disclosure, storage and processing of this data – 
and indeed all the data you collect in your role as a ULR. Your union will be 
able to advise you on the guidelines to follow.

2.3 Using SkillCheck

SkillCheck is a unionlearn learner engagement tool that offers initial 
assessments and encourages further learning. You can use it as a web-
based tool on a desktop or laptop or as an app on both Android and Apple 
tablets and phones.

You can access the web version at: https://skillcheck.unionlearn.org.uk

The apps are available via Google Play (Android devices) and the App 
Store (Apple devices).

SkillCheck offers a range of initial assessments and quizzes that will help 

learners identify the level they are currently working at in a number of 
subjects as part of finding the course that’s right for them.

While the range of available assessments will evolve to meet the needs 
of learners and ULRs, the current portfolio covers English, maths, digital, 
grammar, apprenticeships and everyday finance.

New learners need to register and provide some personal details to use 
the tool. User details and results are stored in a secure environment 
that can be accessed only by union administrators and members of the 
relevant unionlearn team.

Once they are registered, learners can log in to take an assessment and 
view the results of any previous assessments.

The assessments work through multiple-choice questions, and the  
results are provided to the learner when they finish and are recorded on 
the system.

Learners who meet or surpass the required number of right answers 
while completing their assessments (different for each subject) can then 
download the relevant digital badge. Digital badges can be shared online 
and stacked together to tell the full story of an individual’s skills and 
achievements, with built-in links back to verifying evidence.

ULRs and other reps promoting learning can access an offline version  
of the app that can be used without an internet connection and then 
upload the data into the SkillCheck database once the device is 
reconnected to the internet. Please contact your unions to arrange 
access to the offline version.

https://skillcheck.unionlearn.org.uk
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2.4 Promoting English, maths and digital skills

Since the launch of the Union Learning Fund (ULF) in 1998, ULRs have 
proved themselves to be the most effective advocates for English, maths 
and digital learning in the workplace, especially among reluctant, hard-to-
reach and migrant learners. This success is rooted in their role as trusted 
shop floor confidants. When it comes to the skills we need to do our jobs, 
look after our families, manage money and enjoy our social lives, many 
learners find it easier to talk about their issues with a union rep rather 
than with a manager. Part of this is reasonable anxiety about the possible 
consequences for their future employment or disclosing, for example, 
poor reading and writing skills – fears that can be avoided by discussing 
the issue with a non-judgmental peer.

For many (though not all) ULRs, promoting and organising English and 
maths courses leading to functional skills qualifications will often take up 
most of their time, especially when they first take on the ULR role. Having 
the opportunity to acquire or improve these skills will often be the top 
priority for adult learners, and it is usually most straightforward to make 
the case for these courses to employers.

However, as learners progress through the levels, a significant proportion 
will then wish to progress to further learning and many will be interested 
in helping to spread the message by taking on the ULR role as a result of 
their positive experiences.

To start or develop functional skills learning in your workplace, speak 
to your regional or national union learning team and your local provider 
about how the courses could be delivered to meet the needs of your 
learners (including their shift patterns).

To help you promote English and maths learning to your co-workers, 
Supporting Maths and English Learning in the Workplace: A guide for 
union learning reps, collects lots of ideas and includes useful resources 
for all reps. www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/supporting-maths-and-
english-learning-workplace-guide-union-learning-reps

Keep an eye on the unionlearn events page for the unions’ English, maths 
and digital skills network, where you can hear how other unions engage 
learners and discover what new resources are available:  
www.unionlearn.org.uk/events

There are links to more online resources and tools, including BBC 
Skillswise, Learn My Way, Maths 4 Us and the National Numeracy 
Challenge, at:  
www.unionlearn.org.uk/english-and-maths-learning-resources-and-tools

https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/supporting-maths-and-english-learning-workplace-guide-union-learning-reps
https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/supporting-maths-and-english-learning-workplace-guide-union-learning-reps
https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/events
https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/english-and-maths-learning-resources-and-tools
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Rachel Vine, who is lead ULR with the Bakers, Food and Allied Workers 
Union (BFAWU) at Pennine Foods in Sheffield, has helped more than 60 
co-workers gain English qualifications through courses she organised 
on site.

“I recognised that people in the workplace were struggling to read and 
write: every year, we do a company survey and people were struggling 
to read the questions and answer them,” Rachel says.

“So we met up with the management and the union and organised 
some English classes: we went down on the shop floor and went round 
all the areas asking people – it was overwhelming how many people 
wanted to learn.”

Rachel secured 100 per cent paid release from work time for learners 
to undertake the courses, which have had an enormous impact on 
participants. “When they’ve passed, we have a little celebration, and 
they’ve got so much more confidence,” she says. 

As a result of her ULR work, Rachel has become the site’s go-to person 
for support: learners come to her when they need help understanding 
their payslips and the trust she has built up means that they also 
approach her with issues that are not work-related.

English 

	❚ Read Now! and Write Now! are two eNotes designed to help learners 
improve their reading and writing respectively. Read Now! includes 

tips for improving reading techniques, from skimming and scanning to 
reading on screens. Write Now! helps learners tackle everyday writing 
tasks such as writing letters and reports.  
www.tuceducation.org.uk/local/enotes/index.php

	❚ Ready to Read – Promoting the use of Quick Reads in the workplace is a 
guide for union learning reps to help encourage reading for pleasure. The 
guide explores the benefits of reading and offers a wide range of ideas 
and tips on how to develop reading activities in the workplace. Real life 
examples of how ULRs and learning projects are already using Quick 
Reads are scattered throughout the guide. www.unionlearn.org.uk/
publications/ready-read-promoting-use-quick-reads-workplace

Maths 

After completing their maths assessment via SkillCheck, learners can 
progress to the Numeracy Challenge www.nnchallenge.org.uk/unionlearn. 
This starts with the Check-Up, which helps identify their strengths and 
weaknesses. Learners who score 79 or less are then given a target to work 
towards and are signposted to the best resources to help them improve 
their skills. When they feel ready, they can then re-take the Check-Up and 
find out if they have reached their target. 

ULRs (and all union reps) can improve their maths skills by completing the 
eNote Working With Figures, a short self-contained module that builds 
your confidence with using calculations in union work:  
www.tuceducation.org.uk/local/enotes/index.php
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Thanks to the work of UNISON learning rep Jane Eyre, all healthcare 
assistants (HCAs) at Blackpool Teaching Hospitals NHS Foundation 
Trust now undertake the National Numeracy Challenge as part of their 
Care Certificate, the minimum training, supervision and assessment 
that staff new to health and care receive as part of their induction.

Having good numeracy skills is particularly important in healthcare, so 
that staff can be confident with taking patients’ temperatures, reading 
their fluid balance charts and accurately measuring their medication.

Overall, between 2016 and 2018, Jane helped more than 700 of her 
co-workers engage with National Numeracy supplied resources 
promoting maths skills. 

That represented a significant 10 per cent of the entire workforce – and 
even the Trust’s chief executive took one of the tasters.

By running the maths campaign in partnership with National 
Numeracy, Jane helped many staff gain the confidence and skills they 
need to progress at work and take the next steps in their career.

“Helping staff improve their numeracy skills allows them to 
potentially achieve better wages and better jobs,” Jane says. “But 
more than  
this, there will also be better patient care when staff are happier in 
their work.”

Digital

Working to Close the Digital Divide is a unionlearn booklet to help ULRs 
promote digital skills learning to employers and learners that contains 
good-practice tips developed from a range of unions and ULRs. www.
unionlearn.org.uk/publications/working-close-digital-divide-guide-ulrs-
supporting-digital-skills

ULRs can find more support for making the case for digital skills through 
the union learning Climbing Frame, which contains a comprehensive 
section on digital skills that also includes information on available bite-
sized and free learning, courses and qualifications, as well as links to 
many resources, apps and websites.  
www.climbingframe.unionlearn.org.uk

Learn My Way is a website of free online courses to help people develop 
their digital skills. Its 30-plus courses cover all the key issues including 
email, social media and online public services. When you register to use 
Learn My Way, you will be asked for a centre code: the unionlearn centre 
code is 3450748. www.learnmyway.com

To help you encourage more learners to improve their digital skills, you 
can train to become a Digital Champion, for example through Digital Unite, 
which is one of the country’s leading providers of digital skills learning 
www.digitalunite.com. Check with your union to see if it also has a Digital 
Champion training offer.
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Usdaw’s lifelong learning team in Staffordshire has helped union 
members gain the digital skills and confidence they continue to need 
to access development opportunities at Sainsbury’s, now that the 
supermarket giant has moved all its training online.

And it has helped two members of staff secure paid release to take 
part in a Digital Champions course so they can offer further help to co-
workers in danger of getting left behind by the move.

It was a staff survey that revealed that more than a third of colleagues 
had not accessed the Our Sainsbury’s gateway, which meant they were 
locked out of staff training opportunities. 

That’s when mobile union learning rep (MULR) Chris Harrison got 
together with a group of store ULRs to develop a plan to remove 
barriers to participation.

The ULR team worked with the company’s training and HR managers 
to run a digital awareness pilot at the Sainsbury’s stores in Leek and 
Biddulph.

“A key message we tried to get across was that improving digital skills 
crossed over into colleagues’ personal lives as well as their work lives,” 
Chris says.

After helping colleagues assess their digital skills using the forerunner 
of unionlearn’s SkillCheck app, the ULRs signposted more than 60 
colleagues to digital courses such as Get Online with Usdaw and Learn 
My Way.

English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL)

The Language Support for Workers eNote is designed to help all union 
reps see how organising ESOL learning helps workers gain the skills they 
need to become confident members of the workforce and take an active 
part in the union. The eNote:

	❚ describes the benefits of ESOL learning on the lives of many workers

	❚ helps reps argue the business case for ESOL learning to employers and 
highlight why this is a union issue

	❚ suggests ways to set up and support ESOL activity.

2.5 Conducting mid-life development reviews

We are living through an era of structural change in the labour market. 
Traditional forms of long-term employment are receding, while the trend 
towards portfolio careers, where workers can expect to work in several 
different types of job across their working lives, continues to advance, 
with short-term and insecure work expanding, not least within the so-
called ‘gig economy’.

Workers of all ages can benefit from reflecting on their transferable skills 
as part of an examination of major aspects of their lives (not just work). 
Workers aged 50-plus in particular can feel the need for this review. In this 
context, ULRs can help people make decisions about future plans through 
the mid-life development review. 

The unionlearn model for supporting mid-life development puts the ULR 
or other union rep at the heart of a review process that takes the whole 
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person into account by covering their work, finances, relationships, 
learning, health and wellbeing, leisure and values.

You can use the model with a working adult of any age, one-to-one or 
in groups, in all sectors and different types of workplace and regardless 
of whether or not participants are union members. The process is 
particularly helpful to support workers and prevent drop-out from 
the labour market, and to support those whose workplaces are being 
restructured.

The model is designed to be flexible so that different unions and 
workplaces can meet the specific needs of individuals. This means  
you can:

	❚ fit the review process into the time available to both reps and colleagues

	❚ choose the topics for discussion and the resources best suited to  
those topics

	❚ decide how and when to involve other specialists or contacts

	❚ decide whether to get together as a group to explore the issues or 
whether to work one-to-one.

Value My Skills is an interactive card game and an online tool that helps 
ULRs structure conversations (individually or in groups) about identifying 
transferable skills. You can use the cards and/or the tool to help workers 
think about the skills they’ve already developed (at work, at home, 
through voluntary work, etc.) and how they could use them (or improve 
them) to progress at work through learning and/or through promotion, a 
new job or a new career.

You can order your pack of interactive cards; access the online Value My 
Skills tool; and read examples of the ULR role in engaging employers and 
staff to meet the needs of mid-life and older workers at:  
www.unionlearn.org.uk/supporting-mid-life-development

You can find out more about conducting mid-life development reviews in 
the Learning Theme on the union learning Climbing Frame dedicated to 
the process: www.climbingframe.unionlearn.org.uk
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As the Learning Centre Coordinator at the Argos Contact Centre in 
Widnes, Usdaw learning rep Michelle Whitley has been supporting 
older workers since taking part in unionlearn’s mid-life skills review 
project.

Using the mid-life development review model, Michelle carried out 
surveys in her workplace to help staff reassess their career options and 
look at the skills they needed to develop.

“There are a lot of people who work here who are older workers, who 
would love to move around the business and would love to do an 
apprenticeship,” Michelle says.

“We work with the business on the functional skills for the 
apprenticeships, so we encourage people who haven’t been in any 
education for a long time not to be quite so scared of it and to make 
that step. We guide them through that whole process through to 
when they get their qualification and they end up in the perfect role for 
themselves.”

One of the workers Michelle has supported is Andrea Cookson. “When 
I needed to develop my team leader role, I came to Michelle for support 
and guidance and she sat with me and helped me chose the right 
learning qualification that suited me best,” Andrea says.

2.6 Careerzone

Careerzone is a unionlearn online resource that provides a ‘one stop shop’ 
for careers information, with a comprehensive careers directory, data 
analysis, videos, guidance and many other resources.

Using Careerzone, you can:

	❚ explore almost 400 careers through the comprehensive careers 
directory

	❚ compare careers by pay, conditions and employment

	❚ use the Careerometer to compare different careers

	❚ watch careers advice videos

	❚ examine the gender pay gap across different job roles

	❚ use links to National Careers Service (https://nationalcareers.service.gov.
uk) tools.

2.7 Promoting health and wellbeing

Since their earliest incarnations, trade unions have campaigned to protect 
the health, safety and welfare of their members. In the Lancashire cotton 
mills of the nineteenth century, it was the unions inside the workplaces 
that battled on the issues of long hours, intense heat, dust and child 
labour. This work continued into the twentieth century, with the union 
movement finally securing the right to elect or appoint independent union 
health and safety reps in the late 1970s. Health and safety reps can make 
their workplaces twice as safe as those workplaces that don’t recognise a 
trade union.
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Building on the vital work to prevent accident and injury, more and more 
trade unions are now broadening this work to include their members’ 
health and wellbeing and in the past decade have played a significant role 
in lifting the social taboos on discussion of mental health issues.

Some employers want to promote an individualised version of the health 
and wellbeing agenda by placing emphasis on the individual changing 
their habits (by joining a gym or choosing healthier options when 
eating at home). Trade unions prefer a collective and workplace-based 
approach that prioritises changing how work is organised and managed, 
since that often gets to the root of problems such as musculoskeletal 
disorders and focuses on what employers can control (eg regular breaks 
from keyboard work) rather than on things they cannot (ie how their staff 
spend their free time).

ULRs can encourage the health and wellbeing agenda through learning in 
a range of ways:

	❚ They can promote mental health awareness through courses delivered 
by their union, local providers or a national provider.

	❚ They can explain the mental health benefits of reading in general, which 
has been shown to reduce individual stress levels (reading a book for 
just six minutes can reduce stress levels by up to 68 per cent, according 
to a 2009 study by Mindlab International at the University of Sussex)

	❚ They can choose books that help people improve their health and 
wellbeing. For example, the Reading Agency regularly updates its Mood-

boosting Books list, which features uplifting novels, poetry and non-
fiction as recommended by readers and reading groups. www.reading-
well.org.uk/books/mood-boosting-books. In addition, the Reading 
Agency also curates its Reading Well Books on Prescription list to help 
people understand and manage their health and wellbeing using self-
help titles.

	❚ Mental Health Awareness Week usually coincides with Learning at Work 
Week (LaWW) in May. This provides an ideal opportunity for ULRs to 
work with other union reps and mental health champions to organise 
events that unite the two themes. www.mentalhealth.org.uk/campaigns/
mental-health-awareness-week

	❚ TUC Education has recently revised its workbook Mental Health and the 
Workplace, which sets out how all union reps can support co-workers. 
www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/mental-health-and-workplace

	❚ The TUC guide Work and Well-being: A trade union resource – this and 
other resources for union reps on health and well-being can be found at: 
www.tuc.org.uk.

	❚ You can work your way through the TUC Education eNote Mental Health 
Support in the Workplace, which uses a mix of text, video and quizzes to 
raise awareness of the impact of mental health issues in the workplace 
and shows how ULRs and other union reps can support members 
affected by issues associated with mental health.  
www.tuceducation.org.uk/local/enotes/index.php

http://www.reading-well.org.uk/books/mood-boosting-books
http://www.reading-well.org.uk/books/mood-boosting-books
https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/campaigns/mental-health-awareness-week
https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/campaigns/mental-health-awareness-week
https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/mental-health-and-workplace
http://www.tuc.org.uk
https://www.tuceducation.org.uk/local/enotes/index.php
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	❚ The union learning Climbing Frame includes learning themes dedicated 
to mental health and to health and wellbeing in the workplace, which 
looks at health inequalities and identifies the components of a healthy 
workplace, as well as detailing how union involvement in the health 
and well-being agenda can make a difference. www.climbingframe.
unionlearn.org.uk  

More than two dozen staff at Boots Logistics in Nottingham signed up 
for mental health awareness and dementia care courses when the ULR 
team ran a learning event to mark World Mental Health Day.

“It was extremely successful, with over 40 people wanting to do a 
course, either mental health awareness or dementia care,” says Project 
Worker Neil Chapman.

The event was part of a broader joint campaign with the union and 
the company working together to tackle mental health issues in the 
workplace.

The learning centre currently offers a range of distance-learning 
courses to help staff improve their knowledge of the issues, including 
Understanding Mental Health, Understanding Autism, Dementia Care 
and Understanding the Care and Management of Diabetes.

In addition, ULRs have organised pumpkin picking events and set up 
a rambling group for exercise and outdoor walks, as part of mental 
health charity MIND’s ecotherapy programme, which helps people 
improve their mental and physical wellbeing through outdoor activities 
in nature.
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2.8 Accessing Get Help to Retrain

The National Retraining Scheme (NRS) is a government initiative to 
address the training needs of workers who are likely to be impacted by 
automation, digitalisation and other major changes to jobs in the coming 
years. The strategic direction and implementation of the scheme is 
overseen by the National Retraining Partnership, which brings together 
government, the TUC and the CBI.

The first phase of the NRS to go live is Get Help to Retrain, the new online 
jobs and skills service to help people understand their current skills, find 
opportunities to develop new ones and explore alternative occupations.

While there were initial restrictions to availability during the testing period 
in order to target the new service at those most in need, these were 
expected to be changed when Get Help to Retrain rolls out nationally.

ULRs can help learners access the digital service via the portal on the 
gov.uk website: www.nrs-ghtr.org.uk. In addition, ULRs and individual 
users can submit feedback via the website mechanism to support further 
development and the incorporation of additional features.

	❚ You can find more information about the National Retraining Scheme 
and watch a demonstration of Get Help to Retrain in a TUC webinar at:  
www.unionlearn.org.uk/national-retraining-scheme.

	❚ You can access Get Help to Retrain at: www.nrs-ghtr.org.uk.

2.9 The Skills Network

Union members and their friends and co-workers can access a wide range 
of free, fully accredited, distance learning courses through unionlearn’s 
partnership with The Skills Network.

The Skills Network is one of the most successful providers of online 
courses and qualifications in the UK, which delivers its courses via its 
online platform rather than in the classroom.

Distance learning means you can study at your own pace, in your own 
home or workplace learning centre, at a time that fits around your busy 
life. There is also full support from tutors via email.

The 30-plus fully funded Level 2 courses, which take between 12 and 16 
weeks to complete, include:

	❚ information, advice and guidance

	❚ digital skills

	❚ mental health

	❚ nutrition and health

	❚ understanding autism

	❚ specific learning difficulties

	❚ equality and diversity.

Find out more and enrol on courses at:  
https://unionlearn.theskillsnetwork.com

https://www.nrs-ghtr.org.uk
https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/national-retraining-scheme
https://www.nrs-ghtr.org.uk
https://unionlearn.theskillsnetwork.com
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2.10 Wranx

You can improve your grasp of a wide range of subjects, from functional 
skills English to menopause in the workplace, using the free, bite-sized 
modules on the online learning platform Wranx, which is partnered with 
unionlearn.

Wranx is an training tool you can access on any device that uses the 
simple scientific idea of ‘spaced repetition’ to provide learning that 
improves knowledge retention, even with as little as two to three minutes 
of training a day.

Spaced repetition involves daily drills of around 10 questions a day on 
your chosen topic and each question comes with the answer. What you 
have to assess is how confident you felt about knowing that answer, 
choosing one of six options from ‘I knew it’ to ‘I didn’t know it’. 

Wranx then schedules each question to re-appear in a daily drill: sooner if 
you were less confident and later if you were more confident. The method 
is scientifically proven to accelerate the learning process.

Modules include:

	❚ functional skills English (Level 1 and Level 2)

	❚ functional skills maths (Level 1 and Level 2)

	❚ GCSE English

	❚ GCSE maths

	❚ everyday punctuation

	❚ equality and diversity

	❚ harmful gambling

	❚ manual handling

	❚ menopause in the workplace

	❚ mental health

	❚ online security

	❚ young workers’ rights.

More details at: www.unionlearn.org.uk/wranx and sign up at:  
https://unionlearn.ulp.wranx.com/

2.11 Reading Ahead

ULRs all over the country have helped thousands of learners pick up or 
regain the habit of reading for pleasure by running the Reading Ahead 
challenge in their workplaces.

To take part in Reading Ahead, learners pledge to read, record, rate and 
review six titles (books, poems, magazine articles, blogs and other online 
writing) within the timeline of the challenge. Everyone who takes part gets 
a reading diary to record and review their titles.

Designed to help people improve their reading skills and develop a love 
of reading, the initiative has proved enormously successful, for example 
engaging 1,500 learners in dozens of workplaces in 2017–18.

The Reading Agency’s evaluation of the scheme showed that  
Reading Ahead: 

http://www.unionlearn.org.uk/wranx
https://unionlearn.ulp.wranx.com/


35

2 | Working with learners

	❚ boosts confidence in reading

	❚ increases enjoyment in reading

	❚ increases library use

	❚ results in people reading more.

Many ULRs have used Quick Reads as the basis for Reading Ahead in 
their workplace, which has usually proved very effective. The unionlearn 
guide Ready to Read shows how ULRs can use Quick Reads in a range of 
different ways to promote learning, including Reading Ahead.  
www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/ready-read-promoting-use-quick-
reads-workplace

Find out more and order resources at:  
www.readingagency.org.uk/adults/quick-guides/reading-ahead/

2.12 Celebrating success

When most ULRs have limited release time in which to carry out their role, 
and all of us live increasingly busy lives, it can be easy to move on to the 
next event, initiative or campaign as soon as the current one is finished.

But that means we miss out on two things that actually help us sustain our 
work in the longer term:

	❚ celebrating success

	❚ evaluating our work.

Most ULRs recognise the value of celebrating success for learners: 
that’s why learning reps organise special events where learners collect 

certificates that often recognise the very first qualifications they  
have achieved.

Recording celebration events with photography and a write-up for 
your branch newsletter or website, your union learning publication and 
unionlearn’s website or publications ensures news of those celebrations 
travels further to inspire more people and the wider recognition usually 
encourages the learners themselves.

If your learning centre has a digital camera, make sure you use it or mobile 
phones to record your celebration events. Reach out to branch members 
who are keen amateur photographers to engage them in recording your 
events on film.

https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/ready-read-promoting-use-quick-reads-workplace
https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/ready-read-promoting-use-quick-reads-workplace
http://www.readingagency.org.uk/adults/quick-guides/reading-ahead/
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When taking photographs:

	❚ make sure the light is behind you – don’t position learners in front of  
a window

	❚ use a union learning banner as a background

	❚ avoid a long line of people: if you have 10 learners with certificates, 
organise them in rows of five

	❚ fill as much of the frame as possible with your subjects: try to avoid 
lots of walls, ceilings and desks

	❚ when photographing learners on courses, choose images where 
they look interested, relaxed and happy

	❚ use your phone’s focus function to keep people’s faces sharp (the 
autofocus function will often focus on an object that is closer to the 
camera)

	❚ make sure you obtain learners’ consent to the pictures being used 
for publicity or promotion by your union and/or unionlearn.

Whether you are regularly evaluating your work (eg as a ULR team) or 
evaluating a specific project (eg Learning at Work Week), evaluation helps 
you develop and improve as an individual ULR, as a ULR team and as part 
of your branch’s team of reps. 

Evaluation helps you:

	❚ plan more effective courses, schemes and projects by identifying what 
works and what could be improved

	❚ identify how you have succeeded against the aims you set yourself – 
number of learners engaged, numbers of new ULRs identified, etc.

	❚ develop your sense of purpose as a ULR and a team of ULRs

	❚ prove the value of what you are doing to other reps, members, potential 
members and managers

	❚ encourage other ULRs and union reps by generating evidence of  
your outcomes

	❚ save time in the long run by identifying how to work more efficiently

	❚ collect data (eg from learner feedback forms) that can be used to provide 
evidence to funders.

Whether you are evaluating your work formally (eg by writing a report) 
or informally (eg by discussing it at a ULR forum or learning steering 
committee meeting), you should seek feedback from everyone involved: 
learners, tutors, providers, managers, venues (if used) and other partners. 
Their different perspectives will all be valuable in assessing how to 
improve next time.

The best time to start thinking about evaluation is in the early stages of 
planning your course, scheme or project. Do not wait until it is over before 
you think about evaluation. Incorporating evaluation in your plan will help 
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you identify your goals and work out how to assess whether or not you 
succeed, and to what extent.

Don’t think of evaluation as a process which might reveal that you have 
come up short as an individual or a team and is therefore a negative. 
Rather, think of evaluation as a process to help you learn how to do better, 
which therefore makes it a positive. 

When thinking about evaluation, try to identify:

	❚ what evidence you need – eg numbers of participants, feedback, 
outcomes

	❚ how you will collect the data – eg keeping a register, feedback forms, a 
learner video

	❚ how you will make sense of the information – identify a named ULR to 
collect and analyse the data

	❚ how you will present the evidence – in a written report

	❚ how you will share the evidence – in a case study, so get in touch with 
unionlearn, too.
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ULRs will find having information on funding helpful when talking to 
learners and employers. How to pay for training and learning, if it's not free 
to the learner, will be a factor for many people. 

Requiring employed people aged 24 and over to pay half of their tuition 
costs since 2012/13 and removing government support for workplace 
training for this group in 2016/17 caused a dramatic decline in the number 
of adults enrolling on and achieving Level 2 qualifications, according 
to the Review of Post-18 Education and Training (the ‘Augar review’) 
published in 2019.

The TUC welcomed the review’s call on the government to restore full 
funding, at all ages, for both Level 2 and 3 qualifications.

3.1 Government funding for adult learning

The Education and Skills Funding Agency (ESFA) administers government 
funding for adult learning. To check current adult learning funding 
entitlements and access up-to-date information, including the devolution 
deals giving six mayoral combined authorities (MCAs) and the Greater 
London Authority (GLA) certain adult education functions and allowing 
them to make decisions about the allocation of the adult education 
budget, visit: www.gov.uk/government/organisations/education-and-
skills-funding-agency. You can also subscribe to unionlearn for policy 
updates at: www.unionlearn.org.uk/subscribe for the latest news  
on funding.

3.2 Advanced learner loans

Adults aged 19 or over undertaking qualifications at Level 3 to Level 6, with 
an approved provider in England, are eligible to apply for an advanced 
learner loan. However, learners aged 19 to 23 do not need to take out a 
loan if they are pursuing their first Level 2 and/or Level 3.

Advanced learner loans offer access to financial support for tuition costs 
similar to higher education (HE) student loans. They are administered by 
Student Finance England. 

Advanced learner loans are not means tested or subject to credit checks 
and any individual who meets the criteria will be able to apply for a loan 
regardless of their current employment status. They are paid directly to 
the college or training organisation on behalf of an individual. You are 
charged interest from the day you get the first payment.

Adults who secure advanced learner loans start repaying them once their 
income rises above a level known as the ‘threshold amount’.

To find out more, search Advanced Learner Loan on the  
www.gov.uk website.

3     Funding for learning

https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/education-and-skills-funding-agency
https://www.gov.uk/government/organisations/education-and-skills-funding-agency
https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/subscribe
http://www.gov.uk
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3.3 Discounts 

Unionlearn has secured discounts on course fees for union learners with 
the following providers:

	❚ Birkbeck, University of London: offers 10 per cent off all accredited 
Birkbeck courses (certificates, undergraduate and postgraduate) as long 
as the course of study is at a level that is not lower than or equivalent to 
any existing qualifications already held.

	❚ National Extension College (NEC): offers a 10 per cent discount on the 
cost of their courses and free taster courses for union members.

Visit www.unionlearn.org.uk/funding for details of trade union discounts 
through unionlearn as new offers can become available.

ULRs can also ask Birkbeck to run free workshops and learning activities 
in the workplace that are designed to help members without a first degree 
to apply to and succeed at university. Birkbeck also runs Open Evenings to 
help potential learners find out more about studying at London’s evening 
university. To find out more, email: union-learning@bbk.ac.uk

3.4 Bursaries

The TUC Educational Trust awards a number of bursaries each academic 
year to members of TUC-affiliated unions to study on certain courses.

	❚ The TUC Educational Trust One-Year Awards are available to students 
offered a place on the Access to Higher Education courses at Fircroft 
College, Birmingham and Northern College, Barnsley. The Level 3 
courses prepare students for study at degree level.

The Trust also provides three individual additional bursaries of £925 to 
students who are offered a place on these two courses.

	❚ The Clive Jenkins European Study Bursary, worth £800, is offered to two 
students each academic year to help them write a first-hand report about 
an aspect of trade unionism, industrial relations, training or employment 
in a European country. The bursaries are intended to cover only travel 
and subsistence on the European visit that forms the basis of the report. 
Born in Port Talbot, South Wales, trade unionist Clive Jenkins was general 
secretary of the Association of Scientific, Management and Managerial 
Staffs (now part of Unite) from 1970 to 1988.

	❚ The TUC Educational Trust offers three individual bursaries of £1,000 (or 
two payments of £500 for each year of study for part-time students) who 
are offered a place on the Ruskin College MA in Global Labour and Social 
Change. Focusing on union renewal and new forms of union democracy, 
organising and leadership, the course is aimed at labour movement 
officers, organisers, activists and all those who want to develop their 
ideas and practical skills for use in social change both in the UK and 
elsewhere.

Find out more and download the relevant application forms from the 
unionlearn Funding page: www.unionlearn.org.uk/funding 

Don’t forget to ask your own union about bursaries, grants and other 
support it may be able to offer to learners and students.

https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/funding
mailto:union-learning@bbk.ac.uk
https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/funding
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3.5 Finding additional support 

	❚ The government’s student finance website is the best place to start for 
information about financial support for part-time and full-time students. 
www.gov.uk/student-finance

	❚ Turn2us is a national charity that helps people in financial need gain 
access to welfare benefits, charitable grants and other financial help 
– online, by phone and face to face through our partner organisations. 
It offers advice on, for example, the circumstances in which part-time 
students can claim benefits or tax credits. www.turn2us.org.uk

	❚ Money Advice Service offers information about the financial support 
available to part-time and full-time students in the form of grants, loans 
and bursaries. www.moneyadviceservice.org.uk/en/articles/financial-
support-further-education#financial-support-for-further-education-in-
england

3.6 Apprenticeship levy

Employers can get help government help to pay for apprenticeship 
training and assessment. The amount they get depends on whether or 
they pay the apprenticeship levy. 

Employers who pay the levy can pay for apprenticeship training and 
assessment using the funds available in their account with the online 
apprenticeship service. All organisations with an annual pay bill of £3m or 
more pay the levy (about 2 per cent of all UK employers), which is taxed 
at the rate of 0.5 per cent of their payroll above £3m. The funding that is 

available includes the levy that is declared plus a 10 per cent government 
top-up. Once an employer agrees a total price for an apprenticeship with 
a training provider, the money is then paid directly to the provider from 
the employer’s apprenticeship service account on a monthly basis. The 
funds in an employer’s account can be used only to pay for training and 
assessment and not other costs associated with apprentices, such as 
wages, travel and subsidiary costs or setup costs.

Levy-paying employers can transfer 25 per cent of the annual value of their 
apprenticeship funds to other employers, including smaller employers in 
their supply chain and Apprenticeship Training Agencies (ATAs) to support 
new opportunities and widen participation in apprenticeships.

Employers who don’t pay the levy pay 5 per cent towards the cost of an 
apprenticeship, with the government paying the remaining 95 per cent 
directly to the training provider, up to the funding band maximum.

https://www.gov.uk/student-finance
https://www.turn2us.org.uk
https://www.moneyadviceservice.org.uk/en/articles/financial-support-further-education#financial-support-for-further-education-in-england
https://www.moneyadviceservice.org.uk/en/articles/financial-support-further-education#financial-support-for-further-education-in-england
https://www.moneyadviceservice.org.uk/en/articles/financial-support-further-education#financial-support-for-further-education-in-england
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Both new entrants to the workplace and existing staff can take an 
apprenticeship. ULRs, shop stewards and safety reps can all play key roles 
in ensuring that apprentices access minimum entitlements, which are:

	❚ a full induction in the workplace

	❚ a contract of employment

	❚ a negotiated training plan or contract with the employer and training 
provider

	❚ a fair wage

	❚ a safe working environment and protection from discrimination or 
bullying

	❚ paid release from work to take part in off-the-job training for at least 20 
per cent of their normal working hours

	❚ a high standard of training leading to recognised qualifications

	❚ regular assessments and review of progress

	❚ provision of an appropriate range of work experience

	❚ access to mentor support and information, advice and guidance.

PCS learning rep Stella Perrett has played a central role in helping 
apprentices get the most out of the programme at the Planning 
Inspectorate headquarters in Bristol.

When the Inspectorate’s latest batch of apprentices arrived during 
her first year as a ULR, there was no induction for them, so Stella 
designed her own welcome pack, including a PCS membership leaflet 
for apprentices, a poster with her contact details and the PCS young 
members’ newsletter.

“I’m becoming like a first port of call for young people and, if they’ve got 
other problems, I can then refer them to the other reps,” says Stella, who 
was an apprentice herself when she was younger.

Stella’s approach is to talk to the apprentices about where their 
interests lie and work out how they can develop their skills while 
working at the Inspectorate.

“One apprentice is keen on health and safety because his father was a 
safety rep, so I’ve been able to refer him to some free online health and 
safety bite-sized learning,” Stella says.

“If he stays with the Planning Inspectorate after his initial year as an 
apprentice, he has expressed a wish to be trained as a health and 
safety rep so I’ve encouraged him and our existing safety rep, who is 
retiring soon, to take him to the management-union health and safety 
meetings as an observer.”

C
A

S
E 

S
TU

D
Y

4     Supporting apprentices 



44

4 | Supporting apprentices

4.1 Agreements

The TUC Charter for apprenticeships helps ensure employers that adopt it 
commit to offering and delivering high-quality apprenticeships.

The charter is a tool for implementing the TUC’s vision for high-quality 
apprenticeships as a skills development programme for the current and 
future workforce to build a new, fair and prosperous economy.

The charter is based on the seven key principles that every apprenticeship 
it covers should:

	❚ be a job with a productive purpose

	❚ be paid a fair rate

	❚ include high-quality training and clear individual development

	❚ involve the trade union at every level of the programme

	❚ be accessible to, and achievable by all

	❚ be part of, and contribute to, a healthy and safe environment

	❚ involve a commitment from the employer to complement the workforce, 
not supplement it.

www.unionlearn.org.uk/tuc-charter-apprenticeships

Your union branch will have its own approach to negotiating high-quality 
apprenticeships. You may decide to include apprenticeships in your 
learning agreement. You may opt to draw up a specific apprenticeship 
agreement (this is separate and distinct from the apprenticeship 
agreement that is signed by the employer and each individual apprentice 

at the beginning of every apprenticeship). Or you could choose to 
treat apprentices like any other category of worker covered by your 
agreements.

If you opt to negotiate an apprenticeship agreement in your workplace, 
ask your regional or national learning team if it has produced a template 
agreement you can use as a basis for negotiation. Your own union 
templates may have been drawn up to reflect the needs of your sector/
industry and will be the result of your own union’s knowledge and 
experience of what works and what can be achieved.

Regardless of which approach you follow, to ensure the apprenticeships 
in your workplace are high-quality programmes that equip their learners 
with the skills they need to develop successful careers, they should all 
include these elements:

	❚ A contract of employment: Apprentices should have contracts of 
employment for at least the duration of the training period. Ideally, an 
apprenticeship should lead to a guaranteed job.

	❚ Decent pay and conditions: Wage rates should progress incrementally as 
apprentices begin to increase their skill levels. Where percentage rates 
are negotiated, they should start as high as possible and progress by 
time served or competencies achieved, rather than by age.

	❚ High-quality training: A clear programme of training must be in place, 
which includes sufficient time spent off the job (eg in college, in 
dedicated training centres at the workplace or private study). ULRs can 
help to monitor the quality of apprenticeship training.

https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/tuc-charter-apprenticeships
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	❚ Access to a trade union: Apprentices have the right to join a trade union. 
As they are often young people with little experience of the workplace or 
trade unions, union reps should negotiate with employers to make sure 
that the union has a slot at every apprentice induction.

Equality and diversity: A good apprenticeship programme should ensure 
that apprenticeships are accessible to the widest possible demographic. 
ULRs can use the unionlearn guides that set out the concrete changes that 
can be made to ensure all apprenticeships are fully inclusive (see page 
48).

	❚ Health and safety: Apprentices are especially vulnerable to health and 
safety risks as they are working in unfamiliar environments, often with 
unfamiliar equipment. Union health and safety reps are ideally placed to 
help ensure that the importance of health and safety is emphasised in 
any apprenticeship scheme.

	❚ No job substitution: Unions must ensure that apprentices are not used  
for job substitution as a way to save on wage costs; that they are 
recruited to fill genuine skills shortages; and that employers plan for 
future skills gaps. 

	❚ Mentoring: Good mentoring is a crucial factor in helping to ensure 
apprentices successfully complete their training and progress in their 
career. ULRs and other reps should campaign for mentoring training to 
help established workers (who may or may not be ULRs themselves) 
guide apprentices in the workplace.
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There is more detail on all these elements in the unionlearn 
Apprenticeships Toolkit: A resource for union negotiators and reps, revised 
in 2018. www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/apprenticeships-toolkit-
updated-june-2018

4.2 Apprenticeships Toolkit

Before you approach your employer to discuss the possibility of it taking 
on apprentices or negotiating on behalf of apprentices, make sure you 
read the relevant factsheets in unionlearn’s Apprenticeships Toolkit: A 
resource for union negotiators and reps.

Each individual factsheet looks at a different topic in detail and together 
they pull together all the different elements that make up a high-quality 
apprenticeship programme. The factsheets cover:

	❚ negotiating and bargaining on apprenticeships

	❚ the Apprenticeship Levy and other developments

	❚ pay for apprentices

	❚ health and safety and working time

	❚ high-quality training

	❚ widening apprenticeship access to under-represented groups

	❚ mentoring

	❚ English, maths and functional skills in apprenticeships

	❚ standards and assessment

	❚ traineeships and pre-apprenticeships

	❚ government minimum standards for apprenticeships

	❚ The TUC Apprenticeships Charter.

The toolkit is designed as a set of loose-leaf factsheets that can be given 
to reps, negotiators or employers who are looking for information on that 
particular topic.

To order print copies or download the PDF, visit: www.unionlearn.org.uk/
publications/apprenticeships-toolkit-updated-june-2018

4.3 Apprenticeship Essentials

Unionlearn has created the Apprenticeship Essentials app and web-based 
tool to help:

	❚ people considering enrolling on an apprenticeship

	❚ people already enrolled on an apprenticeship.

The app is a great way for ULRs to start conversations about learning with 
existing staff and new entrants undertaking apprenticeships. You can 
show them all the different elements that make up the app and encourage 
them to use it to get the most out of the programme they are on.

The app contains:

	❚ helpful tips for young people entering the world of work

	❚ a breakdown of employment rights and training entitlements

	❚ an explanation of what unions are and how to join them

	❚ a job search function searchable by keyword and location

https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/apprenticeships-toolkit-updated-june-2018
https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/apprenticeships-toolkit-updated-june-2018
https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/apprenticeships-toolkit-updated-june-2018
https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/apprenticeships-toolkit-updated-june-2018
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	❚ a tool to help people choose the best apprenticeship for them

	❚ a ‘rate your apprenticeship’ function

	❚ a discussion forum where apprentices can discuss problems at work or 
get help with job applications.

The Apprenticeship Essentials app is available for Apple and Android 
smartphone users and on the web via the unionlearn website. Search 
‘Apprenticeship Essentials’ in your app store or visit:  
www.unionlearn.org.uk/apprenticeship_essentials

4.4 Apprenticeships eNotes

TUC Education eNotes are self-contained modules that use a mix of text, 
video and quizzes to help users learn about a wide range of different 
topics. You usually need between 20 and 45 minutes to work your way 
through each eNote. 

	❚ The Apprenticeships eNote offers an overview of the topic; explains why 
apprenticeships benefit young people, existing staff and the businesses 
they work for; and sets out what steps unions and employers can take to 
introduce high-quality apprenticeship programmes.

	❚ Apprenticeships: Know your rights is designed to help young people find 
out what kind of apprenticeships are available; what they can expect 
in terms of pay, training and support; and how to spot the high-quality 
apprenticeships that are the best fit for them.

	❚ Mentoring explains why apprentices and other young workers need 
additional support/mentoring in the workplace; defines mentoring and 

outlines its benefits; and sets out the next steps that you should take if 
you want to mentor apprentice/young workers in the workplace.

See the range of eNotes available at: www.tuceducation.org.uk/local/
enotes/index.php

4.5 Equality and diversity

The government’s significant expansion of apprenticeships in recent 
years, and its reach into sectors that did not traditionally use such 
programmes to develop staff (eg the health sector, local government) has 
led to the appearance of greater parity in participation between women 
and men undertaking apprenticeships. But this disguises the ways in 
which women remain under-represented in those high-status, high-
earning sectors such as engineering and massively over-represented in 
low-earning sectors such as social care and hairdressing. 

Source: Exploring Positive Action as a Tool to Address Under-
representation in Apprenticeships, EHRC, 2019. www.equalityhumanrights.
com/sites/default/files/research-report-123-positive-action-
apprenticeships.pdf)

However, participation rates tell only part of the story: it is vital to examine 
application success rates as well. In 2016/17, around one quarter of 
applications via the government’s Find an Apprenticeship website were 
from members of Black and minority ethnic (BME) communities but the 
start rate for BME people was half that of white applicants. As with gender 
segregation, the problem of under-representation continues to reproduce, 

https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/apprenticeship_essentials
https://www.tuceducation.org.uk/local/enotes/index.php
https://www.tuceducation.org.uk/local/enotes/index.php
https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/sites/default/files/research-report-123-positive-action-apprenticeships.pdf
https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/sites/default/files/research-report-123-positive-action-apprenticeships.pdf
https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/sites/default/files/research-report-123-positive-action-apprenticeships.pdf
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with members of BME communities particularly under-represented on 
apprenticeships in sectors like engineering and manufacturing, where 
average earnings tend to be higher, and over-represented in lower earning 
sectors such as retail.

Source: All Change: Where next for apprenticeships. www.
learningandwork.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/All-Change_
Where-next-for-apprenticeshpis-1.pdf

Completion rates are also important. Even when BME apprentices do 
complete their programmes, they have to deal with far higher rates of 
unemployment. In 2015, the unemployment rate for white workers with 
trade apprenticeships was 5.5 per cent but that for BME workers was more 
than five times higher at 28.6 per cent. In terms of gender, some studies 
have shown that women in male-dominated sectors are more likely to 
leave their apprenticeship before completion.

Sources: Black, Qualified and Unemployed. www.tuc.org.uk/sites/
default/files/BlackQualifiedandunemployed.pdf and Young Women 
& Apprenticeships: Still not working? www.youngwomenstrust.org/
assets/0000/8200/Young_Women_and_apprenticeships.pdf

Unionlearn has produced a set of guides to help ULRs and other reps 
promoting learning support greater equality, diversity and inclusion for 
under-represented groups:

	❚ Tackling apprenticeship gender inequality: www.unionlearn.org.uk/
publications/tackling-apprenticeship-gender-inequality

	❚ Supporting Black and minority ethnic apprentices: www.unionlearn.org.
uk/publications/supporting-black-and-minority-ethnic-apprentices

	❚ Accessible apprenticeships: www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/
accessible-apprenticeships

	❚ LGBT+ inclusive apprenticeships: www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/
lgbt-inclusive-apprenticeships
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https://www.learningandwork.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/All-Change_Where-next-for-apprenticeshpis-1.pdf
https://www.learningandwork.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/All-Change_Where-next-for-apprenticeshpis-1.pdf
https://www.learningandwork.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/All-Change_Where-next-for-apprenticeshpis-1.pdf
https://www.tuc.org.uk/sites/default/files/BlackQualifiedandunemployed.pdf
https://www.tuc.org.uk/sites/default/files/BlackQualifiedandunemployed.pdf
https://www.youngwomenstrust.org/assets/0000/8200/Young_Women_and_apprenticeships.pdf
https://www.youngwomenstrust.org/assets/0000/8200/Young_Women_and_apprenticeships.pdf
https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/tackling-apprenticeship-gender-inequality
https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/tackling-apprenticeship-gender-inequality
https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/supporting-black-and-minority-ethnic-apprentices
https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/supporting-black-and-minority-ethnic-apprentices
https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/accessible-apprenticeships
https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/accessible-apprenticeships
https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/lgbt-inclusive-apprenticeships
https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/lgbt-inclusive-apprenticeships
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69%

of employers with learning agreements 
have helped open workplace learning 

centres, compared to 36 per cent  
of employers without –  
a 33 per cent difference.
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Workplace learning has massively expanded over the past 20 years 
thanks to its evidenced contribution to government skills objectives and 
to the success of many organisations keen to improve their performance 
and productivity. But at the same time, union learning has proved to 
be highly effective in organising campaigns, which has helped not only 
recruit new members but also develop new workplace reps and revive 
flagging workplace branches.

5.1 Learning and organising top tips

1 Value learning for its own sake. If members feel you are using learning 
simply as a recruitment tool, you will be less successful. When planning 
your project, remember to promote the learning for its own sake and in the 
circumstances of your own workplace and your learners’ lives – that it can 
help learners apply for better-paid jobs with more responsibility or that 
it can significantly help during restructuring or redundancy or help them 
support their children with homework.

2 Engage your learners. The most successful lifelong learning isn’t 
‘done’ to members, especially when they have their own experience of 
training departments imposing courses on them and have often had 
negative experiences when they were at school. The best approach is to 
identify what your learners actually want and need (through a learning 
needs survey) and identify the methods they may be comfortable with 
(classroom, online, etc.). 

3 Organise a learning needs survey. A learning needs survey doesn’t have 
to be complicated – in fact, the shorter, the better, particularly when you 

are first getting learning underway. You can use the template on page 23. 
Always be aware that some potential learners may lack the confidence 
or skills to complete a survey by themselves, so offering everyone the 
chance to complete the survey one on one will often prove worthwhile. 
Most potential learners won’t know what level would be appropriate if 
they haven’t undertaken any learning recently and this may be relevant 
for some courses. This is a chance to use unionlearn’s SkillCheck tool, 
which helps learners establish the level they are currently working at 
through a short initial assessment you can work through with them on a 
smartphone or using the web-based version on a laptop.

4 Plan for growth. While learning is valuable in and of itself, you can 
ensure it also pays off for the union by thinking about how you can 
maximise its potential to strengthen workplace organisation or attract 
new members. Identify the key challenges to union organisation in your 
workplace. How can your learning project or activity help you meet those 
challenges? Will it help you identify new ULRs or other reps? Will it help 
you convince more people to join the union?

5 Make your learning initiatives sustainable. By ensuring that you lay 
a firm foundation on which you can build ever-increasing amounts of 
learning activity, you help make it more likely that new members stay in 
the union.

6 Map your learners. Mapping your workplace will help you take account 
of the particular needs of groups of members such as young, women, 
graduate, BME, contract, agency, shift or casual workers. The process will 

5     Working with your branch 
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also raise the profile of your union. Use your mapping exercise to identify 
areas of strength and weakness for union organisation in your workplace: 
where are your members/non-members? Are men more likely to join the 
union than women, or vice versa? Are some departments or sections 
better organised than others, and if so why?

7 Mainstream your learning. Mainstreaming describes the process in 
which learning becomes the property of all the reps and activists in a 
union branch, instead of only the ULR(s). This can take many forms but 
would usually include making learning a standing agenda item at branch 
committee meetings; involving a senior rep in the local ULR forum (if there 
is one); encouraging all workplace reps to complete the Union Learning 
Reps: An introduction eNote to see how they could incorporate union 
learning into their own sphere of work (undertaking the ULR Stage 1 
course would give them even more ideas, when reps have the time to  
do that). www.tuceducation.org.uk/local/enotes/index.php

8 Negotiate a learning agreement. Negotiating a learning agreement helps 
embed learning in the workplace and secures employer commitment to 
supporting lifelong learning and skills. Your union’s full-time officer or 
organiser should be able to help you negotiate a learning agreement. You 
can find a model TUC learning agreement on page 62.

9 Publicise your successes. Union-led initiatives around learning and skills 
‘add value’ to the union card and are a great showcase for the positive 
work that unions do. Make sure that members and non-members alike are 
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aware of your successes and the role the union has played in delivering 
your learning project or activity:

	❚ give union learning a high profile through posters, noticeboards, 
newsletters, websites and social media

	❚ use successful learners to recruit other new members and learners 

	❚ use your union’s logo on all learning materials.

Think about how you can include non-members in learning. Non-members 
often join the union as a direct result of our positive work on learning – 
and enthusiastic learners are great advocates for trade unionism.

10 Encourage members to play an active role. About a third of ULRs are 
brand new activists. So you will need to think about how to encourage 
members who have never been a union rep to become a ULR. Think about 
how you can use your workplace learning project or activity to encourage 
more members to get involved. Publicise and use ULR statutory rights 
to paid time off for training and work. Encourage members to take on 
the ULR role, or simply ask people to help with the mapping exercise or 
distributing publicity or information about the project in their work area. 
And don’t forget that many people who come into union activism via 
learning then go on to other roles within the union.

Eastern European warehouse workers at the XPO Logistics/adidas site 
in Bedford who improved their English skills with the help of the union, 
Community, have taken on new union roles in the workplace.

In total, 26 learners completed the 16-week English for Speakers 
of Other Languages (ESOL) programme delivered by provider Axia 
Solutions with the help of Community’s learning project.

Of them, three went on to become health and safety reps – which they 
could not have done without improving their English skills – while one 
of the trio put himself forward as a union rep as well.

In addition, 11 of the learners used their new-found confidence and 
skills to move up the workplace ladder to a range of new roles.

Working with the training manager on site, Community Learning 
Organiser Mick Brightman organised the course around the shift times 
on site, so that learners could either come in an hour early once a week 
to learn before their shift started or stay an hour later when their shift 
ended.

“The students gave us really positive feedback and all 26 of them 
ended up with a qualification either at their assessment level or one 
above it, which was fantastic,” says Mick.
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5.2 Maximising organising opportunities

	❚ Learning can play a key role in successful union organising campaigns. 
Promoting learning opportunities available through the union has 
been proved to be extremely effective in local organising campaigns. 
Sometimes this is because people who might have negative ideas about 
unions absorbed from family members, teachers and media reporting 
can have their perceptions changed when offered the chance to develop 
their skills. Equally, in many cases where unions have sought to organise 
migrant workers, being able to offer ESOL learning has been a crucial 
part of their successful organising efforts.

	❚ Learning can help revive union activity in the workplace. When 
organisation on the ground falls away (for example because key activists 
leave, new managers become hostile or workers fail to see positive 
results from their membership), union reps can find it difficult to rebuild. 
But developing a new learning offer has been shown to help revive 
what have been failing structures – especially when it is linked to wider 
industrial issues. For example, unions that have provided continuous 
professional development (CPD) in areas neglected by their employers 
have recruited new activists on the back of courses seen to be genuinely 
useful to members. 

	❚ Union learning offers an important path to union activism. When learners 
enjoy a positive experience of union learning, a significant proportion 
of them wish to spread the message to their colleagues by becoming a 
ULR. They choose to become learning reps even though in many cases 
they would never have considered another more traditional role. Some of 

them choose to stick to the ULR role as that best suits their personality, 
confidence or skills: but some gain the confidence through their work as 
a ULR to take on other roles in the branch and play an even more active 
role in the union. Either way, the branch benefits from their contribution.

5.3 Mainstreaming learning

The most effective union learning projects flourish when ULRs and the 
other union reps in a branch work together in mutual support of each 
other’s aims and objects. This means that branch committees understand 
the benefits that learning can bring to their organisation on the ground (eg 
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new members, new activists) and ULRs place learning in the context of the 
union’s wider industrial strategy (eg by promoting the wider benefits of 
union membership to new learners).

There are a number of important ways to mainstream learning:

	❚ ensuring union learning is a standing item on branch committee agendas

	❚ ensuring there is always a report (written or verbal) on union learning at 
branch committee meetings

	❚ making sure upcoming learning opportunities are advertised in branch 
newsletters (print and/or electronic) and on union noticeboards

	❚ writing up learners’ success stories in branch newsletters (print and/or 
electronic)

	❚ making sure your branch secretary or senior steward (or other senior 
union rep) attends and speaks at learning celebration events

	❚ including promotional materials about learning on recruitment stalls

	❚ including promotional materials about union membership in your  
learning centre

	❚ branding your learning promotional materials with your union logo

	❚ building the habit of asking learners who are not union members if they 
would be interested in hearing what else the union has to offer (ULRs can 
introduce them to another rep who may be more confident in making the 
case for joining)

	❚ involving ULRs in recruitment campaigns

	❚ including learning needs in workplace mapping exercises

	❚ encouraging stewards, health and safety reps, green reps, equality reps 
and other branch committee members to enrol on TUC Education’s ULR 1 
online course

	❚ encouraging ULRs to take on other roles in the branch that they are 
suited to (not everyone enjoys the cut and thrust of negotiation involved 
in the day-to-day lives of many reps or stewards but many learning reps 
could thrive in other roles too such as equality reps or green reps)

	❚ negotiating a learning agreement

	❚ ensuring your union branch is given the chance to address apprentices 
during their induction about the support available through the branch 
(mentoring, informal advice, union membership at a reduced rate, etc.).

5.4 Encouraging all reps to undertake ULR training

You can enhance your workplace union organisation by encouraging 
stewards, health and safety officers, equality reps, young workers’ reps, 
green reps and other workplace reps to undertake TUC Education’s 
ULR training. They benefit by gaining a better picture of union learning 
and what it involves, particularly in the wider context of building union 
organisation in the workplace. This helps them to get their own ideas 
about how learning could be integrated into the union’s work in their 
particular workplace, with the particular issues that colleagues might be 
facing at any time (support for workers facing restructuring, redeployment 
and redundancy can often involve helping them improve their skills as 
well as fighting for the best possible industrial outcomes). ULR training 
also gives union reps another string to their bow when engaging potential 
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members, who may find the argument for developing themselves through 
union learning initially more persuasive than other elements of the case 
for taking up membership.

Encouraging all reps to take up ULR training is a much more achievable 
proposition now that TUC Education offers both ULR 1 and ULR 2 online. 
Both courses take between 8 and 10 hours to complete, with the rep, 
working at their own pace throughout. To enrol go to: www.tuceducation.
org.uk/findacourse

However, if supporting other reps through ULR training is not realistic, the 
eNote Union Learning Reps: An introduction is another option that is less 
demanding in terms of time. The eNote identifies the benefits of union 
learning as well as explaining how ULRs promote those benefits in 
the workplace, which helps reps improve their understanding of the 
work their ULR colleagues are undertaking. www.tuceducation.org.
uk/local/enotes/index.php

5.5 ULR forums (workplace/region)

When lead ULRs organise a one-off or a regular ULR 
forum in their workplace, it’s always useful to ensure 
the senior steward or equivalent can be present. 

	❚ The senior steward or rep will be able to see how 
a learning initiative, programme or project 
can boost the wider organising efforts of the 

branch, for instance through learning raising the union’s profile among 
colleagues previously unaware or uninterested.

	❚ They will also be able to offer suggestions about how the branch’s whole 
team of reps could help promote a learning event by spreading the 
message among a group of workers or on a separate site not covered by  
a ULR.

	❚ They will also be able to help if the employer or particular managers 
are creating difficulties for ULRs or union learning by, for example, not 
allowing ULRs the agreed time off for their duties that is specified in a 
learning agreement or wider collective bargaining agreements.

Several unions have also set up successful regional ULR 
forums, where learning reps from different workplaces 
come together to share best practice, exchange information 
and ideas or work on regional projects together. Forums like  

these can prove very helpful to bring together ULRs who 
work in smaller workplaces where they may be the only 

learning rep, as they can often benefit from sharing ideas, 
experience and the development opportunities created 
through networking.

https://www.tuceducation.org.uk/findacourse/
https://www.tuceducation.org.uk/findacourse/
https://www.tuceducation.org.uk/local/enotes/index.php
https://www.tuceducation.org.uk/local/enotes/index.php
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77%

of employers believe their 
organisation receives a return 
on their investment in union  

learning activity.
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Many employers continue to regard training as a cost rather than an 
investment in the future of the business.

According to the TUC’s 2019 analysis of the data, Training Trends in Britain, 
workers are, on average, receiving 10 per cent less training a year than 
in 2011, with young workers experiencing a 16 per cent drop and lower-
qualified workers (the very people who whose need is sharpest given the 
imminent challenges of automation and artificial intelligence) suffering a 
20 per cent decline. www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/training-trends-
britain

This recent evidence of decline follows a similar trajectory to the previous 
15-year period analysed by a group of academics led by Francis Green 
from the Institute of Education in 2016, which concluded that the average 
volume of training undertaken by workers in the UK had approximately 
halved between about 1997 and 2012 – a trend that was consistent with 
the downward trend in training expenditures per employee.  
https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/1475084/3/Green_1475084_
Training_Trends_in_Britain_rev2_final.pdf

6.1 Promoting the value of learning to the business

Many employers are committed to workforce development through 
learning and training because the evidence supports it.

	❚ A 5 percentage-point increase in the number of workers trained can 
result in a 4 per cent increase in value added per worker.

	❚ The effect of training on productivity is around twice as great as the 
effect of training on wages, with the 4 per cent increase resulting in 1.6 
per cent increase in wages. So both employees and firms can share in 
the gains from employer-provided training.

Of the 385 employers surveyed for the evaluation of Rounds 15 and 16 of 
the Union Learning Fund (ULF) by the Centre for Employment Relations, 
Innovation and Change (CERIC) at the University of Leeds:

	❚ more than three in four (77 per cent) believe their organisation receives a 
return on their investment in union learning activity
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	❚ more than three in four (77 per cent) believe that engagement in union 
learning has a positive effect in their workplaces

	❚ nearly half (47 per cent) believe that their staff are more committed as a 
result of their engagement in union-led learning and training

	❚ around one-third (32 per cent in total) report that organisational 
performance has either increased or significantly increased as a result of 
union learning.

Figures from Union Learning in Facts and Figures:  
www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/union-learning-facts-and-figures-
why-what-were-doing-working 

According to research by CIPD, the professional body for HR and people 
development, ULRs:

	❚ are important allies in promoting the value of learning and training

	❚ are effective in generating ‘bottom up’ demand for learning

	❚ play a significant role in engaging workers who might otherwise be 
reluctant to discuss their learning needs

	❚ are an inexpensive source of advice for the employer

	❚ have the confidence of their membership, which gives added 
reassurance to employees

	❚ provide an additional source of communication and information about 
learning opportunities through their union’s internal structures and 
communication channels

	❚ encourage broader learning to meet employees’ needs (as opposed to 
the training they might normally receive that relates to their current job).

Source: Trade Union Learning Representatives: The change agenda,  
(CIPD, 2004)

6.2 Right to request time to train

In workplaces where employers already work in partnership with unions 
to implement good training review systems, ULRs can continue to work 
within such systems. However, where such processes are not yet in place, 
the right to request time to train represents a useful starting place for 
negotiation. 

ULRs can help make the right to request time to train process work more 
smoothly by encouraging employers to agree a general approach or 
procedure with which to evaluate all requests from individuals or groups 
of workers.

You can discuss with your employer how you can work together 
to promote awareness of the right and how ULRs can provide 
knowledgeable support to staff interested in formulating a request. You 
can also discuss the detailed organisation of the process (eg who receives 
and responds to requests on the employer’s behalf and how to evaluate 
the training that is agreed). Other issues for discussion and negotiation 
would be whether your employer: 

http://www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/union-learning-facts-and-figures-why-what-were-doing-working
http://www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/union-learning-facts-and-figures-why-what-were-doing-working
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	❚ will offer paid release for training, in what circumstances and for  
which courses

	❚ can offer any financial support for course fees and/or study materials

	❚ can offer flexible working to staff undertaking training through exercising 
their right.

The right to request time off to train covers training that is designed to 
improve the performance of the employee and the business and it covers:

	❚ on-the-job training

	❚ short courses to acquire or develop a particular skill (eg becoming fluent 
in a new software package)

	❚ courses at all levels 

	❚ courses that do and do not lead to accredited qualifications.

Once an employee submits a request or time off to study or to train, an 
employer must either:

	❚ approve the request; or 

	❚ arrange to hold a meeting to discuss the request within 28 days. 

If the employer arranges a meeting, ULRs (and other union reps) can 
attend, since employees have a right to be accompanied to them. Once a 
meeting takes place, employers then have 14 days within which to inform 
their employee of their decision in writing. They can agree to the request, 
which does not oblige them to pay for the training or the training time. Or 
they can turn down the request for one of these business reasons:

	❚ the training wouldn’t improve the employee’s effectiveness at work

	❚ the training wouldn’t improve the performance of the business

	❚ the burden of additional costs

	❚ agreeing to the request would have a detrimental effect on the 
employer’s ability to meet customer demand

	❚ the employer would be unable to reorganise work among existing staff

	❚ the employer would be unable to recruit additional staff 

	❚ agreeing to the request would have a detrimental impact on quality

	❚ agreeing to the request would have a detrimental impact on 
performance

	❚ there would be an insufficiency of work during the periods the employee 
proposes to work 

	❚ there are planned structural changes during the proposed study or  
training period.

6.3 Learning agreements

Learning agreements set out how a union or unions in a workplace will 
work in partnership with their employer on learning issues. 

The type of learning agreement depends on the particular circumstances 
in your workplace:

	❚ While some learning agreements are signed between unions and major 
employers at national level, such as Unite’s long-running agreements 
with First Bus, most are locally negotiated between a union branch 
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(usually supported by a regional union officer) and a particular employer, 
such as the learning agreement signed in 2019 between Usdaw and DHL 
Long Eaton, the East Midlands distribution centre that supplies Marks &  
Spencer stores.

	❚ Some learning agreements are relatively short enabling documents, 
while others are more detailed and wholly specific to the workplace they 
cover. 

	❚ Some learning agreements are signed before any learning is organised 
in a workplace, while others are drawn up to formalise the arrangements 
that have developed while learning is underway.

	❚ Some unions choose to negotiate an overarching facility time agreement 
that includes arrangements for ULRs alongside all other workplace reps 
in the one agreement, but many decide to negotiate a separate learning 
agreement that distinguishes learning from industrial issues.

You and your union reps and union officers will know which is the best 
approach for your workplace. What’s important is for the union(s) and 
employer to recognise that a formal agreement on learning should 
ensure everyone can expect fair and reasonable treatment and both 
sides can avoid misunderstanding about what workplace learning 
involves – including release time for ULRs to carry out their role and any 
arrangements for time off for learners. 

Unionlearn, the TUC and its affiliate unions believe that training should 
become a core issue for collective bargaining under the arrangements 
for statutory union recognition. While negotiating on training remains 

voluntary, it occurs in only a minority of recognised workplaces. But until 
unions succeed in securing statutory bargaining rights over training, 
learning agreements have proved invaluable in establishing partnership 
arrangements and shared approaches and infrastructure (learning 
centres, hardware, broadband access, etc.).

All the evidence suggests that learning agreements can and do make a 
very significant contribution to workplace learning, according to research 
by the University of Leeds.

	❚ 98 per cent of employers with learning agreements provide facility  
time for ULRs, compared to 76 per cent of employers without – a 22 per 
cent difference
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	❚ 81 per cent of employers with learning agreements allow staff time off to 
discuss learning with ULRs, compared to 57 per cent without – a 24 per 
cent difference

	❚ 74 per cent of employers with learning agreements have helped set up 
a joint learning committee, compared to 26 per cent without – a 48 per 
cent difference

	❚ 69 per cent of employers with learning agreements have helped open 
workplace learning centres, compared to 36 per cent of employers 
without – a 33 per cent difference.

www.unionlearn.org.uk/publications/research-paper-15-context-content-
and-impact-union-learning-agreements

Many union learning projects have developed their own model learning 
agreements, suitable for the sectors that they organise in. If there is 
a template that would work for your workplace, your union’s regional 
learning team or union officer will be able to advise you on how best to 
use it in negotiations with your employer. Alternatively, you can use the 
unionlearn template on page 62.

For the Prison Officers’ Association (POA) ULF project, learning 
agreements mark the beginning of a relationship with a new 
establishment, says Learning Co-ordinator Alison Manion.

“Normally we would have an initial meeting with the local POA branch 
committee and the prison governor or their representative to go 
through our standard learning agreement,” Alison explains.

“There may be parts we need to alter – for example, if we’re not able to 
identify a local facility for the sole purpose of POA learning or we need 
to clarify certain issues – but the priority is the learning agreement.”

POA learning agreements specify what the union expects from 
the prison governor/director and what they will receive in return. In 
addition to access to noticeboards and staff meetings, a seat on the 
learning and development committee and facility time for ULRs, where 
possible, is an essential element of any agreement, Alison says.

The agreements establish joint steering groups to oversee learning at 
the establishment that aim to meet quarterly. In addition, the learning 
and development meetings deal with general matters in between set 
meetings.
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Model framework learning agreement

1 This agreement is between [name of union] and [name of organisation].

2 Both [name of organisation] and [name of union] are committed to 
working in partnership to promote and support lifelong learning and 
ensure equal access to learning opportunities.

3 Both parties will encourage staff to take up learning activities.

4 The union will be responsible for recruiting ULRs and will inform 
management of the names and workplaces/departments of the ULRs.

5 The number of ULRs will be [number].

6 The functions of the ULRs should cover:

	❚ analysing learning or training needs

	❚ providing information and advice about learning or training matters

	❚ arranging and supporting learning and training

	❚ promoting the value of learning and training

	❚ consulting the employer about carrying out such activities

	❚ preparation to carry out any of the above activities

	❚ undergoing relevant training.

7 Paid time off will be granted to ULRs to enable them to carry out their 
duties effectively. [state an agreed minimum amount of time]

8 Paid time off will be granted to ULRs in order to undertake training. Initial 
training will take place as soon as possible after appointment.

9 Employees will also be entitled to time off (when it will be paid and when 
not) to participate in promotional events and to access their ULR.

10 A procedure will be established to resolve any disputes about the 
application of the ACAS code.

11 Suitable facilities will be provided, eg offices space, filing cabinets, 
stationery, telephone, access to electronic equipment including email, 
noticeboards etc.

12 A joint learning committee will be established no later than [timescales 
for establishing the committee] from this agreement.

13 The terms of this agreement will be 
reviewed by the learning committee [at regular 
intervals] to ensure that they continue to reflect 
the needs of the workforce.

6.4 Joint learning committees

Joint learning committees or steering groups 
promote, initiate, support and monitor 
lifelong learning activities across a 
workplace site. They work to make 
learning opportunities as accessible 
and affordable as possible to all 
employees, enabling them to increase 
skills and maximise their  
own potential.
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Their terms of reference should comprise:

	❚ a specific number of ULRs

	❚ a senior union rep from each recognised union

	❚ a senior operations manager

	❚ representatives from HR and learning and development teams

	❚ a project worker (or similar) from the relevant trade unions 

	❚ a representative of the partner learning provider. 

The group can then co-opt representatives from other outside 
organisations (eg unionlearn) to help as and when necessary. 

Steering groups should meet on a regular basis as required: a minimum of 
six times a year will usually be about right. Often the lead ULR (or similar) 
would be responsible for compiling the agenda. Each meeting should  
ensure a nominated member of the group records all the action points 
that are agreed.

The key responsibilities of a steering group are to:

	❚ identify learning needs and aspirations of employees on site in line with 
the ULR’s learning needs analysis

	❚ develop and promote a range of onsite learning initiatives, to encourage 
workers (full-time, part-time, agency) into learning (and into the learning 
centre, where there is one)

	❚ monitor and evaluate activities, feedback and effectiveness of the 
initiative in accordance with agreed criteria

	❚ work together with providers and other outside bodies to maximise 
potential for learning opportunities

	❚ identify funding (internal and external) to help with learning activity and 
explore options for making learning both affordable and sustainable

	❚ support the network of ULRs in their role as advocates and organisers  
of learning

	❚ explore new initiatives (inside and outside the organisation) that support 
the learning process

	❚ ensure effective communication with the existing trade union and 
employer structures regarding the aims, objectives and progress of the 
lifelong learning initiative

	❚ provide regular reports to the relevant recognised national trade unions 
and unionlearn.

6.5 Learning centres

Union learning centres have been central to the expansion of workplace 
learning over the past two decades. Many workers are unable to attend 
classroom courses at their local FE college or similar provider: their 
shift patterns may prevent them; the additional travel arrangements 
may prove difficult; they may already be struggling to deal with existing 
commitments outside work and be unable to spare the time. In addition, 
many workers would be anxious about returning to a classroom 
environment since their memories of school may not be happy ones (see 
1.7 Overcoming challenges, breaking down barriers, page 16).
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Learning centres can play an integral part in the development of a culture 
of lifelong learning in the workplace and demonstrate the commitment of 
unions and employers to employee development. They widen participation 
by making learning more accessible and available to people whose work 
commitments and/or shift patterns would make attending an offsite 
learning provider all but impossible. And where they are accessible to 
family and friends of staff and the local community, they offer adult 
environments many find more comfortable than conventional further 
education (FE) colleges. This is an especially important contribution that 
the roughly one-third of learning centres that are sited in areas of high 
deprivation can make.

These responses from a unionlearn survey of learning centres conducted  
in 2016 show the difference that union learning centres make to their 
learners’ lives.

“Union learning centres and their staff provide an invaluable resource 
to staff within the working environment. They encourage staff back into 
learning, offering constant support throughout their learning journey at 
a time when learning is not always an affordable commodity.”

“They offer learners support in both their personal and working 
lives throughout what may be challenging circumstances in a non-
judgemental and non-threatening environment.”

“Supporting the whole-person approach offered by our centres means 
that staff become more confident, efficient and motivated in both their 
careers and home lives.”
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Many learning centres have secured extensive employer support, such as 
investment in equipment, staffing resources and financial backing, as well 
as other forms of support, including broadband provision, IT equipment 
and support, office space and communication and promotion.

The vast majority of learning centres can offer their learners information, 
advice and guidance (IAG), classroom tuition, online learning and courses 
that lead to a recognised qualification. 

The 2016 unionlearn survey asked learning centres to identify the factors 
that drove their increasing learner numbers. The answers they gave offer 
a useful guide to ULRs seeking to encourage more of their co-workers to 
take up opportunities in their learning centres:

	❚ greater awareness of courses and services on offer
	❚ promotion and publicity
	❚ increase in staffing and expansion of centre
	❚ improved partnership with providers giving a greater range of options
	❚ greater employer engagement
	❚ increasing variety of available courses (including distance learning)
	❚ quality of service and response to learners’ needs
	❚ more initial assessments for maths and English online
	❚ development of community links
	❚ filling gaps in existing provision.

79 per cent of learning centres offer English and maths courses and many 
of them support that offer with the help of important resources: nearly 60 

per cent use Quick Reads and nearly 50 per cent run the Reading Ahead 
challenge (see page 34).

Visit www.unionlearn.org.uk/learning-centres for more information on 
union learning centres.
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63%

Thanks to union learning 
six out of ten learners 
(63 per cent) gained a 

new qualification.
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7.1 Promoting national partnerships

Birkbeck, University of London www.bbk.ac.uk 

Birkbeck was founded in 1823, as part of the wave of Mechanics Institutes 
set up in the early years of the Industrial Revolution to provide adult 
education in technical subjects to working men (and later, women).

Now a public research university and part of the University of London, 
Birkbeck offers more than over 200 undergraduate and postgraduate 
courses that can be studied either part-time or full-time, with the help of a 
lecture programme run almost exclusively in the evenings.

Through its long-established partnership with unionlearn, Birkbeck 
offers trade union members a 10 per cent discount on tuition fees for 
each year of their course. And its access and engagement team works 
closely with trade unions to identify groups of adult learners who could 
benefit from higher education, offering them targeted pre-entry support 
and information, advice and guidance (IAG) to help encourage them into 
higher-level learning. 

The Open University (OU) www.open.ac.uk

Founded by the Labour government in the 1960s, The OU offers more 
than 600 courses on a huge array of subjects, all delivered by distance 
learning. Each module is accessed through an online portal, which 
includes all the online, PDF and accessible formats of the study materials 
and resources students need, plus a week-by-week study planner; the

 assessment section, which outlines what’s required for each assignment 
and when it’s due; and the tutorial booking system, online tutorial room 
and your tutor’s contact details.

Learners who want to boost their confidence and brush up on their study 
skills can undertake an OU Access module on one of three areas: arts and 
languages; people, work and society; or science, technology and maths. 
Access modules start in October and in February each year and involve 
around nine hours study per week over 30 weeks. Throughout this time, 
learners get personal tutor support with one-to-one telephone tutorials; 
detailed written feedback on their work; and an OU Access Module 
Certificate when they complete the course.

As part of the Social Partnerships Network, which also includes 
unionlearn and UNISON, the OU also runs the PEARL website (Part-
time Education for Adults Returning to Learn), which is designed to 
help adult learners, particularly those looking to take their first steps 
towards improving their long-term career prospects. PEARL’s wide range 
of resources include six free online courses, which each take around 15 
hours to complete:

	❚ Planning a better future
	❚ Introducing practical healthcare
	❚ Supporting children’s development
	❚ Caring for adults
	❚ Taking part in the voluntary sector
	❚ Starting your small business.

7     Working with providers 

http://www.bbk.ac.uk
http://www.open.ac.uk
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The OU has also developed the OpenLearn Learner Guide, which is a free 
10-hour badged course that helps ULRs navigate their way around the 
wealth of free resources and learning materials accessible through the 
OU’s OpenLearn platform. OpenLearn is the OU’s web access point for 
its open and free online resources. Many of the 1,000 free courses are 
based on OU course materials, while others are written specifically for 
OpenLearn.  
www.unionlearn.org.uk/open-university

The Workers’ Educational Association (WEA) www.wea.org.uk

As the UK’s largest voluntary sector provider of adult education, the WEA 
delivers friendly, accessible and enjoyable courses for adults from all 
walks of life.

With its mission to raise aspirations and develop educational 
opportunities for the most disadvantaged, the WEA provides basic maths, 
English and IT skills for employment; courses to improve health and 
wellbeing; creative programmes to broaden horizons; and community 
engagement activities to encourage active citizenship.

Like unionlearn, the WEA is a member of the Social Partnerships Network, 
which aims to drive the social inclusion agenda and develop sustainable 
ways of reaching out to potential adult learners.

As well as running classroom-based courses in local communities, 
the WEA also delivers workplace learning, on topics including change 
management, mental health, mentoring and teamwork.

National Extension College (NEC) www.nec.ac.uk

Unionlearn’s partnership with the NEC means union learners can claim a 
10 per cent discount on all NEC courses.

NEC is an excellent choice for adult learners who are studying while in 
full-time work, especially when they haven’t enrolled on a course for some 
time or they left school without formal qualifications. Learners can study 
at their own pace, using the NEC’s virtual learning environment learn@
nec, which is where learners access their course materials and additional 
resources; access information about exams and assessment; and contact 
their tutor and the student support team. 

The Skills Network https://unionlearn.theskillsnetwork.com/

Union members, colleagues and friends can access a wide range of free, 
fully accredited courses thanks to unionlearn’s agreement with The Skills 
Network, which is one of the country’s most successful providers of online 
courses and qualifications.

There are more than 30 fully funded courses to choose from, including 
Level 2 Certificates in:

	❚ awareness of mental health problems
	❚ equality and diversity
	❚ IT user skills
	❚ principles of end-of-life care
	❚ understanding autism.

The distance learning courses take between 12 and 16 weeks to complete.

https://www.unionlearn.org.uk/open-university
http://www.wea.org.uk
http://www.nec.ac.uk
https://unionlearn.theskillsnetwork.com/
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Wranx 

You can improve your grasp of a wide range of subjects, from functional 
skills English to menopause in the workplace, using the free, bite-sized 
modules on the online learning platform Wranx.

There is more information on the courses available through unionlearn’s 
partnership with Wranx in section 2.10 on page 34 and at  
www.unionlearn.org.uk/wranx

Other partnerships

Check with your regional or national learning team to find out if your own 
union has negotiated any other partnerships with providers.

7.2 Setting up local partnerships

Most ULRs will need to work with external providers such as local 
further education (FE) colleges to secure the services of qualified and 
experienced tutors able to deliver courses to union learners. Establishing 
a partnership with a college means that you can ensure courses will be 
run to suit members’ needs, usually on site and timed to be accessible 
to different shift workers. Simply by doing this, ULRs resolve two major 
obstacles to participation in adult learning in one go: removing the need 
for learners to attend colleges they might not feel comfortable in; and 
removing the travel time and cost of attending courses off site.

In larger workplaces, colleges often agree to run courses in a workplace 
learning centre. In smaller workplaces, ULRs may organise onsite learning 
using laptops provided by the local college.

The cost of some courses can be prohibitive to members but you can 
use the fact that you are representing a number of learners to negotiate 
reduced rates. Colleges will also help in identifying functional skills needs 
of members with the support of their specialist staff.

Finding the right people to talk to in a college can be difficult and  
time - consuming. A good place to start is by contacting your regional 
union learning team: they will often know the right contacts.

http://www.unionlearn.org.uk/wranx
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When weighing up if a college is likely to turn out to be suitable partner  
for a union learning project, see how they measure up against the 
following criteria:

	❚ Are their courses accessible to working people?

	❚ Is their learning flexible and adaptable to the needs of union members?

	❚ Are their courses delivered by trained and experienced staff who have an 
understanding of workplaces and of unions?

	❚ Are their mission statements in line with union aims and values?

	❚ How strong are their equality and diversity policies?

	❚ Is their work endorsed by appropriate assessors and inspectors?

The web resource Partnerships Online, developed by consultant David 
Wilcox, offers some useful guidelines to organisations looking to develop 
successful partnerships:

1 Clarify your own aims and objectives in forming a partnership. What are 
you trying to achieve, and how will you explain that?

2 Identify the stakeholders – the key interests who can help or hinder the 
project or programme. Put yourself in their shoes. Who holds the power?

3 Consider who you really need as partners, and who would really want to 
be a partner. Some stakeholders may simply want to be consulted.

4 Before approaching potential partners, make sure you have support and 
agreement within your own organisation about working with others.

5 Make informal contact with partners to find out about their attitudes 

and interests before putting formal proposals.

6 Communicate with your partners in language they will understand, 
focusing on what they may want to achieve.

7 Plan the partnership process over time. For example, a new organisation 
may well take a year to set up.

8 Use a range of methods to involve people in workshop sessions as well 
as formal meetings. Be sociable.

9 Encourage ideas from your partners. Ownership leads to commitment.

10 Be open and honest.

7.3 Working with libraries

ULRs can call on a wealth of expertise and resources for promoting 
reading from their local libraries, which can make a massive difference to 
workplace learners, especially at the beginning of their learning journeys. 
By working closely together, libraries, ULRs and learning centres can help 
learners enjoy their learning and keep going when they reach bumps in 
the road, as everyone does.

Libraries can offer much more than a lending service. They can help 
organise author visits to the workplace, using their local knowledge to 
reach out to writers able to make good connections with learners. They 
can enhance a workplace’s Reading Ahead programme by co-hosting 
events, sharing resources and using their own knowledge and experience 
of promoting reading to adult learners. They can signpost readers to titles 
that would make good follow-ups to individual Quick Reads that learners 
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have enjoyed, and make reading accessible and sustainable for learners 
who might lack the confidence to choose titles in a bookshop or online or 
don’t have the budget to buy new books (especially if they can’t be sure 
about what they might choose). As many library staff are union members 
themselves, and some are even ULRs, they are more than likely to share a 
learning rep’s passion, enthusiasm and values, which is why local libraries 
make excellent partners for union learning projects. Many libraries also 
offer IT support and resources and health and wellbeing resources. They 
can also provide local learning information and can help learners access 
local archives and can connect learners to local networks, often including 
other reading groups or community groups.

Newcastle City Branch of UNISON has been running the Reading Ahead 
challenge in collaboration with Newcastle Libraries for the past five 
years.

The partnership works two ways: the libraries are able to support the 
branch with their resources and expertise; and they help promote the 
challenge in the local community as well as council workplaces.

“Working with the libraries opens up the possibility of more people 
hearing about the challenge and taking part,” explains ULR Evan Peck, 
who leads on the organisation of Reading Ahead every year.

When the time comes to hold the celebration event at the end of 
the challenge, the partners always host it in Newcastle City Library. 
Guest speakers at the event, who have also handed out certificates to 
completers, have included Northumbria University Senior Lecturer Dr 
Jacky Collins in 2019 and local author Mari Hannah in 2017.

“The Reading Ahead challenge finished with another successful and 
uplifting event at City Library in 2019, celebrating not only readers 
completing the challenge but also the joy of books and how reading 
can be an inspirational and integral part of our lives,” says Evan.
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28.6%

The unemployment rate for 
BME workers with trade 
apprenticeships  – more 

than five times higher than 
white workers at  

5.5 per cent.
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Access course
Designed to prepare mature students without other qualifications for 
entry into university or college to do a degree of higher diploma course.

Accreditation of Prior Learning 

Method for crediting people for achievements, skills and knowledge 
that they have already gained. Credit is awarded for learning that can be 
demonstrated through providing evidence. 

Apprenticeship
A programme that allows anyone aged 16 or older to build up skills 
and gain qualifications while working. Apprenticeships last for a 
minimum of one year and all apprentices are entitled to off-the-job 
training that takes up 20 per cent of their normal working hours. 
Intermediate apprenticeships lead to Level 2 qualifications; advanced 
apprenticeships lead to Level 3 qualifications; and higher apprenticeships 
lead to certificates and qualifications at Level 4 and above. Degree 
apprenticeships lead to qualifications at Level 6 and 7.

Apprenticeship Levy
Paid by large employers with a £3m-plus pay bill (at the rate of 0.5 
per cent of their total annual pay bill above £3m) and collected by Her 
Majesty’s Revenue and Customs (HMRC) to fund the expansion of the 
apprenticeship programme. Employers can recoup their levy contribution 
by taking on apprentices (new starters or existing staff).

Apprenticeship standards
Set out the knowledge, skills and behaviours (KSBs) required to carry 
out a particular job role. The independent assessment at the end of an 
apprentice’s training checks that they can demonstrate the KSBs set out 
in the occupational standard. New standards are developed by groups of 
employers called Trailblazers and can be used once they are approved 
and published by The Institute for Apprenticeships and Technical 
Education (see below).

Awarding body
Develops and publishes accreditation criteria and accredits qualifications. 
The major awarding body for TUC Education qualifications is NOCN (the 
National Open College Network). 

8     Jargon-buster 
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Basic Skills
see Functional Skills.

Blended learning
Mixes classroom sessions with online delivery.

Campaign for Learning (CfL) 
National charity that aims to create a passion for learning that sustains 
people for life. Organises Learning at Work Week (LaWW), during which 
ULRs run a wide range of learning activities including taster sessions, 
short workshops and engagement activities.

Climbing Frame
Online tool for ULRs and other union reps that holds information about a 
range of learning themes and opportunities. It also signposts members to 
relevant learning opportunities whatever their skill levels.

Collective Learning Funds
Funding arrangements that aim to pool more resources into workplace 
learning, with the delivery of the provision jointly managed by the 
employer and the unions. 

CPD 
Continuous professional development. Any process or activity that 
provides added value to the capability of the professional through 
the increase in knowledge, skills and personal qualities necessary for 
professional and technical duties.

DfE 
Department for Education. The Whitehall department with responsibility 
for children’s services and education, including apprenticeships and skills 
in England, as well as early years, schools, higher and further education 
policy.

Digital divide
The unequal access of certain groups in society to information and 
communications technology, leading to barriers to the acquisition of  
related skills. 

Distance learning
Course delivery with no classroom element and conducted remotely; 
often a mix of workbooks and assignments.

e-learning
Covers a wide set of applications and processes, including the delivery of 
content via smartphones, tablets, laptops and desktop computers.

ECDL 
European Computer Driving Licence. The European-wide qualification that 
enables learners to demonstrate their competence in computer skills. 

EqIA
Equality impact assessment. Assessments for all existing adult skills 
policies in respect to race, disability, gender and age. 
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ESFA 
Education and Skills Funding Agency. A single agency accountable for 
funding education and skills for children, young people and adults. 
Combines the former responsibilities of the Education Funding Agency 
(EFA) and Skills Funding Agency (SFA).

ESOL 
English for speakers of other languages. Unions broker these courses for 
migrant workers as well as learners from the longer-settled communities.

Festival of Learning 
Largest celebration of lifelong learning in England, created to highlight the 
benefits of learning; celebrate the achievements of adults who have used 
learning to transform their lives; and encourage everyone to embrace 
lifelong learning. Coordinated by the Learning and Work Institute (L&W).

FISSS 
The Federation for Industry Sector Skills and Standards. The membership 
organisation of employer-led partnerships that collaborate on skills. It 
includes Sector Skills Councils, sector skills organisations, National Skills 
Academies and Industry Training Boards.

Formal learning
Courses (classroom, distance or blended) with a set structure that lead to 
a formal qualification (eg Functional skills English Level 1, GCSE maths).

Foundation degrees
Programmes designed and delivered by partnerships of employers, 
employer organisations, universities and colleges to develop technical 
knowledge and skills and wider employability skills. Equivalent to the first 
two years of an honours degree.

Functional skills 
The practical skills in English, maths and information technology (IT) that 
allow people to live and work confidently, effectively and independently. 
ULRs are active in supporting functional skills learners. Qualifications at 
Entry Level 1, Entry Level 2, Entry Level 3, Level 1 and Level 2. Formerly 
referred to as basic skills and skills for life.
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IAG
Information, advice and guidance. Many ULRs provide frontline IAG on 
learning to their members.

ICT
Information, communication and technology. Many union learners take 
ICT courses either in learning centres or online.

Informal adult and community learning
Informal learning is learning for its intrinsic value – not necessarily 
involving assessment or leading to a qualification. Informal learning can 
offer potential workplace learners a less pressured opportunity to try an 
activity that may help them develop an appetite for learning.

Institute for Apprenticeships and Technical Education
The Institute oversees the development, approval and publication 
of apprenticeship standards and assessment plans, as well as the 
occupational maps for T Levels and apprenticeships. It also helps 
Trailblazer groups of employers develop apprenticeship standards.

ITB
Industry Training Board. Statutory bodies with union representation that 
promote and fund training through a levy on employers in the sector. The 
Construction Industry Training Board (CITB) is the Sector Skills Council 
and Industry Training Board for the construction industry. The Engineering 
Construction Industry Training Board (ECITB) is the skills, standards and 
qualifications body for the development of the engineering construction 
workforce. 

ITQ
IT user qualification that provides a basic level skills and knowledge 
that could lead to further education in IT or related areas. Qualifications 
available at Level 1, 2 and 3.

Jobcentre Plus 
Government agency that supports employers in their recruitment 
with labour market intelligence, provides advice on building a diverse 
workforce and in meeting their skill needs. Provides support for 
individuals through personal advisers.

Learning agreement
Agreement between a union and employer that usually includes elements 
such as paid time off to study, establishing a learning centre and facilities 
and facility time for ULRs.

Learning and Work Institute (L&W)
Independent policy, research and development organisation dedicated to 
lifelong learning, full employment and inclusion. It researches what works, 
influences policy, develops new ways of thinking and helps implement 
new approaches. It runs the annual Festival of Learning. Formerly the 
National Institute of Adult Continuing Education (NIACE). 

Learning committee 
Joint forum that allows unions and employers to deliver and monitor the 
learning agreement.
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Learning entitlements 
Rights to free provision such as functional skills and first Level 2 
qualifications as well as to Level 3 qualifications for 18- to 25-year-olds.

Learning needs analysis 
Assessment of the training requirements of an organisation’s workforce 
usually carried out by interviews and/or questionnaires.

Learning portal 
Website where learners can enrol and undertake e-learning courses. Many 
unions have created their own learning portals for members to develop 
themselves.

LEP 
Local Enterprise Partnership. Private sector-led partnerships between 
businesses and local public sector bodies that encourage collaboration 
and strategic decision-making at local level and across administrative 
boundaries. 

LEP Network
Champions the impact and value of LEPs in building local economic 
growth and acts as a central source of information and data on LEPs at a 
national level.

Lifelong learning 
All continuous learning after the age of 16. 

Matrix standard
Quality framework for the effective delivery of information, advice and/or 

guidance on learning and work. A number of union learning centres have 
obtained the award.

MoU
Memorandum of Understanding. MoUs set out joint objectives and 
programmes of action. Unionlearn has signed them with a number of 
partners, eg The Open University. 

National Apprenticeship Week
Annual celebration of apprenticeships, now run in February each year.

National Skills Academies 
Employer-driven centres of excellence delivering skills required by each 
major sector – first ones set up in 2007. 

Neurodiversity
Recognition of the enormous variation in neurocognitive functioning 
among human beings, as distinct from believing that people with specific 
learning differences (see SpLDs below) should be treated as lesser than 
those who are neurotypical.

NOCN
National Open College Network. The awarding body that provides national 
qualifications and programmes in a wide range of subject areas including 
TUC Education courses.

NOS 
National occupational standards. Statements of the skills, knowledge and 
understanding needed for an individual to meet the standards expected 
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of them in employment. The standards are industry-led and developed by 
representatives of employment sectors to cover almost every occupation 
in the UK. 

NRP 
National Retraining Partnership. The partnership through which 
government, business and unions work together to lead and oversee 
strategic development and rollout of the National Retraining Scheme. The 

Department for Education (DfE), working with HM Treasury (HMT) and the 
Department for Work and Pensions (DWP), leads for the government; the 
Confederation of British Industry (CBI) represents business interests; and 
the Trades Union Congress (TUC) provides the union contribution.

NRS 
National Retraining Scheme. A government programme to help adults 
retrain into better jobs, and prepare for future changes to the economy, 
including those brought about by automation.

Ofqual
Office of Qualifications and Examinations Regulation. Regulates 
qualifications, examinations and assessments in England – GCSEs; A 
levels; AS levels; and vocational and technical qualifications.

Ofsted
Office for Standards in Education. The regulatory authority that inspects 
all publicly funded education and training providers, including those 
delivering work-based training, further education, e-learning and adult 
and community-based learning. 

Paid educational leave
Provided by employers during working time for their workforce to study at 
a local college or workplace learning centre.

Quick Reads
Short, exciting books by bestselling authors and celebrities for adults who 
are new to reading, have lost the reading habit, or who prefer a quick read. 
The programme is run by the Reading Agency.
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Reading Ahead
Popular programme in which learners sign up to read six different pieces 
of writing (newspapers, magazines, poems, plays, websites or books) and 
write short reviews in the reading diary they get when they enrol. Run by 
the Reading Agency.

RQF 
Regulated Qualifications Framework. Defines the levels and credit 
values of different qualifications in England. It replaced the Qualifications 
and Credit Framework (QCF), the previous framework for vocational 
qualifications.

Skills for life
See Functional skills

SMEs
Small and medium-sized enterprises. Businesses with fewer than 250 
employees on the payroll.

SpLDs 
Specific Learning Differences. Variations in the way people process, 
store and recall information. The most common are dyscalculia, 
dyslexia, dyspraxia, attention deficit disorder (ADD) and attention deficit 
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD).

Training levy
Levy on employers within a sector to fund training. It is administered by an 
ITB (see above).

Transversal skills
Also called ‘transferable skills.’ Skills not specifically related to a 
particular job, task, academic discipline or area of knowledge that  
can be used in a wide variety of situations and work settings (eg 
organisational skills).

TUC
Trades Union Congress. Brings together 5.5 million working people in 48 
member unions to stand up for everyone who works for a living by helping 
unions grow and thrive; campaigning for change; advocating for collective 
bargaining; and helping members get on in life through learning and skills 
programmes.

ULF
Union Learning Fund. A government programme financing union-led 
learning in the workplace, notable for its success in helping to engage 
hard-to-reach learners and encouraging adults to improve their  
functional skills.

ULR
Union learning representative. A union rep whose role is promoting, 
brokering and helping to deliver learning at the workplace.

Unionlearn 
Learning and skills organisation of the TUC (see above) that works to 
support unions in the delivery of learning opportunities for their members. 
Manages the Union Learning Fund (see ULF above).
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Union learning centre
Established at a workplace, union office or college to provide learning 
facilities on site.

WEA
Workers’ Educational Association. Runs thousands of courses every  
year for adult learners and works in partnership with unions to deliver 
workplace learning. 

Webinar 
Live, online, interactive learning events on particular topics in which tutors 
can offer their expertise, while learners can ask questions or comment in 
real time. TUC Education runs a popular programme of regular webinars, 
which can be joined live and/or watched later via YouTube.

Workforce development
Learning activities that increase the capacity of individuals to participate 
effectively at the workplace.
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