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Is workplace learning important to the development of leadership?

by Diann Rodgers-Healey, Founder of the Australian Virtual Centre for Leadership for Women
The Australian National Training Authority (ANTA 2002a) defines workplace learning as learning or training undertaken in the workplace, usually on the job, including on-the-job training under normal operational conditions, and on-site training, which is conducted away from the work process (e.g. in a training room). Workplace learning should provide the skills leading to the capacity to innovate. Innovation has become a key concept in the ability of firms to be competitive.

According to the National Centre for Vocational Education Research (NCVER), if workplace learning was working well in Australia, enterprises would have in place the elements outlined in the key findings below.

· Workplace learning is aimed at increasing innovative capacity in enterprises.

· Organisational culture supports and values training and learning.

· Training and learning are a part of doing business and are included as an integral part of the strategic planning cycle.

· Training and learning in all forms are valued and used according to the appropriate circumstances.

· Training is customised to individuals and to increase work capability.

· Networks, partnerships and supply chains are used to facilitate training.

In outlining my views for why workplace learning is important to the development of leadership, I need to firstly say that my definition of workplace learning relates more so to what qualities one exudes when one chooses to undertake workplace learning rather than the locale where workplace learning takes place, that is whether it is at work or outside work. Whilst the accepted definition of workplace learning focuses on the nature of learning, that is its formality or informality, this consideration becomes less significant within the context I choose. I would like to define workplace learning as that which occurs when the individual makes a choice to learn something new. This basis is one of self-direction. Within this context, an individual who undertakes formal training but who remains indifferent to the experience, in my view, has not undertaken workplace learning as the individual has not made a choice to learn. The content of what is learnt need not only comprise a set of knowledge that is imparted to the individual, but could also be that which is self-gained from self-reflection and self-evaluation. Learning therefore can be self-taught. The qualities that one would require to undertake learning would be a flexibility of mindset, a desire to acquire perspectives related to the area of interest and a commitment to apply or trial the newly gained insights.

Workplace learning if organised by the employer needs to meet the needs of the employee. If this prerequisite is arrived at, the conditions for learning to take place are optimal as the learner will desire the learning experience. If learning is self-taught through one's own reasoning, evaluation and research, then, I believe, this learning is as equally meaningful and significant as the former.

Self-guided learning is one of the foundation stones of leadership. Leadership that is based on self-reflection and evaluation creates vision. This vision once communicated to others begins to evolve as the leader learns new insights from his/her followers. The leader continues on a journey of learning from others in order to fine tune the vision so that it incorporates the intelligence of others, creates a partnership between leader and follower, and effectively deals with what is at hand.

In this regard, one could say that informal learning and leadership go hand in hand. It is primarily learning that is self-guided, however, that contributes to leadership. Learning about one's own thinking and that of others, bears fruit when the two become one and the leader and the follower synchronise in thought and deed.
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