TRAINING
FOR GROWTH

BY JOHN CRUMPTON, BECTU NORTHERN LEARNING ORGANISER

BECTU members are sometimes surprised when they
find out that education and training are central to the
work of the union. In fact, trade unions have been
strong promoters of lifelong learning since working
people first created trade unions over 150 years ago!
It’s a tradition we are rightly proud of, but we don’t
just ‘talk the talk’ by advocating better education and
training — we put on our walking boots and deliver it
ourselves and with partners. The training of our union
representatives and local officials is vital to the success
of the union. This underpins our ability to organise
effectively and is crucial to attracting new members
and connecting with our existing membership.

So how do we ensure that learning and skills are
central to the work of the union?

Support for New Entrants

Our support for new entrants is consistent and on-going. It involves regular visits to Further and Higher
Education institutions to talk with students about their careers and the reality of working in the media and
entertainment sectors. Often the

invitations come from teaching

staff, who are union members and

working professionals themselves

and who appreciate the help that

BECTU can bring to those starting

out in what are very competitive

and sometimes precarious

industries. The BECTU Student

Register has proved successful in

this respect, whereby students on

media production courses ‘sign up’

during their studies and when they

complete their course are invited

to join the union at a discounted

subscription rate.
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Information, Advice & Guidance

We provide information to existing members about
affordable training to help them in finding and keeping work.

We do this in a number of ways: through the BECTU
website; via the union’s journal — Stage, Screen and
Radio; BECTU training e-newsletters and direct mailings
to publicise learning opportunities for members. Another
way is through the efforts of our developing ULR network.
Once trained, Union Learning Representatives are able to
offer advice, information and guidance about learning and
skills to their work colleagues as well as signposting them
to other resources and opportunities.

We work with employers and training providers to broker
courses that sustain the employability of our members’
and develop their CPD (Continuing Professional
Development.)

Working with Employers
and Other Partners

Employers need to engage with their workforce (and

their elected union representatives) to create the right
environment for people to discuss honestly their training
and skills needs. Over the past few years Union Learning
Agreements have been signed with WFA Media and Cultural
Centre, Manchester, Creative Industries in Salford, the
Everyman and Playhouse Theatres in Liverpool, that enable
employers and the union to work together to address
various ‘skills gaps’. Training is frequently high on the list

of potential ‘savings’ when budgets are squeezed, so
having a written agreement in place helps counteract this
and re-enforces the case for employers to make a long-term
investment in their permanent and contracted employees.

We have worked with ITV’s Training Department to broker
training in Pro-tools for members made redundant at
Yorkshire TV. This has enabled several of them to acquire
the skills necessary to become successful freelance sound
technicians and even set up their own thriving companies,
for example, the Other Planet in Leeds.

We’ve teamed up with the ABTT (Association of British
Theatre Technicians) to run their Silver Award in Sound

for Theatre Technicians on Merseyside. This is one of the
few accredited qualifications in this field and we remain
committed to similar, affordable vocational training in the
future. Obviously it’s easier to educate and organise in
established and well managed workplaces where employers
are sympathetic to and supportive of the learning agenda.

Learning to work safely at height at the ABTT Silver Award
for Stage Sound at Liverpool Empire.
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John Crumpton speaking to media production
students at the Manchester College.
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Learning Opportunities for Members

We have a lot to learn from one another and the
recent success of the Peer-to-Peer workshops has
seen exactly that. The North West Freelance Branch
has linked up with 24/7 North to deliver a number
of practical camera sessions at the WFA. Here, in a
supportive and co-operative atmosphere, informal
learning takes place around new digital technology.
Members’ share their knowledge and understanding
and in the future we’d like to expand this to include
other craft areas.

However, the increasing tide of casualisation,
currently running through our industries does
present a different kind of challenge. Individual’s
freelance earnings rarely provide enough time

or money for a personal training budget. Other
creative workers in our sector (actors, performers,
journalists, writers, and musicians) face similar
career uncertainties as BECTU members. Through
the FEU (Federation of Entertainment Unions) we
have joined in common cause with other unions
to offer short, affordable courses in financial
management, business development and on BECTU members Carl Bentley and Tony Burns at the
line-promotion. Red One camera Peer-to-Peer session.

- —

-

—

Crew put the Sony PMW 500 through its paces at Tutor Grace Jackson (left) and Carmel Thomason

another Peer-to-Peer session. (right) creating a website at a Digital Toolkit course.

At the same time it has presented mentoring and networking opportunities for members that have, on
occasion, lead to the formation of small teams of like-minded ‘creatives’ working collectively.

Building the Union

Nevertheless we believe that learning is more than a just a means of progressing individuals’ careers. There
are also collective benefits because learning can empower groups and communities.

We believe that the development of the skills, knowledge and confidence of learners, reps and activists are
the basis for building effective local Branch organisations. We call this the ‘organising approach’, which
means that we support people to act knowledgeably and confidently on their own behalf with the union
playing a supporting role and not substituting itself for the self-organisation and activity of union members.
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BECTU and MediaCityUK

This concept of trade union members learning together about aspects of digital technology has been
further enhanced now that MediaCityUK has become an actuality. In 2007 at the North West Freelance
Fair, BECTU began the discussion about the importance of trade unions at Salford Quays and once more
is leading the debate. Although still early days, we have conducted some initial research, brought together
numerous trade unions, employers, community and educational organisations for a successful conference
and commissioned a report about LC@MC - a proposal for a multi-union learning centre to be established
within MediaCityUK.

Setting the Agenda

BECTU continues to represent
its members’ interests by
contributing to the industrial
and technological debate in
as many fields as possible.
This has proved especially
important in connection with
the publicly funded training
arena where the agenda is
often ‘employer-led’ and where
the workers’ voices need
amplification to be heard.

New recruits, or those
experiencing difficulties

at work, often turn to their
union representative for
help and guidance. As many
case studies show, the best
performing organisations
nurture a ‘learning culture’ in
the workplace where mutual 9 ),
support becomes second b S NS

nature to all. An introduction to Pro-tools at Yorkshire TV lead by tutor Mike Thornton.

Such cultures are not created by accident: they occur where managers talk to their workforce about training
issues and listen to their views on what is needed, ensuring that workforce diversity is taken into account.

It is crucial that employers appreciate the views of their workforce and tap into their first-hand experiences
since it is often the worker who knows best what is required to perform work tasks effectively.

In other words, employers have much to gain by listening to their workforce.

BECTU continues to help set the pace and the agenda for ‘best practice’ in learning and skills and we are
here to help and support all our members’ lifelong learning aspirations.

John Crumpton
BECTU Northern Learning Organiser
jecrumpton@bectu.org.uk
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