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Trade unions point of view to quality in education and training.

What is quality 

What is quality in education and training, especially in vocational training? This question can be answered from many different angles. It is obvious to have different definitions of good quality of training. We will also probably need to make difference between quality of training and quality of performance of VET institution.

From Internet I found the brand values of Volvo car which says: “Cars are driven by people. Over time, this commitment established three core Volvo values: safety, quality and respect for the environment. “ It is also written at Volvo web site that: “Volvo understands that today people live in many different ways. So Volvo offers a number of different model configurations each with its own set of specifications, features and equipment for all the ways you live.”

But what has this to do with quality in education and training? There are lot of common things. My understanding is that to Volvo quality is to meet the needs of customers. This should also be core idea of quality in education and training. In case of car manufacturer it is easy to define customers. They are the ones who buy cars. 

But who are the customers of education and training paid or partly subvented by tax payers? Whose needs should policymakers, administration and training institutions take into account?

It is obvious that education and training has many parallel customers. On the one hand customer is individual learner (young or adult) in training. Also parents of young learners are customers. They want to have better possibilities, better future for their children than they themselves had the possibility. On the other hand customer is economic life or possible employer. We can also think that whole society is the customer.

These different customers have different needs and expectations. The basic need that is common for all is probably skill and competence for individual that will be useful at labor market. This should be the interest of individual, employer and whole society. 

On the other hand the interest of individual employee and employer can be opposite. The interest of employee can be very different from the interest of local enterprises. Companies may want skills to meet their direct needs. Employees need skills that can be transferred to other work places maybe even to other branches. 

I don’t want to exaggerate the difference between individual and business, but it must be taken into account. Of course training institutions are important producers of work force, but they must prepare work force to future needs not just for the situation of today.

The question of customership and definition of quality can also depend on which level we refer to. Quality in training can be approached in many different levels (political, institutional, system, individual, national, local). 

Training for employment

For the workingwoman or man and also for employers – I hope - the most important is to ensure that every adult European has basic skills and up to date vocational competence and skills. Secondly we need to ensure that every adult European has a possibility to update or renew her or his skills and competencies during future years in work life.

If these demands are not met, can we talk about good quality in national training system?

One thing is sure. Quality in vocational training and education in general is too important to be left to experts only. It is also too important to stay inside school system. Quality of education and training is a concern of whole society.

Trade unions want to have better jobs and more jobs in Europe. The member states of the European Union have set a target of raising an average employment rate from 61 % to 70 %. The special focus is in employment of women. The other special focus is in an employment of people aged 55 to 64 years. This target is very ambitious and difficult to achieve, but trade unions support this goal.

A precondition to the improvement of employment is competitiveness of the European economy. To be competitive we must be skilled. And to be skilled we must be trained. It sounds simple, but I want to remind you that in the existing EU, in 15 member states there are 75 million people without a qualification above a compulsory schooling. This is almost 40 % of the population aged 25 to 64 years. 

From the point of view of society or political level access to training is crucial success factor. Young people and adults need possibilities to train themselves and to develop their skills and also formal qualifications.

If supply of training does not meet the demand, is the quality good?

For the workingwoman or man and also for employers – I hope - the most important is to ensure that every adult European has basic skills and up to date vocational competence and skills. Secondly we need to ensure that every adult European has a possibility to update or renew her or his skills and competencies during future years in work life.

If these demands are not met, can we talk about good quality in national training system?

One thing is sure. Quality in vocational training and education in general is too important to be left to experts only. It is also too important to stay inside school system. Quality of education and training is a concern of whole society.

European benchmarks 

The Copenhagen process and the follow up of the objectives of education and training systems in European have special focus on quality, especially quality in vocational training. I have represented European Trade Union Congress in European Commissions technical working group on quality in VET.

The work of technical working groOur work, which has been presented already in this conference, has focused on development of tools for different stakeholders at different levels. I will not go into details because we have heard the technical experts. Instead I want to give you a broader view of quality in training. So let me shortly go to political European background.

A year ago European Council set five concrete benchmarks for the improvement of education and training systems in Europe. The five adopted benchmarks are, which can be found from commissions website (http://europa.eu.int/comm/education/index_en.html) are: 

1: by 2010, an EU average rate of no more than 10 % early school leavers should be achieved. 

2: by 2010, at least 85 % of 22 year olds in the European Union should have completed upper secondary education. 

3: the total number of graduates in mathematics, science and technology in the European Union should increase by at least 15 % by 2010 while at the same time the level of gender imbalance should decrease. 

4: by 2010, the percentage of low-achieving 15 years old in reading literacy in the European Union should have decreased by at least 20% compared to the year 2000. 

5: by 2010, the European Union average level of participation in Lifelong Learning, should be at least 12.5% of the adult working age population (25-64 age group).

The current EU average rate of early school leavers is 19 % but in acceding countries only 8,4  % of the population aged 18-24 years leave school with only lower secondary education.  In many countries the percentage of early school leavers has been decreasing steadily since early 1990’s.  Unfortunately there are countries were illiteracy is a big problem among young peoples due to the fact that even drop out from basic education is too usual.

If young people don’t complete or even attend secondary level education, they will lack capabilities to learn how to learn. This results serious lack of formal qualifications at the European labour markets. This lack will be an obstacle to the birth of better jobs. 

The need have more technological and scientifical qualifications relates to industrial needs. As Europe can’t compete with China and other developing countries with wages, we must concentrate on high skills. If Europe wants to keep industrial production and research and development, we must develop technological and scientific competencies.

These benchmarks give one answer to question, who is the customer of education system. It is society at whole. If benchmarks are achieved development of education and training will increase social cohesion in European countries.

Jobs, jobs, jobs 
The European Employment Taskforce chaired by former dutch prime minister Wim Kok looked for means to achieve the ambitious goals set at Lisbon in 2000. The target is that by 2010 Europe will be most competitive and dynamic knowledge-based economy in world. 

The target itself means that education and training has a vital role in development of Europe. It has also meant that education policies have become more important in European union. 

The report emphasizes need to invest more in human capital. Too many people don’t enter labor market because of a lack of skills, or due to skills mismatches. Knowledge-based and service-based economies require different skills from traditional industries; skills which also constantly need updating in the face of technological change. Workers, if they are to remain and progress in work, need to accumulate and renew skills regularly.

The productivity of companies and competitiveness of our economy is directly dependent on building and maintaining a well-educated skilled and adaptable work force that is able to embrace change.

The employment task force has recognised the fact that birth of new jobs and better jobs depends on availability of skilled work force. One can always argue whether supply of work force is the biggest employment problem in Europe or if there are more serious problems in the side of demand, but from the point of view of quality in education and training the report which I quoted is extremely significant.

Taskforce urges member states to

· Give everyone right of access to secondary education and a minimum level of basic skills

· Cut number of early school drop outs

· Promote access by a larger share of young people to university

· Increase access to lifelong training with attention for low-skilled and other disadvantaged people

· Better anticipate future skills needs

As we can see task force sees same kind of problems in European education systems than as education council while adopting the benchmarks.

The reason why I have brought up these examples is simple. Quality is not only quality management. It is not only matter of smooth procedures in institution. Quality is to meet the needs of customers. And the basic need is to provide individuals with skills, competencies and qualifications that they can get jobs and survive in labour market. 

View of European Trade Union Confederation 

From the point of view of trade unions the European level goals in the development of training and education are clear. Prague Congress of European Trade Union Confederation in summer 2003 set the following goals:

Unions call for objective, progressive and national goals to diminish the enormous numbers of employed and unemployed workers without minimum educational qualifications in every member state. For example in Finland adults without vocational qualification are a big problem. If get unemployed, they have a problem of getting a new job. 

Unions want to have national targets to reduce the number of people leaving school without a basic education qualification. In Finland we are also concerned about drop out in a secondary level of education. One out of six young persons does not complete matriculation or initial vocational qualification in Finland.

Unions want instruments for genuine recognition and validation of prior learning and informal competences that is learning outside education system. This is important to validate competences of adults in the work life.

Finally unions want to ensure that an access to qualified education and training, at universities and colleges, responds to the demands of both young people and adults seeking further training. Education and training systems are for the needs of peoples not only for the needs of the business life or the industry. 

From the trade unions point of view there should emphasis in the both ends of the work life.  There is a genuine need of actions and development resources to initial vocational training and a need of actions to continuous vocational training. We need to stress development of education and training systems in all European countries. 

The development of training means better skills and competences for those who complete their training. The development leads to better access to initial and continuous vocational training. 

In Europe we need updating or renewal of curriculum’s and investments to the modern facilities of learning. Many times it is a question of money, but many times also a question of will and motivation. I would also say that it is a question of improving quality.

I want to remind that world of work is not world of employers. Workers even in floor levels in factories etc, has lot of tacit knowledge that could be used in development of training. Trade unions can be a channel to benefit from this knowledge.

Unions can also have very practical role in development of VET. They should be represented in competence based qualification systems. Unions should be heard in definition of core curriculums or in definition of key competencies that qualifications should give. 

Not only for work

I have talked from the point of view of the work places, but education and training is not only for the work. Education and training is also for the life. 

At the European level we talk about active citizenship, which can be promoted through education and training. To be able to live and work in a modern society, ordinary people have a right for knowledge and information. People also need capability to evaluate and judge this information. 

For this they need proper tools and skills to use these tools. A general education for the young people and the adults too is vital in fight against the ignorance. The General education provides basic skills that are needed in an everyday life. In Europe we live in the information society but here is still illiteracy. According to a study by CEDEFOP under half of the Europeans consider the use of a computer or an Internet as an important skills in their lives. There is a long way to go, if we are to make the information society also available for the citizens.

If we can support peoples in getting these skills I have describe, we are improving quality of education and training.

To conclude

We live in a time, when a speed of change is increasing. We can see this in technology, in business, in media, in politics and also many times and in many ways in our personal lives. It is natural that this speed of change affects also education and training systems and institutions.

In a time of rapid changes organisations and individuals need the ability to identify and mobilise competencies that are needed. This applies to the private companies and also to the public organisations. At the same time individuals need to keep up their competencies with changing demands.

At training institution this means that institution and its employees must be capable to develop their work and activities, to develop their own skills and competences to meet the needs of developing work life and business.

An employer must see that competences and skills of staff are relevant to business idea of enterprise or public organisation. An employee needs competences and qualifications that can be transferred to another work place in case she or he wants or needs to change a job. Finally the interest of the government is to ensure that the national education and training systems produce and reproduce work force with competencies that are useful in years to come. 

From the point of view of labour market quality of education and training is that the competencies which are build in training meet the upcoming demands of work life.

If these requirements are met, we propably have a training institution or national system with quality.
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