


































learning at work, then individual's view may be negative and participation 

unlikely. 

Rubenson concludes that: "Knowledge about how the individual interprets 

the world cannot by itself give an understanding of barriers and 

behaviour. Only when we also include structural factors and analyse the 

interaction between them and the individual conceptual apparatus does 

the interpretation become possible" (2001:30). 

Merriam et al (1991) give a sociological perspective to the debate as they 

contend that adult learners may well be constrained by social factors, of 

which they may be unaware, hence "sociological correlations" are 

important. "Thus", argue Merriam et al, "the middle-class found in all 

studies of participation can be explained by the idea that adult education 

is organised by the middle class and the presentation of knowledge is 

middle-class both in language and in content" (Merriam et al, 1991:93). 

The argument advanced by Merriam et al is that the people's decisions to 

participate are determined more by their position in society and the 

social experiences that have shaped their lives, than by their needs and 

motives. 

Although Aiken et al study did not make findings regarding "informational 

barriers" (Darkewald & Merriam, 1982:121) and 'political barriers', other 

research has found these to be playing a major role. 

Darkewald & Merriam define "information barriers" as institutional 

failure in communicating information on learning opportunities, and the 
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failure of many adults, particularly the least educated and poorest, to 

seek out or use information that is available. 

Alvin Toffler (1990) supports this view, albeit from a different angle. He 

suggests that the 'digital divide' is widening the gap between knowledge 

"haves" and knowledge "have-nots". He warns that: "Whatever gulf 

separates the rich from the poor, an even greater chasm separates the 

armed from the unarmed and the ignorant from the educated. Today, in 

the fast-changing, affluent nations, despite all inequities of income and 

wealth, the coming struggle for power will increasingly turn into a 

struggle over the distribution and access to knowledge" (1990:14). 

Peter Kearns and George Papadopoulos, (2000) confirm this view. In their 

report on their investigation of five OECD countries, they observed that 

there was an increased participation in training among: employed adults 

compared to those who are not economically active; adults with higher 

level of education qualifications compared to those with lower educational 

attainments; younger adults compared to older adults; employees of large 

organisations compared to those in small organisation. 

They also raised questions about who participated and who benefited in 

education and training, and how, through learning, the social exclusion of 

the disadvantaged groups could be overcome. They concluded that some 

of the barriers were institutional as they were mainly related to access 

to education and training opportunities, as well as lack of incentives. 

Kearns and Papadopoulos reason that, in order for companies to keep pace 

with market forces and economic changes, there needs to be "a paradigm 
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shift from a training paradigm for skill formation inherited from 

industrial era, towards a learning and performance paradigm appropriate 

for an information age" (2000:49). 

Adele Thomas and David Robertshaw (1999), write about the "hidden" 

barriers that may subtly sabotage the achievement of Employment Equity 

objectives. They note that some of these political barriers are 

discriminatory in nature and have "become embedded in workplace 

structures, policies, practices and culture" over the apartheid years 

(1999:69). According to Thomas and Robertshaw, these hidden barriers 

manifest themselves in subtle and covert discrimination practices that 

lead to exclusion of individuals and groups of people. 

The point made by Thomas and Robertshaw, is echoed by Janet Spence 

(1999), when she writes: "The concept of equity in workplace is based on 

mythical notion of a 'level playing field'. Most past efforts to ensure 

equity in the workplace have been procedural rather than substantive" 

(1999:1). Spence further suggests that ultimately it is not possible to 

legislate equity completely, but it is necessary to eliminate the barriers 

so that learning equity means not only equal access, but also equal ability 

to participate. 

The foregoing discussion is aptly summarised by Merriam and Caffarella 

(1991), when they convincingly argue that the question of participation 

and non-participation in adult learning is inextricably linked to the values 

of the social systems in which it takes place. In their response to the 

questions of who decides participation, for what purpose, and who 

benefits, they conclude that "adult education is in the hands of a ruling 
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elite whose interest in self-preservation and self-perpetuation 

determines the answers" (1991:280), and has thus become "a vehicle for 

solidifying a socio-economic structure contrary to stated goals of access 

and equality" (1991 :284). 

Consistent with this view is Schied's et al contention that: "Existing 

organisational structures and management systems are not neutral or 

apolitical" (2001:80). 

The study of barriers to participation in learning at work cannot be 

divorced from the exploration of barriers to organisations becoming 

"learning organisations". The following section therefore explores some of 

the obstacles to becoming a learning organisation. 

Discussions on the concept of "learning organization" have grown 

exponentially in recent literature. Although Daniels (1994), contends that 

there is no shared meaning of what constitutes a learning organization, 

there is consensus, amongst commentators, that learning has become an 

important part of the organisational image and that learning takes place 

through individuals, teams and organization. But organizations need to 

create a culture that supports learning. 

Peter Senge (1990), the proponent of the 'learning organisation' (LO), 

defines LO's as: "Organisations where people continually expand their 

capacity to create the result they truly desire, where new and expansive 

patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, 

and where people are continually learning to learn together" (1990:3) 
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In theory, argue most researchers, the learning organisation concept is 

appealing. However, according to Watkins and Marsick (1993:13), 

"everyone is talking about (it) but few are living it". Calvert et al 

(1994:40), also argue that there are no "true" learning organisations, but 

only organisations that exhibit certain attributes a learning organisation 

is expected to demonstrate. Marylin Lai ken found that "no organisation is 

a paragon of organisational learning" (2001:3). There seems to be a gap 

between the rhetoric about 'learning organisation' and the application 

thereof . 

But there is also consensus amongst researchers that "being there" is not 

the point, as becoming a learning organisation is a process, a journey, not 

a destination, a philosophy, not a programme (West 1994:18). The 

important thing is that organisations must embark on that process in 

order to survive. 

What barriers then prevent the learning organisation from becoming a 

reality? Farago and Skyrme (1995:3-4), identifies organisational barriers 

as a major contributor to organisations not transforming to 'learning 

organisations'. Organisational barriers identified are the following: 

a. Lack of strong, visionary leadership. 

Integrating work and learning in the new economy requires 

fundamental rethink on the part of everyone. In such situations, 

leaders play pivotal, advocacy role - as champions, coaches, 

mentors, designers and 'stewards of the collective vision' 

(Senge 1990:34). Organisational leaders are therefore 

responsible for driving learning and training. 
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b. Inability to recognise and change existing mental models. 

The learned helplessness, tunnel vision, truncated learning, 

individualism and culture of disrespect and fear. 

c. Lack of a learning culture 

Learning is not seen as core value and a sustainable resource. 

The organisation not structured and managed in a way that 

encourages continuous, spontaneous learning. The culture of 

most organisations is one of non-learning, if not anti-learning. 

d No recognition of informal learning. 

There is a tendency to confuse education with training, hence 

the failure to leverage inherent learning in action and 

conversational discussions 

e. Learning is removed from immediate work environment, which it 

is expected to impact. 

This results in frustration as there is very little or no transfer 

of skills and understanding back to the work milieu. 

f No leverage of knowledge 

Although knowledge may be recognised as a key source of 

competitive advantage, there may still be little understanding 

of how to create and leverage it in practice 
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g. lack of workers participation 

Workers are not part of the process of creating, refining, 

communicating, and using knowledge. 

It is frequently said that the people are the most important 

resource, yet seldom is the truism understood in terms of the 

communities through which individuals develop and share the 

capacity to create and use knowledge. 

It may be concluded that as an organisation is like a living organism, it 

needs oxygen to survive and therefore learning is the oxygen that keeps 

the organisation alive and vibrant . Lack of a learning culture can 

therefore lead to the demise of an organisation. 

Obstacles to organisational learning are often manifestations of 

resistance to change. A consideration of the literature on resistance to 

change throws more light on the subject of resistance to participation. 

Researchers on Organisational Development (OD), see the creation of an 

enabling learning environment, climate or culture as a prerequisite for 

organisational change. They see a link between workforce development 

and organisational change. They recognise that innovative company 

programmes succeed or fail depending on the human factors, such as 

skills, attitudes, and organisational climate. 

It is U:ihteenmdki (2001) who reminds us that: "In the organisational 

turmoil learning reduces uncertainty and thus inevitably also helps in 

reducing change resistance" (2001:6 ). He further observes that, as 

learning in organizations is both facilitated and necessitated by change, 
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successful change management becomes the key of organisational 

learning. Therefore, the factors relating to obstacles to learning 

organization are, in most instances, manifestations of resistance to 

change. People, according to U:ihteenmaki, resist change and learning in 

order to maintain the status quo and to feel secure. He contends that 

organisational learning and change are not different, but parallel, 

simultaneous and interactive processes. In other words, he sees learning 

as playing a mediating role in the change process. 

Laurie Mullins (1996) notes that despite the potential positive outcomes, 

change is often resisted at both individual and organisational level. 

Resistance to change appears to be a common phenomenon. "Resistance to 

change", observes Mullins, "can take many forms and it is difficult to 

pinpoint the exact reasons for the resistance" (1996:732). 

He cites the main reasons for organizational resistance against change as: 

maintaining stability; investment in additional resources; past contracts 

or agreements; threats to power or influence; insufficient information 

about the nature of change; fears of shift in power; changes to social 

structure and working conditions, conflicting commitment and fear of 

failure under changed conditions. 

But Marquardt (1996:6 7) convincingly argues that change has become a 

way of life and therefore businesses have to embrace change and make 

continuous learning their prime objective. This, he contends, is the only 

way to survive during these volatile times. 

The foregoing discussion on literature gives a useful theoretical 

framework. What the situation is in practice, remains to be seen. The 
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empirical research therefore helps to determine how far the distance 

between theory and practice is. What is however clear from the 

literature reviewed is that learning and training are catalysts for 

individual and organisational change. 

If this assertion is true, it would then be of interest to investigate why 

individuals do not fully participate in learning and training at work, as well 

as what prevents organisations from becoming 'learning organisations'. 
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RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

1. METHODOLOGY 

As this investigation follows a case study approach and use of 

documentary evidence, a qualitative methodology, in its various forms, was 

used. Applying qualitative methodology in adult education, placed value on 

people's knowledge, drawing from their wealth of experience. This 

enabled respondents to express their opinions and perceptions. The 

assumption was that participants, as adults, are able to talk about their 

own situations, analyse it, and design their own solutions. 

Methods applied for data collection and analysis, varied from the review 

of Rubber Wheels documents; electronic and printed governmental 

reports/articles; observations; literature review, as well as narrative 

inquiry for individual stories in the form of interviews. 

The focus of the individual interviews gave data about the experience of 

individuals seen from their perspectives. The study took a form of a case 

study, which "looks at individuals or organisations from a multiple 

perspective of key actors" (Purdon et al 2001:16). 

2. RESEARCH SAMPLE 

The sample for interviews was drawn randomly from employees at the 

Rubber Wheels' City Deep, technical division and a Skills Development 

Facilitator (SDF) for t,he depot. The composition of employees 

interviewed was made up of two workshop supervisors, two motor 

mechanics, two trade hands and two process workers. The service period 
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of those interviewed ranged from six (6) to twenty seven (27) years. The 

sample was representative of the division, consisting of mainly Black and 

White male. The only female employee in the division did not avail herself 

for the interview. Her choice not to participate was respected, as 

participation in the research interview was voluntary. 

The Human Resources Officer, who also acts as a Skills Development 

Facilitator for City Deep, was also interviewed. So in total nine (9) people 

were interviewed. 

3. RESEARCH PROCESS 

Data collection followed a semi-structured interview method. Interviews 

were conducted in the form of conversation. Aiken et al describe this 

method as "Dialogic exchanges, in which the researcher as well as the 

participants share personal information, in an effort to equalize the 

power dynamics, between the researcher and the researched" 

(2001:309). As a result the respondents were able to talk freely about 

how they felt, and added some of their general concerns about training 

and development. This proved to be useful as it allowed the respondents 

"to offer answers in a narrative format" (2001:310), as well as helped to 

surface opinions and perceptions and led to a shared understanding. 

This approach is also supported by constructivists, where somebody's 

partial understanding compliments somebody else's understanding and 

"together start to weave a coherent kind of interpretation of the 

information - one that is socially generated and socially scaffolded" 

(Brown & Duguid, 2000:6). 
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The interviews were conducted in an office not far from the respondents' 

place of work. Respondents took turns to come to the interviews. All came 

in their overalls, except for the supervisors who wore blue dustcoats, 

Rubber Wheels golf shirt and blue trousers. As respondents were pulled 

out of their jobs when their turn came, they came in their oily overalls, 

with hands still oily, although hurriedly rinsed. Respondents were made 'to 

feel at home' at the beginning of the interview and thanked for their time 

and input at the end of the interview. 

Although the purpose of the interviews was made clear to the 

respondents, the expectation seemed to be that the researcher, as 

someone "in a position of authority" would be able to address the 

requests and concerns about training. All seemed to be enthusiastically 

looking forward to the interview, and welcomed the opportunity to speak 

to someone "from the head office". 

The interviews presented a challenge for the researcher, as they had to 

be conducted in a language that both the respondent and the researcher 

would be able to understand, ranging from English, Zulu, Afrikaans, South 

Sotho, North Sotho, Tswana and something in between. Translating such a 

variety into English (for the purposes of this paper), proved to be an even 

greater challenge. One of the limitations of this research therefore may 

be that in the process of translation something of essence, which the 

respondents may have said could have been unintentionally lost. 

The main objective of data collection was to establish the understanding 

about the WSP, what it was, what it was expected to achieve, and what 

was expected of different role players. Questions also related to who 
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participated or did not participate in training, what were the reasons 

thereof. Perceptions about the barriers to learning and training and 

related issues were also tested. 

The data was analysed and interpreted in a manner that would illuminate 

and explain discrepancies regarding implementation of WSP objectives 

and barriers to full participation. Deductions and inferences were made 

from a variety of in-company documentary evidence. 

Extracts from interviews and other sources are used to validate findings, 

as far as possible. 

The respondents were assured of confidentiality and anonymity, hence 

the use of fictitious names in the findings section. It is possible though 

that the interviews may have been influenced by the researcher's position 

of authority within the company. 
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RESEARCH FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 

1. RESEARCH CONTEXT 

As indicated before, Rubber Wheels, is a government owned company, 

that provides road transport solutions and logistics services. Like all 

other players in the road freight industry, Rubber Wheels, continues to 

experience racial and gender discrimination, inherited from the apartheid 

era. This invariably runs against the principles of equality and social 

justice, as stated in the South African constitution, and other 

government policies. 

Rubber Wheels is also facing the challenge of depletion of skills through 

the HIV I AIDS pandemic. The latest surveys conducted on the N3 

Corridor reveal that 56 i'o of truck drivers are HIV positive. It is 

predicted that over 50/o of the investment in skills development will be 

lost to this disease, in the next ten (10) years. 

All these challenges are complicated by the fact that the road freight 

industry is not attractive to new entrants into the market due to negative 

perceptions. 

Rubber Wheels has an asset base of just over 1 000 trucks and 3 000 

trailers, with a national workforce strength of approximately 1 200. It is 

therefore one of the five (5) largest freight transporters in the country. 

The road freight industry plays a major role in South African economic 

growth. 
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The critical challenge facing Rubber Wheels, therefore, is to 

strategically leverage people development, reverse the legacy of the past, 

and equip employees to render world-class services, thus enhancing the 

quality of life of the majority of South Africans. 

In responding to the skills development challenge Rubber Wheels has 

devised a Human Resources Development (HRD) strategy, the aims of 

which are: 

a. To support business strategic objectives through learning and 

performance; 

b. To promote learning as a way of life at work; 

c. To create a learning reinforcing work environment; 

d. To enable Rubber Wheels to offer flexible, reliable and 

dependable world-class services to customers, through its 

better skilled workforce; 

e. To help employees develop their capabilities, thus improve 

performance and opportunities for career advancement, 

employability and self-reliance. 

Although the goals seem to be broad, vague and may be difficult to 

measure, they nonetheless, demonstrate that Rubber Wheels views 

learning and training as a powerful vehicle for organisational change. It 

can therefore be assumed that Rubber Wheels acknowledges that 

commitment cannot be contracted, but should be nurtured through a 

supportive work environment, encouragement, a compelling vision and 

development. 

24 

http://etd.uwc.ac.za/



Rubber Wheels complies fully with the legislative requirements pertaining 

to employment equity and skills development. It has registered for 

employment equity and skills development purposes; it has duly submitted 

its EE plans and WSP; it pays its levies and reports accordingly to the 

respective government departments. It can therefore be concluded that 

Rubber Wheels is, in all intends and purposes, an organization that is 

governed by the Skills Development Act and other related legislations. 

2. ANALYSIS OF SITUATION 

This section analyses City Deep Technical division in terms of its 

workforce composition, the EE status and interview results. 

The purpose of the first two sub-sections is give a snapshot of the 

division whilst the latter gives an full blown picture of the employees' 

opinions and perceptions about learning and training as it is practiced in 

the division. 

As indicated before, the views expressed by the respondents may not 

necessarily be an accurate reflection of training practices within the 

whole division and/or the company. The interviews, were as far as 

possible, conducted in a non-threatening, conversational manner. However 

a possibility exists that the researcher, as part of the company, may have 

been perceived to be in a position of power. This posed a dilemma in terms 

of building an equal, trust-based interviewer/ interviewee relationship. 
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The interview results are divided into five (5) categories, namely: 

a. Perceptions on WSP; 

b. Reasons for participation; 

c. Reasons for non-participation; 

d. Identification of barriers; and 

e. Perceptions of training 

The sub section on barriers attempts to give views from different 

significant 'actors' within the environment, to give a representative view. 

2.1 Current Workforce Profile (Technical Division, City Deep) 

Table 1 

Occupational Male Female 

Category A c I w A c I 

Managers 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 

Supervisors 0 0 0 3 0 0 0 

Mechanics 2 0 0 9 0 0 0 

Trade Hands 17 0 0 4 0 0 0 

Process Workers 16 0 0 0 1 0 0 

TOTAL 35 0 0 17 1 0 0 

The Technical division constitutes 21/o of the City Deep workforce 

strength. 

w 
0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

0 

As it can be observed the picture reflects an "Irish coffee scenario", 

where the whites are at management and supervisory levels, with the bulk 

of the workforce, which is black, at the bottom. Analysis of the above 
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statistics, show that out of the 32% white males in the division, 24.5% 

are qualified artisans, compared to the 3.8% black qualified artisans. 

That means only 7.5% whites are semi-skilled artisans, compared to 

64.2% blacks, who are semi-skilled. 

It is also interesting to note that out of fifty-two (52) males in the 

division, there is only one (1) female. 

When it comes to salary differentials, which are important for EEA 

reporting purposes, the total actual earnings of the 32/o whites in the 

division compose 47/o of the payroll bill, compared to the 53% earned by 

68/o blacks, which means the average per capita income for white 

employees is R7 530 per month, as opposed to R3 800 per month for 

black employees. 

2.2 Employment Equity Targets 

The EE targets set for City Deep, technical division, for the period 2001 

to 2003, were projected to be as follows: (lo) 

Table 2 

Category AIM C/M I/M W/M A/F C/F I/F W/F D/P* 

2001 68 2 0 30 0 0 0 0 0 

2003 67 2 1 27 2 1 0 0 0 

Current 66 0 0 33 1 0 0 0 0 

Variance 1 (2) (1) 6 (1) (1) 0 0 0 

* Disabled Persons 
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