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Learning and Advancement: Insights from Research
Partners

4hoursago 21CLEO

By the 21CLEO Research Team

Preface

Part of our research process has been to engage the voices of individuals involved in employer-supported education
and training initiatives or otherwise impacted by the issues we have been investigating. To this end, we hosted a
series of convenings to discuss our findings and invited a group of 12 interested parties who represented a range of

backgrounds and experience in the workforce development system to respond to our initial observations, to make



sure that we are doing things that were relevant and useful, and to identify things that we had missed or that we

didnt getright.

Participants in the convenings, who we considerour research partners, included working learners, individuals who
work directly with front-line workers, adult education practitioners, others who work in the workforce development
system, and individuals who work for organizations known to engage in research and advocacy. The practitioners and
professionals among this group shared a number of characteristics that made their insight especially valuable. Many
were working on innovative projects focused on adult learning and workforce development. Their interest and
experience working to improve access to relevant education and training meant that they knew about different
innovative initiatives or approaches. They were thus uniquely qualified to respond to our research findings in a series
of three convenings, each with a different focus. We described the process that we used to involve working learners in

theresearch process in a blog post called Many Voices: Participants as Research Partners. In this post, we focus on

what our research partners think about our findings on learning and advancement.

In some of our earliest work, we identified four reasons people engage in learning opportunities: future possibilities,
learning foundational skills, earning a degree or certificate, and satisfying a job requirement. As we progressed with
our analysis, we were able to add nuance to our understanding of the relationship between learning and job

advancement. We've found thatit'’s not always clear to the working learner whether, how, and if learning may or may

not lead to tangible outcomes at work.

Our data show that learners’ engagement in education and training activities was generally spurred by their belief
that their learning would have some benefit either immediately or down the line. For some individuals, learning
preceded job advancement. For others, learning was done on a “just-in-time” basis in response to the immediate

needs of ajob opportunity. This learning could be done independently or through employer-sponsored programs.

Another set of working learners engaged in learning thinking it would result in job advancement only to find it did
not. There were also learners for whom learning was disconnected from their jobs. This was especially true of English
Language Learners. Although key stakeholders shared with us that learning English would enable working learners
to move to “front of the house” jobs which were more lucrative, we did not see that in our data. Most of the English
Language Learners were participating in order to gain language skills for personal development or simply because

the class was available, free, and fit within the demands of work and family life.

We shared this set of findings with the individuals who had participated as research partners and asked them to

respond to a set of questions. We received thoughtful and thought-provoking responses from our research partners,

some of whom are working learners and others are interested parties from a variety of settings. Responses have been



lightly summarized and edited for brevity and clarity. Because of space limitations, not all responses are shared, but

we certainly appreciate the time and effort each participant put into responding.

In general, our research partners agreed that learning precedesadvancement, but the working learners indicated
thatitdidn’talways hold true. For example, one research partner, who worked in food service, noted that forjob-
required skills, “it is more common for supervisors to expect fast learning and get the job [task] right the first time an
employee is told.” And another research partner said, “Our employer partners did not tie any direct orimmediate
promotion or monetary incentive to the employees who took part in additional training. This is unfortunate, as we
have learned recently that some WIOA funding that employers can access does require that the employer1) share a

portion of the cost and 2) commit to a raise, even if it is a ten-cent per hour raise, just something tangible”

Additionally, our research partners told us that while just-in-time learning may have been sufficient in the past, most
employers now expectemployees to comeinto a position with credentials in place, which as one research partner
noted for refugees and immigrants, “is impossible in most cases.” As another research partner noted, “During the
pandemic, adult language learners told us that they “know how to do the job” but if employers require a credential
before hiring them, then it will be a lot longer for the job to get done because of the time it will take the learners to
master English. They were unemployed or employed in jobs other than their trade because they did not know
enough English to pass the certification test that is not available in other languages.” The requirement to have

credentials before starting a job is especially evident in the healthcare industry.

Our research partners also noted that learning is not always rewarded on the job. One working learner said that
rewards tend to be small, and anothersaid he had to pass a certification exam to get the job and he has to maintain
his registration even though the certification is not directly related to his current position. Still, others said that they
often found that the working learners were not advanced because the employers didn’t have faith in the employee’s
ability to do the job. Bureaucratic requirements were also a hurdle to advancement. As one research partner said, “At
the height of the pandemic, these skilled second language learners were baffled that employers would pass up on a
skilled and willing workforce because of unnecessary (bureaucratic) requirements. For working learners who are
immigrants and refugees, our research partners pointed out the need to allow employees to learn English within the

context of theirjobs and to trust them to help grow their business.

A key connection between learning and advancement was clarified by a research partner who said advancement
comes if there is a partnership with the learner or if the employer knows of the employee’s certification attainment.
“For example a CNA program with a cohort of 10 CNAs, they are all likely to land positions upon competition of their
program. By contrast, if they apply for tuition assistance, the employer might not be aware of the program and upon

completion, there might not be a position. Or there is, but it goes to someone else.”



Our research partners suggested that the breakdown between learning and advancement could be addressed in a
number of ways and that both the employer and the employee bear some responsibility for making sure there are
clear connections and guidelines. One individual said, “Employees should be asking for clear direction when training
is required or proposed. Unfortunately for many employees, especially at the entry-level, they don’t know what they
don’tknow. Employees should be receiving clear explanations as to what to expect and how the training opportunity
fits within their current and future growth within the company.” Another said, “The pathway to advancement should
be clear for the working learner from the very beginning: academic requirements, time commitment, hourly rate
increase, new job title. Adults need to know what the road is going to be like and the milestones along the way to get

there”

One of our research partnerssummed it up by saying, “We need to rethink the context/s in which we teach adult basic
education and literacy. We need to offer short courses that lead to entry-level certificates and open the door to
additional stackable certificates that allow learners to see progress in the short term. But we also have to work with
employers to understand that community colleges and universities are not the only ones that offer valuable
certifications to learners. Atthe same time, we need to be able to show learners that people with skills and people

learning new skills will not face unnecessary burdens.”

Conclusion

The responses from our research partners have enriched our understanding of what it means to participate in
educationand traininginitiatives in the 21st century. Each context forlearningis different, and each learner has
different experiences and purposes for engaging in learning. But across our data, we've seen a commitment and
enthusiasm for continued learningamong the working learners we were privileged to interview as well as those
interested parties who shared their wisdom and experiences with us. We are grateful for the time and insights of

everyone we've talked to.
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