THE UNIVERSITY OF

7 WAIKATO Research Commons

gty 16 Whare Winanga o Waikato

http://researchcommons.waikato.ac.nz/

Research Commons at the University of Waikato

Copyright Statement:

The digital copy of this thesis is protected by the Copyright Act 1994 (New Zealand).

The thesis may be consulted by you, provided you comply with the provisions of the
Act and the following conditions of use:

e Any use you make of these documents or images must be for research or private
study purposes only, and you may not make them available to any other person.

e Authors control the copyright of their thesis. You will recognise the author’s right
to be identified as the author of the thesis, and due acknowledgement will be
made to the author where appropriate.

e You will obtain the author’s permission before publishing any material from the
thesis.


http://researchcommons.waikato.ac.nz/

Cheese Machines and Cellos:

Technical Craftsmen and Craft Technicians

A thesis
submitted in fulfilment
of the requirements for the degree

of

Doctor of Philosophy
at

The University of Waikato

by

Gwen Wanigasekera

THE UNIVERSITY OF

WAIKATO

Te Whare Wananga o Waikato

2013




Abstract

The study is based on a period of ethnographic research among
approximately thirty tradesmen, apprentices, supervisors and related
personnel at a medium-sized precision engineering company in Hamilton,
New Zealand. The company specialises in high quality niche products and
machinery for the dairy, aviation and medical technology industries. Its

work involves a wide variety of engineering crafts and practices.

My aim was to better understand the work that was done there, the
elements of skilled and expert practice involved in it; how these skills were
learned and from whom, and what they meant to those who held them. |
wanted to find out which people and what conditions and environments
best enabled the acquisition of skills and a good learning experience. By
way of comparison to this main group, | interviewed a smaller number of
craftspeople in the wider community: a fine furniture maker, a printmaker,

a ceramicist and two luthiers, all of whom worked independently.

This ethnography is located within a wider literature on apprenticeship,
skill and education, and about what it means to be a “maker of things”
(e.g. Beeby 1992; Biesta 2006; De Munck, Kaplan and Soly 2007; Dormer
1994, 1997; Keep 2007, 2009; Sennett 2008). | also draw on ethnographic
discussions by other scholars who have described skilled practices and
ways of learning in diverse social and cultural contexts (e.g. Coy 1989;
Crawford 2009; Eraut 2001, 2002; Keller and Keller 1996; Lave 1988,
2011; Marchand 2003, 2010).

My ethnographic data provides a rich description of a contemporary

industrial workplace where learning involves both practical and theoretical



knowledge and creative ability. The findings demonstrate that successful
learning on the shop floor (and in the other examples given) is the result of
a complex amalgam of disparate elements. The learning and teaching in
these workplaces are sometimes structured and sometimes serendipitous.
They are embedded in and arise from the processes of creativity, analysis,
manufacture and reflection. They involve not only what takes place at the
worksites but also the qualities and dispositions and histories of learning,

both formal and informal, that the participants bring to their work.

The development of skill and the acquisition of knowledge are shown to be
complex and deeply personal and individual phenomena that are best
nurtured in environments rich in materials, opportunity and experience,
and in cooperation with interested, capable and expert “others”. This
complexity is not easily represented in or catered for by current forms of

educational assessment in New Zealand.

A further and largely unexpected dimension of the study was my growing
awareness of my own apprenticeship as a practitioner of ethnography,
including my location as a participant observer in the actual field of study.
This experience invariably led me to reflect further on the processes of

apprenticeship, education and learning.

Keywords: Ethnography, Apprenticeship, Skill, Craftsmanship, Learning,

Assessment, Good Work, Precision Engineering.
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Notes on Terminology

The Use of the Maori Language

| have not italicised Maori words, as Maori, along with English, is
recognised as an official language within New Zealand. Where | have
used Maori words a translation or similar meaning is given in English

either within the text or as a footnote.

Gendered Terms

The majority of participants in the research were male. Within the
engineering workshop, for most of the period of the research, the entire
workforce, apart from the receptionist/office manager, was made up of
men. In general, the majority of those working in this field are men. In
general discussion | have mostly used masculine pronouns as these fit

most appropriately in the context of this field site.

Towards the end of the research, a young woman was employed by the
company as an engineering cadet. | had already completed most of the
fieldwork at the time she arrived and while | spent time chatting with her
about her work | did not formally include her with those | interviewed. She
had settled quickly into the workshop and appeared to be accepted fairly
readily by the men. She soon had her “place” in the lunchroom and
appeared to hold her own very confidently in whatever discussions were

taking place.



Xiv

Among the craftsperson/artist group there were three men and two
women. Again, | have generally used the terms craftsman/woman as
applicable, and craftsperson in other discussion, or, female pronouns
where | am discussing the female participants. | also use “artist” which is
gender neutral but is not a value-free description in itself; it is used in this
case simply to describe a group of mixed gender “creative craftspeople”
who also often produce what we may consider “works of art”. However,
this has still not resolved the dilemma completely as | have retained the

mixed terminology of “Master craftsperson”.

Discussions of the many issues relating to gender are not included in my
analysis. Gendered language is evident throughout and | believe that this
is largely a reflection of the engineering industry as it has operated over
the last few hundred years. A telling example of this is described by
Clarence Beeby (1992:186) in his recollection of the commission he set up

in 1944 to enquire into trades apprenticeship:

In this case the male possessive pronoun is correct; there were no
women on the commission. As far as | know, there were no women
apprentices, and it never occurred to most of us that there might be!*

! This is an interesting observation in itself as during World War Il many women undertook work
in engineering factories and many other traditionally male occupations to make up for the
domestic shortage of male workers.
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A Note on Style:

Headings and sub-headings are bolded.

The main body of the text is in this font.

Quotes from both the participants and the literature are indented and in
this font.

My interview questions and comments are indented and italicised.

Quotes from my feldwork diary (Field Notes Diary) are
ndented and cn they fondand seropt-and are cndicated thus
(FND date).

Footnotes are in this font.



Chapter One

Introduction

...the function of ideology is to simplify the world and the function of
research is to discover its complexities.

William Form (1980:155)

Hamilton is located in the central North Island of New Zealand, in the wide
river basin of the Waikato River. The area has been one of agricultural
activity from the days when it was first occupied and cultivated by Maori

settlers.?

The Waikato area has since become a major producer of dairy products,
and also produces meat, fruit, vegetables and other crops. A number of
large dairy processing factories are located in the region and, more
recently, there has been an increase in smaller scale, artisanal production

of dairy goods.

The geographical location of the city of Hamilton (population
approximately 143,000)%, with its close proximity to Auckland, the largest
centre of population in the country, and its rail links to the nearby port of
Tauranga, has recently been the focus of an awareness of its strategic

value in what is described as a “golden trade triangle” (Fox 2010:13).

2 King (2003)
¥ Hamilton City Council 2012



It is within this growing mix that Stafford Engineering, specialising in
providing engineering solutions for these primary industries, is located.

*kkkk

At the time | began the research, the economy and job market had been
relatively buoyant with frequent complaints about the lack of “skilled”
workers in many areas. However, skill shortages and gaps have been
evident throughout history as the techniques and the technologies of
production have changed over time.* In the early to mid-2000s in New
Zealand, it was the shortage of trained trades people which seemed to be

the focus of discussion.

My goal in embarking on this research was to find out more about the work
of precision engineers and that of a group of artist/craftspeople or, those
who “work with their hands” and how they learned to make the things they
produced. | had a feeling that such work is often undervalued and even
misunderstood because of the long history that constructs physical or
manual work as something less than mental work. There are, on the other
hand, the instances where “physical work” is constructed as “real work”

while less physical work, of a lesser value.

Given this background and my initial goal, the questions | set out with

were the following:

e What is the fieldwork site like?
e What does the work being undertaken involve?

* In just one example, Greenfield (2006:72) describes the effects of shortages of skilled dyers in
Spain after their discovery of cochineal as a dye-stuff in South America in the early 1500s. Such
shortages were common in the textile industries of the following centuries. The vast population
shifts of eighteenth and nineteenth century Europe, as industrialisation increased, provide many
more examples.



e What does skilled and expert practice look like in this field?

e What are the conditions and environments that best enable a good
learning experience?

e Who are the people that best enable a good learning experience?

¢ What do the participants think about their learning and work?

While the original idea was to compare the two groups of makers — the
craftspeople/artists and the precision engineers - as the research took
shape | began to realise that my comparison was no longer a neat one.
The engineer group comprised the full range of levels of learning from new
apprentice through to very senior and master tradesmen, some of whom
still practised their craft and in turn mentored others as well, and some
who had moved to more management type positions. This fieldwork site
contained approximately thirty-five participants along with a few
associated persons such as business colleagues and training staff from a

separate company.

The artist/craftsperson group had a core of only five participants, all of
whom can be described as late career artist/makers. If there is any neat
comparison at all it would be perhaps best considered between this group
and some of the senior engineer/tradesmen. In the end, what | gained
from having the two groups was the ability to reflect on the enterprise of
crafting skill as a whole and on what it meant for them to be “makers of
things”. The aims and starting points or reasons for making were often
completely different but the mental, physical and phenomenological

processes, and the personal rewards, were often very similar.



In addition, inclusion of the artist participants alerted me to a variety of
elements | might not otherwise have taken into consideration. This arose
largely because the age range of the artists was a much narrower and
older one than that of the majority of the Stafford staff. The era the artists
had grown up in, and the form of education and social environments which
they had experienced, led me to consider more carefully the importance of
the biographies of the participants and the opportunities which had been

available to them.

*kkkk

Reflecting on the literature as a whole | have found that much of the
research and commentary on factory work focuses on large and often
highly automated companies with very large and hierarchically structured
workforces (Aitken 1985; Braverman 1974; Burawoy 1979, 1985; Chinoy
1955; Hobsbawm 1984; Hoxie 1966; Kunda 1992; Noble 1979, 1984; Roy
1969; Schultz 1985; Whalley 1986).

Many studies of manufacturing work also either ignore or skip over the
theoretical and analytical nature of such work and focus instead on power
relations or other political aspects involved in the labour processes. This
was particularly evident after Braverman’s seminal analysis of Taylorised
work systems in 1974. Other studies which emanate from the field of
management studies tend to have a top-down perspective and continue to
exhibit lingering echoes of Taylorism and the later systems of Fordism and

Toyotaism.

More recent research into trades training, which has as its focus the
processes of learning in the workplace, still tends to treat manufacturing

as a field where people “work with their hands” and accords little agency to



those who work on the shop floor. Education and training policy and
workplace learning discussions of this area of work emphasise the need
for “basic skills” while the theoretical and analytical aspects of the work are

accorded less emphasis.®

While Stafford is a medium sized company of its type for this country, it is
tiny in comparison to overseas examples. The company produces a range
of niche products within a model which compares more closely to an area
of specialist production. The tradesmen in this instance work semi-
autonomously so that their work is of a more artisanal nature. It thus
exhibits an entirely different workplace structure than would be the case in
a larger, more automated factory. The nature of the work undertaken in
the company also underpins the structure of human relations within the

company.

Practices that may be available to management in larger production
companies of the type described by the authors noted above are neither
applicable nor desirable in this instance. It was also apparent in the
conversations of the tradesmen (and even the CEO) that there was
resistance to ideas of instigating some of the managerial practices that are
favoured in larger production companies. That is also why the literature
which describes smaller-scale artisanal production has been of greater

analytic value for my research.

In relation to the artist participants, three had taught within the formal
education system. The artist participants were educated in New Zealand

during the “Beeby years” which saw a gradual but dramatic reformation of

% Paul Harris (2002:42) also pointed out the lack of recognition of the skilled trades as sites of
“knowledge” work in his comparison of New Zealand fine furniture makers with those of Italy and
Denmark, arguing that “both skill and design are forms of knowledge”.



the education system from one which was based on a narrow range of
formally taught subjects, to one where the curriculum embodied the ideals
of a more democratic, progressive and experiential form of education

advocated by philosophers such as John Dewey (1859-1952).°

The biographical histories of both groups of participants are included and
my findings suggest that these histories and early learning experiences
have contributed immensely to later success. On the strength of these
findings | argue that a background and education rich in opportunities for
experiential learning among interested and expert others provides the best

ingredients for later success.

*kkkk

The “Anthropological Turn” in Studies of Learning

Much of the research about learning, in the earlier part of the twentieth
century, emanated from the field of psychology and focussed on cognition
— on what happens in the mind. Much of the research was carried out in
laboratories and schools and involved psychometric forms of testing (Lave
1988:1). By contrast, around the same time, John Dewey’s insistence on
paying attention to the immanent, experiential and social nature of learning

provided an often controversial alternative view.

® Clarence Beeby (1902-1998) was the architect of this reform of education in New Zealand from
the 1940s until the 1960s. His reforms stayed largely unchanged until 1989. William Renwick,
who served as Director of Education during some of these years describes Beeby as a “practical-
minded empiricist [who had] the luck to have genius and the genius to have luck [and who
embarked on a] grand policy of educational reconstruction” (Renwick 1992:vii, viii). Further
anecdotes referring to Beeby and his philosophy are evident in the stories of the artist/maker
participants.



From the literature | have covered there is an obvious trend in learning
research which appears to have gathered momentum around the 1970’s.
Articles by Marilyn Notkin, Jack Haas and Hannah Marshall in an issue of
American Behavioural Scientist (1972) on “situational learning”, provide
early examples of the further recognition of the importance of social
context in the processes of learning and skill acquisition. In Jean Lave’s
(1988) study of the use of mathematics in everyday activity, the author set
out to create a “social anthropology of cognition [recognising the possibility

that] cognition is in fact a complex social phenomenon” (Lave 1988).”

It is from these studies and the many similar ethno-methodological
examples that ensued, that researchers have been able to gain a fuller
understanding of how people learn, and what may constitute a good
learning environment. This emphasis on the situational nature of learning
elicited a response from a number of cognitive scientists, resulting in a
1993 special issue of the Journal of Cognitive Science focussed entirely
on the debate between proponents of the two different world views -
symbolic representation and situated activity - in accounting for learning in
humans.® Debates about the contextual/activity theory/situational versus

the phenomenological nature of learning have continued.

Keller and Keller (1996), in their study of artisanal blacksmithing,

recognise the need to make use of both world views, arguing for a

higher order intellectual synthesis to be derived from a complementarity of
theoretical positions and comparative investigation of empirical settings ...
Both symbolic representations and situational action are essential to an
adequate account of the acquisition and application of domain-specific
knowledge (170, 171).

" It is noted that Lave’s work was also influenced by educational philosophers such as John
Dewey.
8 e.g. Vera and Simon (1993).



Anthropologist Gregory Bateson argued that the combination of various
fields of thought was the best strategy for making new discoveries:
“...combination is the most precious tool of science” (Bateson 1972:75).

Or, as Sennett (2008) would argue, “the border is where learning occurs”.

Bateson argued that not only should the experimental psychologist’s
findings be taken into consideration but also that these should be
combined with those of anthropologists working in the many different
cultures around the world. This provides another early example of a
theorist arguing for the utility of interdisciplinary considerations, in this
case that the cognitive and the social sciences should be intertwined in
any analysis of action. In other words, he believed that rather than thinking
“logically” about how the mind works, we should think of the “mind” more in
terms of an ecological system, or, “an ecology of mind” (Donaldson
1991:xii).° Or, as Bateson also nicely sums it up, “that wider knowing [...]
the glue holding together ... the total biological world in which we live and

have our being” (cited in Donaldson 1991:xiii, emphasis in the original).

*kkkk

Ideas of the situated nature of learning have, as noted above, arisen from
the many ethnographic accounts of practised activity, demonstrating the
value of the ethnographic method. Fieldwork enables the ethnographer to
produce rich and “thick” descriptions (Geertz 1973) where the field is
regarded in an holistic manner and where all elements may be of potential

importance and of analytic value.

% Bateson defined his concept of “an ecology of mind” as “a new way of thinking about the nature
of order and organisation in living systems, a unified body of theory so encompassing that it
illuminates all particular areas of study of biology and behaviour. It is interdisciplinary, but not in
the usual and simple sense of exchanging information across lines of discipline, but in discovering
patterns common to many disciplines” (Donaldson 1991 :xii, citing Bateson).



Michael Coy (1989) Bill Haase (1998), Jean Lave (1977, 1988, 1996,
1997, 2011) and Jonathan Singleton (1998) are among the writers who
have applied wider recognition to the concept and the value of
apprenticeship as a form of learning. Building on work carried out by
earlier researchers such as Esther Goody (1982, 1989), Jack Haas
(1972), Eugen Herrigal (1953) and Gladys Reichard (1934), a number of
these writers also demonstrate the usefulness for anthropologists of
undertaking apprenticeship themselves in the fields which they chose to

study.

More recently, these works have been joined by those such as Greg
Downey (2007, 2010) Anna Portisch (2010) Nicolette Makovicky (2010)
and Trevor Marchand (2003, 2007, 2008, 2009, 2010a,b,c; Erin O’Connor
2005). The aim of these latter writers was to understand better those
forms of knowledge represented in the physical techniques of making that
were not easily described in words. Downey and Marchand’s work also
utilises findings from the study of neuro-science. Marchand argues

therefore that:

engagement with this knowledge calls for good-old-fashioned fieldwork
with an expanded critical notion of what ‘intelligence’ is and where we
might seek to find it ... this engagement is characterised by participation,
coupled with close observation and detailed description of the
multifactorial factors that inform the production and reproduction of the
expert knowledge in situ ... We need to investigate how knowledge is
constituted, under what conditions and in which contexts, and how
systems of knowledge are produced and reproduced (Marchand 2003:46,
47).

| did not set out to undertake an apprenticeship in precision engineering.
This would have entailed that | be (most likely) a young man under the age
of twenty with a strong affinity to metalworking and that | would need to
follow a pre-apprenticeship course for at least six months. | did not
particularly wish to learn to use engineering machinery even while | greatly
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admire those who do. However, | have undertaken various forms of
apprenticeship and learning in the past and feel that | have a strong
understanding already of what it means to learn to be a maker of things. |

have also had experience with various forms of machinery.°

In addition, as Coy points out, when fieldwork is being carried out as a part
of “learning to be” an ethnographer, it is effectively the “doing” part of the
apprenticeship, the “rite of passage” (Coy 1989:xi:),** to becoming an
anthropologist, and comprises a number of similar elements to other forms
of apprenticeship. | became aware early on of this aspect of my study. |
was discussing the apprentice assessment processes with James, one of

the apprentices, and we had this exchange:

| mean if you can do it on paper, doesn’t necessarily mean you'll be good
at it in practice which is why | think the apprenticeship is better than going
to uni or something — for what | do anyway. Someone like you there’s not
really any way you can do workplace training.

| replied immediately, even though | had not previously given this a lot of
thought:

In a way this is my apprenticeship. That is what | am doing, although |
have done research before, this is a big lot. | have supervisors and | have
a six month progress report due in at the moment ... | guess it’s just a
different sort of apprenticeship.

19 My list of holiday jobs included work in a shearing shed and cleaning work in a geriatric
hospital ward. The latter required the use of heavy industrial floor polishers and a keen awareness
of torque and speed. I trained and practised as a children’s dental therapist and as such became
very aware of the fine balance of speed and pressure that is required in the use of a dental drill and
the care to be taken in the preparation and polishing of silver amalgam fillings. | have also had a
long term interest in various forms of crafting and have both taught and exhibited in the area of
textiles.

1 Coy draws on the work of Johnson who pointed out that “our field research is the rite of passage
that permits us access to our own occupation”.
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Thus, at various points | will identify some of the parallels of my own
experience as an apprentice ethnographer to those of the engineering

apprentices.

...apprenticeship is interesting for anthropology because it is also the
method by which an anthropologist learns about a different culture ... An
ethnographer is indeed a learner in the society he or she tries to
understand (Iguchi 2000:147, following Fukushima).

*kkkk

The New Zealand Policy Context

As my research continued against a backdrop of economic crisis the
discussion of skills needs changed to include “low productivity” as an
additional factor to be blamed on the “lack of skills”. Education and training
continued to be seen as the solution to the problem. However, less
attention was paid to the state of labour relations, conditions of work, or of

remuneration for that work.

Labour relations have become a largely no-go area in contemporary New
Zealand. Perceptions of the value of different types of work also lead to
some being framed as of much less value than others and subsequently
these workers are given considerably lower remuneration for that work.?
This also results in various types of work being viewed as less attractive
career options at the level of high school where such choices are often

made.

12 sayer (2011:7) would describe this phenomenon within “...the theory of contributive justice ...
a normative theory concerning divisions of labour between jobs of different qualities that provide
their holders with unequal possibilities for realising their potential”. And, one might add, unequal
rewards. As Sayer notes: “Once this division is normalised it can easily appear that the inequalities
are merely reflections of individual ability and effort” (7).
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Comparatively lower wages also lead to a constant outflow of trained and
experienced workers to other countries. In many instances the reason for
this outflow is simply the wish of graduates and other young workers to
experience life and travel in other countries, and for some, to gain further
professional experience. Many in this category do eventually return after a
few years, often with improved knowledge and employability, and greater

maturity, but a high proportion do not.

For these others the decision to work overseas is one that is based on
seeking better remuneration for the work that they do. This group
comprises a much broader demographic which includes whole families
leaving so that more lucrative opportunities are available for the
breadwinner(s). Thus, companies often lose experienced and valuable
staff, especially at times of economic downturn when available work
declines and jobs are threatened. It often takes considerable time to
rebuild the capability of a company to achieve adequate staff levels or to
meet its production targets, if this has occurred.

Blaming the current education system itself is another line of argument
that is frequently put forth for the lack of productivity and suitable job
applicants. There is a pervasive argument at policy level that our state
education system is not meeting the needs of many of our young learners
and that this reflects a deficit in the system and even in the teachers
themselves. It is then currently argued that this situation would be best
corrected by increasing the number of private education facilities which
would then operate within a market model (Clark 2010). These institutions
may then be judged through a “robust” system of audit in the same

manner as other businesses.

In bringing together my knowledge gained from the ethnographic research
undertaken, along with extant related literature, | provide a corrective to
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prevailing misconceptions in regard to precision engineer apprentices.
There are misconceptions and assumptions implicit in related policy
discourse that as a trade this may be taught to those who have otherwise
failed at formal schooling. As such, more of this and other forms of trade

training are argued to be an answer to the social problems that beset this

group.

My findings support my arguments that the histories and early learning
experiences of apprentices (or learners in any field) are critical to their
later learning and that a broad experiential form of education provides a
strong basis for success. My findings also suggest that insufficient
attention is paid to the availability and quality of those who will be the
teachers and mentors in such workplaces. Lastly, it will be seen that the
availability and quality of work are necessary elements in the processes of

workplace learning and that these require more careful consideration.

A number of the participants commented on policy issues at various
points. In addition, as | was researching a group within my own society |
was also frequently reminded of the political background to the study.
While | provide some background information of the relevant policy areas,
in depth analyses of them does not form a part of the thesis. Rather, |
focus on relating the stories of learning and skill development told and
demonstrated by the participants. In so doing the ethnography provides
an example of places where good learning occurs and high quality work is

produced.

*kkkk
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Apprenticeship, Education and Manufacturing — an Overview

As noted later in the discussion of apprenticeship, the first major European
emigration to New Zealand began during the nineteenth century. While
education in Europe had a long and rich history which placed emphasis on
studies of the arts, politics, philosophy and ethics, the move to educate a
greater part of the population in Britain at the time was driven by the needs
of industrialisation. Thus, New Zealand inherited an education system that

was designed largely to serve industry and instil a strong work ethic.

The notion of the work ethic appears to be still strong as it is mentioned by
a number of Stafford men from both management and the shop floor as
being something that is a necessary attribute for the apprentices to be
successful. The notion of a work ethic may have lost its attachment to
“religion and ethical meaning” (Modrack 2008) but as in the past and as is
noted above, not all hard work is well rewarded from the point of view of

those who do the work.

Views of education have changed over the years. It can be argued to be
either a private or a public good. A change from the first view to the
second can be seen to have occurred in the strong wave of egalitarianism
which was a feature of mid-twentieth century New Zealand. As
unemployment began to rise during the latter half of the century, education
was argued to be capable of ameliorating social disadvantage. Then, as
neo-liberal, market ideology began to emerge, education became again to
be argued to be at least to some extent a private good and thus a larger

portion of the cost of it was transferred to students at tertiary level.

*kkkk
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The history of manufacturing in New Zealand is a chequered one.
Geoffrey Thornton’s (1982) study of historical industrial architecture
highlights the extent of industrial manufacture that flourished in the country
during the third quarter of the nineteenth century as the growing

population sought to become self-sufficient.

However, the story of manufacturing during the twentieth century is one of
fluctuating fortunes. In a country where the main export was primary
produce, manufacturing, apart from during times of war such as World War
Il and the Korean War, was largely a secondary industry to serve the

needs of the domestic market.

Many goods manufactured in the “mother country” were promoted as
being superior to those made locally but were often relatively expensive
and subject to import restrictions at various times. As the result of this
difficulty in obtaining items or because of the length of time it took for them
to arrive, there was a great deal of “making do and mending”, or, what is

known as the “No. 8 wire” strategy (Bridges and Downs 2000).:

*kkkk

Many reasons other than skill levels and supply can be given for the low
productivity that is argued in a comparison of New Zealand with, for
example, Australia. First and foremost, the population is a relatively small
one. This represents a smaller available number of customers and
consumers so that economies of scale are not always an available

business strategy.

3 This description arose from the frequent use of No. 8 fencing wire as a valuable mending
material.
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New Zealand is at a distance from large markets and the country was slow
to respond when Britain, the destination of the majority of exports, joined
the European Union in 1973. For New Zealand, where primary produce
was the major export, this meant a huge reduction in earnings. The rising
oil prices of the 1970s added further to the economic downturn. From this
time, increasing globalisation was driven by corporations and large
companies seeking low wage, low compliance locations offshore to
manufacture their goods. This resulted in a huge reduction in domestic
manufacture as it became cheaper (at least in the short term) to import

many goods.

Until relatively recently, and likely because of the emphasis on primary
produce production, there has not been as much emphasis on the
invention and development of new forms of manufactured products. The
need and impetus for such activity has really only been in evidence since
the upheaval of the 1970’s and the more recent engagement in the area
described as “hi-tech” (Callaghan 2009).

From the employees’ point of view in New Zealand, another major impact
was the introduction of the Employment Contracts Act 1991 and its
subsequent iterations as the Employment Relations Act 2000 and the
Employment Relations Amendment Act 2004 (Walker 2007) which have
had the effect of keeping wages progressively lower in relation to other
OECD countries and in particular, to Australia, our nearest neighbour. The
legislation also effectively undermined the power of collective bargaining,
making union membership optional, and contractual employment
arrangements a matter between employer and each individual worker
(Anderson 1991; Law 1991).* It has also resulted in an ever widening

gap between the lowest and highest earners.

4 Anderson notes of the original Act, that in addition to “changing the focus from the collective to
the individual level ... The Act also alters the nature of labour law in two significant ways: it
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In addition, changes to the socio-political landscape of the country resulted
from the swift adoption of neo-liberal financial policies introduced by the
Labour Party in the late 1980’s, on the pretext that with the country in a
near bankrupt state “there [was] no alternative” (Kelsey 1993). The fall of
this Government in 1990 saw the ideology extended to all areas of
government policy by the more right leaning National Governments of the
next nine years (Hazledine and Quiggin 2006; Jesson 1987, 1999; Kelsey
1997, 2002).

As Buchanan and Jakubauskas observe:

One of the major legacies of the ‘new right’ ascendancy was the denial of
choices about the future ... [and the frequently heard assertion that] ...
‘there is no alternative’ (TINA) to increased reliance on market
mechanisms (2010:32).

As they also note, that belief grew to become “conventional policy
wisdom ... [and] ... a part of wider ‘market populism’ with deep roots in
civil society” (32). These roots can be seen to extend to the shop floor
and beyond as workers themselves appear to believe in the primacy of the
importance of business profitability. Wary of unions that in the past lost
public support through sometimes unreasonable practices, and with the
knowledge of the recent decades of manufacturing instability, they largely
appear to place their belief instead in a strong employment “market’

based on productive businesses, to provide the work they want.

abandons the system of registered awards enforceable in their own right and instead opts for
enforcement through the law of contract, albeit with separate procedures, and it brings all
employment contracts within the new regime” (Anderson 1991:127). The ability of unions to act
for workers appears to be reduced mainly to issues of safety, along with some input into training
programmes (Piercy 2000). An example of this is the involvement of union representatives in the
Industry Training Federation (itf). Only in those areas where union (or collective) activity remains
relatively strong (such as education, medicine and law) are members able to collectively argue for
improved working conditions or to seek or set higher levels of remuneration for the work they do.
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However, it is not only workers who are affected by these changes, but
also the smaller businesses themselves. The “race to the bottom” (Brecher
and Costello 1994; Seabrook 1990) that is the reality resulting from the
rise of market ideology and global corporate power, sees many
businesses succumb to forces outside their field of control. Likewise, the
constant need to reduce production costs, while appearing to affect most
immediately the wage rates of those who do the work, also causes worry

for business owners.

The CEO at Stafford Engineering commented at the time when the 2008
downturn had begun to have an impact on the company, that even he was
somewhat perplexed about how events were affecting his operation. He
appeared to feel that much about the situation was beyond his control:

[ hayendt really got- my head arownd o yet but [ always
thouwght — we make thingsy — that will always be needed —
bt with tHhis happening | feel like were just a cog in a
money ~go—rowund (FND 10.3.09).

Although he had taken over the company during a time of economic
recession and had since weathered other difficult periods, this time it
appeared to be having a different effect and one which he did not yet fully

understand.

He has since identified a number of the global and political issues which
present challenges to the company. | have summarised these from a

recent newspaper article:

The exchange rate: the weakness of the US dollar which is
affecting the strength of the New Zealand and Australian dollar.
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The effects of globalisation: the rate of and constant nature of

change is difficult to manage.

Global changes in company ownership structure affect relationships

that take years to build.

The impact of low cost economies affects traditional manufacturing

supply chains offshore, and import substitutions.

The New Zealand cost structure is making us uncompetitive (cited
in Blake 2011).

*kkkk

In recent discussions relating to skills and training, the literature is
beginning to reflect an awareness of, and address, wider issues in the
skills discussion. The problems with supply-side focussed policy were
being signalled some time ago as a number of authors (Higgins 1993,
2001; Keep 1999, 2006, 2007, 2009; Murray 2004; Strathdee 2005a,
2010) identified issues around the demand for, and utilisation of, skKill
rather than simply the lack thereof. The need for policy that would
stimulate the demand for skilled workers has been recognised for some
time but the education and skills rhetoric as a solution to both productivity
and social problems remains, as it has provided an ideologically neutral
policy platform for successive governments (Keep 2009). As Keep argues,
increasing skill levels through increased education and training is one of

the “grand narratives” of neo-liberalism.

Governments in a number of countries including New Zealand have been

slow to acknowledge this problem, although New Zealand has been noted
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(Keep 2007) for its broader approach with its involvement of training
providers, businesses and unions (through the Industry Training
Federation) in the organisation of industry training.”> The actual
involvement, however, has turned out to be less than was at first
envisaged. Industry Training Organisations (ITO’s) were set up during the
early 1990’s with the view that individual industries would eventually fully
fund and take over the responsibility for them. Now, twenty years later,
most of the funding for these is still taxpayer provided. Also, during a time
when the size and power of most unions as an effective voice for workers
has been decimated, it is difficult to ascertain to what degree the unions

can influence any policy.

While approaches such as that of Bryson (2010)'® with the notion of
capability, provide useful contributions, | argue that more emphasis must
be placed elsewhere. Writers such as sociologist Richard Sennett (2008)
and Matthew Crawford (2009) and the authors of recent ethnographies
(e.g. lguchi 2000; Keller and Keller 1996; Lave 1996, 1997, 2011;
Marchand 2010b, 2010c; Orr 1996; Singleton 1998; Stout 2002), through
their rich descriptions and analysis of skilled practice, describe a more
complex reality than is currently recognised. In recognising their work and
adding to their discussions, this is an area where my research can make a
useful contribution. The ethnography provides as its major focus a picture

of a contemporary industrial workplace and the learning that occurs there.

By giving recognition to the biographies of the participants and their
histories of learning | will demonstrate the need for a much broader

approach to be considered in arguments about education and training. My

% The Industry Training Federation was set up to involve representatives from training
organisations, industry and trade unions in the development of effective training policy. They
appear to provide a major source of policy advice to government. “The Industry Training
Federation (ITF) is a membership-based organisation, representing Industry Training
Organisations (ITOs) to government and working with agencies and sector groups to improve the
policy for and delivery of industry skill development and workplace learning” (Industry Training
Federation 2009).

18 Also, Bryson and O’Neil (2009a, 2009b).
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findings show that at the level of family and community, in terms of
creating what has often been aimed for — a vibrant creative/knowledge
economy/society - this approach must begin with an understanding and
acknowledgement of, and an investment in, the real needs of the younger
members of society, their families and communities (whatever their
structure).'” In other words, we need to pay more attention to the building

blocks of society itself.

Two major discussions of skill are identified in this thesis. While both focus
on skill, they appear at first to belong in different realms. The two realms |
identify are, firstly, one where the teaching of skills is simply an under-
theorised tool of the education and training policy which shapes the
environment of education and skill development; and, secondly, one
where the very nature of skill and its acquisition and development are
considered in terms of physiology, cognition and phenomenology and the
way these may affect human development, learning and education. There
is often a lack of recognition that the conditions necessary for the
development and emergence of skill depend on recognition of

interrelationships between the realms.

The focus in the definition of skill given in many policy documents is on the
individual, and as such is therefore something presented as able to be
changed at the individual level (no doubt through sufficient training), rather
than on the context in which the individual becomes a part of his or her
community and wider society. In other words, this individual appears
devoid of familial and communal ties, as a malleable entity upon which can

be overlaid or instilled, any number of “skills”.

Y An initiative developed by the Otorohanga Council to reduce what they saw as the wasted
potential of many of their school leavers, has seen the town reduce the unemployment and crime
statistics in this town considerably (Macfie 2011). The scheme attracted endorsement and funding
from central government within the education budget. However, in the recent wholesale slashing
of budgets, the scheme is now under threat (Carson and Gardner 2012).
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A number of literature reviews of “workplace learning” have recently been
published (e.g. Harris et al. 2009)*. While these provide useful
contributions, they do not attempt to provide particularly holistic analyses
of what education may be (e.g. Beeby 1992; Biesta 2004, 2006, 2009;
Dewey 1916, 1959, 1966, 2009; Edwards 2010; Renwick 1986). Instead,
many continue to espouse and rely on what has been termed the training
“gospel” (Strathdee and Hughes 2000).

At the same time, an international trend in labour usage has been the
huge increase in work in the service sector, in contract and outsourced
work (which through contestation and competition drives labour prices
down), and in supposedly lesser skilled and part-time jobs which often
provide little financial or job security for those workers (Crouch, Finegold
and Sako 1999; de Bruin, Dupuis and Spoonley 2004; Strathdee 2010).

Also, it has been found that contract and part-time work are, for the most
part, barriers to improving the life chances and the development of
workers’ “capabilities” (Bryson 2010).1° Effectively, education and training
are promoted as a magic bullet to improve economic and social problems,

but the target is one that has been slowly disintegrating around us.

'8 Gemma Piercy, Michael Law and the late Paul Harris (Harris, Piercy and Law 2009) of Waikato
University’s Centre for Labour and Trade Union Studies, provide an overview of a number of
these including Fenwick and Rubenson 2005 (Canada); Vaughan 2008 (New Zealand); and Misko
2008 (Australia). Harris et al. also note the recent increased interest in the topic of workplace
learning, the number of different academic disciplines contributing, the overwhelming result of
this flood of interest, and the often diverse and contradictory nature of the analyses, conclusions
and recommendations that has resulted (Harris et al. 2009:10).

19 This recent volume and related publications by Jane Bryson and her colleagues was based on a
research project which involved a number of different employment sectors. Using Amartya Sen’s
notion of “human capability” as a theoretical tool for analysis, she and her colleagues and co-
authors have devised an improved Human Capability Framework as a way of assessing what does
and doesn’t support the development of human capability in the workplace. Their research
demonstrates that many of the labour practices favoured and promoted within management
literature are not only drivers of human capability but are also at the same time, barriers to its
development in its widest sense.
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...neo-liberalism produces losers as well as winners in the deregulated
market it creates. Indeed, some might go further and argue that a labour
market configured along the lines recommended by neo-liberal doctrine
needs a large tier of low end, low paid work in order to function (Keep and
James 2010:24).

The types of skills that are required for many jobs are not always those
that may be learned within an institutional setting (Grugulis and Vincent
2009).%° Matthew Crawford, a philosopher who worked at a Washington
think tank and who left this work to open his own motor cycle repair shop,

summed up this situation well:

The college student interviews for a job as a knowledge worker, and finds
that the corporate recruiter never asks him about his grades and doesn’t
care what he majored in. He senses that what is demanded of him is not
knowledge but rather that he can project a certain kind of personality, an
affable complaisance. Is all his hard work just for show ...? There seems
to be a mismatch between form and content, and a growing sense that
the official story we’ve been telling ourselves about work is somehow
false (Crawford 2009:9).

*kkkk

The Research and the Methodology

...we are all of us, researchers and subjects alike, in traction across the
fields of our lives. There never was and will never be a material ‘there’
and a mental ‘here’: they make and remake each other at every step.

Paul Willis 2011%*

20 Rob Strathdee (2005a:437) has also questioned “the ability of new qualifications frameworks
and assessment systems to promote innovation and social inclusion”. He concludes that in the
contemporary labour market, qualifications, while important, are not enough. “...qualifications
tend not to measure the qualities employers require ... Qualifications do not measure the qualities,
knowledge or dispositions associated with innovation” (Strathdee 2005a:453).

2! Cited in Lave 2011 (cover review).
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The Research Participants

My research at the engineering company resulted from a direct approach
to the CEO. | explained that | wanted to find out more about how people
learn the skills they have and that | had read about the company and was
interested because of his ideas about apprenticeship. On my first meeting
with him, the CEO gave me a tour of the shop floor where | met a number
of the men. He supplied me with a blue tradesman’s work coat and
informed me that | would have to obtain some more appropriate footwear

before spending time there.

At the engineering company, while | had the agreement of the owner to
carry out the research, | did not initially have the individual consent of
those who worked within the company. For this reason my early
interactions with the men were fairly tentative. Visitors to the shop floor
were frequent so it seemed my presence there would not be unusual.
Effectively, | remained a “visitor”, albeit one who for a while was around

more than many.

While a small number of the men did not wish to take part in a formal
interview they were mostly still happy to talk about their work, at work. As |
moved around the shop floor | made a point of greeting all but took care to
keep out of the way whenever | sensed it was not appropriate to engage
further with them. Not everyone was comfortable about being watched
while working. At other times it was simply that all their concentration had

to be on the task at hand.

While the majority of the participants chose to use their own names, a
small number chose pseudonyms. However, because the company has a

relatively small staff and because of their diversity in terms of age and
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work history, along with the positions they held at the time of the research,
most of the men could be identified. To avoid identification, in these cases
| have used several pseudonyms for each of those individuals. While this
may cause some confusion to the reader, | have chosen this strategy in
preference to leaving out what | believe are valuable comments and
anecdotes. In other instances | have avoided identification of individuals
by summarising groups of comments which are similar, or, have included

such material in more general discussion.

Being in a field | am more familiar with, my engagement with the artists
was not intended to be as extensive as the time | would spend at the
factory and would likely require only a few visits to their workshops and
consist mainly of an interview. Three of the artist participants were known
to me through a variety of connections. | approached one of the instrument
makers after reading about his work in a newspaper and then found that
his son was also a luthier, so subsequently contacted him as well.?* The
consent process with the artist/makers was straightforward.

All participants gave written consent before their interviews which were
carried out in the place of their choice — some at work, some at their

homes or studios, some at my home, one at a pub.

Photographs

| have interspersed the text with photographs as they add another
dimension to the verbal descriptions. They show the wealth of artefacts
which constitute the environments in which the various participants work.
In the workshop | always asked permission of those | was photographing. |

did the same before | photographed assemblies or parts since | did not

22 |etters of information were provided to all prospective participants. Copies of these and the
consent form and confidentiality statement are provided in Appendix 1.
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want to inadvertently disclose something that might be of a confidential

nature.”

The Interviews

In conducting the interviews | prepared a number of questions and topics
for discussion but these were used only in a semi-structured manner as

the interviewees also sometimes introduced their own topics. 2

An interview conversation is a different entity from the conversation that
takes place at the field site. We may argue that when we ask people to sit
down and explain what they do, how they do it and what they think about
it, they can be endlessly creative in their responses. However, | believe
that this representation of ideas and thought is no less valid than my
representation of my observations and interactions with the men on the
shop floor. Any account will be selective to some degree, even with the
best of intentions. Grasseni (2007) notes that good analysis results from
“good looking”, but that the insights that can potentially result from good
looking may also take time to rise to the level where we become aware of
them or are able to make sense of them; at any one time, analysis and
therefore representation, may be incomplete.

In reflecting on their learning, the tradesmen and apprentices were
constructing an account of what they thought about their learning.
However, their accounts during the interviews followed the nature of the
content of the many comments | heard informally in the first few days at

the company, when my questions were new to them and thus answered

% Douglas Harper (1987) also used photographs as a means of eliciting more detailed and accurate
descriptions from the man whose workshop he studied. As time went by | also found that the
Stafford men were interested in the photographs | took and at the interviews they provided an
opening for further discussion. At a later point | also used large cards to display copies of the
photographs in the lunchroom and the men took home those they wished to keep.

¢ Examples of the interview questions and topics are in Appendix 2.
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more spontaneously. At the same time, both these comments about
learning and the comments, opinions and expectations of others, were
sometimes contradictory in themselves. Rather than reflecting error or
inaccuracy in the accounts, they highlight the very individual nature and

contexts of their learning and work experiences and beliefs.

The interviews also provided me with a much enriched understanding of
both the work and the men who did it. In the busy, noisy workshop where
earplugs are worn to counteract that noise, conversation was not always
easy. The information | gained through the interviews expanded my
knowledge of the men and the work considerably and seemed to increase
their understanding of, and the trust they had in, my presence in their
workplace. And, | believe that in the process of those interviews they

could also gain from their reflections on their learning and practice.

Encountering the “Field”

In Bronislaw Malinowski’s ethnography of the Trobriand Islands (Young
ed. 1979:119) there is a photograph of Malinowski among canoes and
men on a beach. He is apparently talking to an informant. The
ethnographer stands, somewhat aloof, dressed in white shirt and trousers;
observer of all around him. However, it is also evident that those he is
observing are equally mindful of his presence and are equally observers in
the scene. Whether he was aware of this or not, we cannot tell. However,
it is a photograph that came to mind very early on in the research as |
thought about my first visits to the shop floor and feeling very much a

visitor.

On the first day of my fieldwork visits the CEO was away and Luke the

human resource manager went through the company’s standard induction
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process. This included signing a form to say | had been made aware of
possible hazards in that workplace, and a full tour of the facility and helpful
explanations of the various parts of the business. As we went around he
also introduced me to a number of the men and explained briefly what 1

was doing there. | reported the following in my fieldwork diary:

! wandered about fo- see what others were working on budt/
Al not feel entirely comportable ay | wasy aware that a
nwmber of the men A not know- exactly why | was there
Two- incidents reminded me that | wag in someone elge’s
workspace:. One of the men came over art one point and
remunded me fo- always wear my safefy glasses when
warching someone working. He sacd of [ was not in consrol
of the machine [ had no-confrol over when something meght
Ay off [ thanked him and found owvd later that a number
of the men had been concerned abowdt the safefy aspects of
my presence, not realising thart [ had been made aware of
these

The other incident occrwred at morning fea break when
alongside the men [ made a coffee then placed the wsed
spoon on the bench?s [ was mmediately fold, ‘We put all
the dirty dishes over there iin the fray fo- be washed’. [
guessed they were wsed fo- training’ all new- sfaff members
and [ realiged | wag already being fold ‘how fhings work
around here’. These incidents also- reminded me that | foo-
wag being ‘watehed’ (FND 21.11.07).

| was always aware that | was a visitor in someone else’s domain and |
always tried to be considerate of the men’s reactions to being watched.

The topic came up on a number of occasions and it was also something

2 At this point the new lunchroom was under construction so that everyone was making do with
some available space to one side of the shop floor.



29

that | often discussed during interviews. Below are some of the comments

that gave me a general sense of how the men perceived my presence.

| mentioned to apprentice James that | had appreciated being able to
watch what he was doing and asked about it.

Sometimes it can put you a bit on edge but generally speaking it's all
right. | think the worst thing is if you make a stuff-up and someone’s
watching you, you feel pretty stink about it. You know, you might be doing
something that’s not strictly the right way to do it...

| assured him that at that stage that since it was all new to me, | probably
wouldn’t know the difference. At the same time, from my point of view,
mistakes are a part of learning and were of equal interest to me. Greg,
another apprentice at the time, felt quite strongly about being watched. He
had previously worked in a company where he had found supervision to

have been invasive.

| don’t mind it as in a person like what you do ... but ... | suppose if it was
the boss putting his nose over... yeah | would have a problem. Most of
them, like even the older guys there, don’t like people looking over their
shoulders. It’s all right to go up to them and say, ‘How’s it going [name],
blah, blah, blah’, but to look over and watch him while he’s working ...
well, no. Everyone has their own space.

| commented that everyone also needed to be careful around the

machinery as well.

Yes, [it's] very dangerous. A lathe is one of the most dangerous
machines.
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Greg was here reinforcing the need for safety to always to be considered,
and, of the potential for distraction to cause an accident. Although | was
aware of this from the beginning | soon came to realise that it presented a
challenge to any observer and took care when approaching the men at

their machines.

Some time later while asking a tradesman about doing an interview and
commenting that it was often difficult to have conversations on the shop
floor he commented, “Yes, you really need all your concentration or you
can make a mistake, get distracted.” | was talking with another apprentice
one day and he identified a further hazard as he worked. He was turning a

part on one of the lathes.

Small cunrly were flying off the machine. They're abowt SO0
degrees’ (He was not wsing liubricant at this point and there
wayg smoke coming from the pard). The st thing yow learn
& fo- keep Yo moufiv shunt: [f a piece of that flees cnfo- your
monthe the first thing yowr fongue does s move of ont and
e twenty fimes worse than getting brunt by a hot drink,
and s shavp ... | sef my goafee on fire once when a piece
Aewoff and landed on me’ (FND 5.2.08).

On one occasion while watching someone at a lathe, | was hit in the face

with a small bundle of swarf®® (not hot in this case) and was grateful for all

the advice about safety measures. The safety glasses protected my eyes
from any damage.

% «Swarf” is the metal or plastic curls which form and drop off as material is milled or turned.
Metal swarf is razor sharp and usually hot. The shape and colour of these metal shavings provide
valuable information about the process. They must be constantly removed or they can be caught
back up in the spinning machine and cause damage to both machine and the component under
manufacture.
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While observing the work on the lathes and mills did not present many
problems, watching the welders at work was more difficult. Because eyes
must be protected from the effects of the welding arc, the welders always
wear hoods which protect them from it. However, even at a distance and
reflected, this light can cause eye damage. For this reason, every welding
alcove is screened and the fabrication section is separated by a high wall.
While | spent time in this area when there was no welding going on, | did
not spend a lot of time watching welding work close up. | found the masks
heavy and somewhat claustrophobic and even had difficulty seeing

through the darkened visor.

| had decided that | needed to take some notes while on the shop floor so
carried a small notebook and pencil at all times. However, | kept the note-
taking to a minimum. If | wished to write more | would go to the lunchroom.
On one occasion a tradesman was explaining about measuring while he

worked at a mill:

! was wrifing some of hig commenss in my notebook: [Hef
sald, guife seriowgly, 1 hope yolre wrifing good tHiings
about me, nothing bad’. [ said that | had fo- write things
down or | wowdd forget about them later. He seemed
reagonably happy, o not enfirely conyinced by my
explanafion: [ made a mental note fo- be ready with a betfer
argwer fo- fhus quesfion for the fisuwe — or, fo- make my
explanation first (FND 4.12.07).

On this same occasion | also had cause to be concerned that | was

interrupting his concentration on the job.

He had almost complefed the piece he was machining and
placed one more fool on the shank. He carefilly measuped
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the distance of the cudtting edge. However, instead of the tool
being free of the component as he had thowghts when the
ande caught the component and iced the fop off the
carefilly made piece. We both stepped back as the pieces
Sflew:

[ had siomply been watching art fhes point bud wondered of
my presence was a digtraction: It was alyo- mid affernoon
and a hot day so- of was also- possihble that atfention leyely
are affected by this ay well (FND 4.12.07).

Despite these challenges | gained immensely from the opportunity to
spend time on that shop floor. | learned about the men and the work they
did, what they thought about it and how they thought it was best learned.
Some appeared comfortable carrying on their work while | watched,
sometimes talking about what they were doing. Others would stop what
they were doing when | paused to watch them so | sometimes also felt |
was holding up work. As time went by | did feel more comfortable about
being there and apparently the same could be said for most of the men, of

my presence.

[ had remarked to- Kaleh [the shop floor manager] that | was
always a bt concerned that | might be in the way. He said,
Oh nos yorlre just a part of the frunihuwe nows Were wsed
tor goue being here (FND 22.1.08).

*kkkk

The shop floor was a new world for me to some extent but because it was
a place where people made things and worked with materials | felt an

affinity with many of its elements. | was not unused to large machinery,
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having been brought up in environments that included the machinery of
farms, sawmills and gold dredging. | also had a history of operating small
machinery of various types so was aware of the need for consideration of
speed and feed, and had some knowledge of working with metals and of

their physical properties.

In addition to considering these elements and the social aspects of the
shop floor, the first and continuing impressions of being there are also
sensual ones. The shop floor engages all the senses. A written description
can provide only pieces of this experience. As will be described in the
discussion of the sharing of practical, embodied knowledge itself, the
viewer (or, in this case, the reader) will assemble their own impression

from their perceptions of the available information | have provided.

Along with this thesis | would like to have also provided a box of artefacts
from the shop floor which would have given readers an opportunity of
having more than a verbal description of the multisensory experience of
that site. This box would have contained some of the more commonly
used materials such as stainless steel and Umpy,?’ so that the reader
could appreciate the feel and qualities of those materials; the slippery
soapiness of the white, slightly translucent plastic Umpy and the cold,
clean feel and the weight of the stainless steel. The reader might gain a
sense that one could achieve precision in machining such a piece of metal
and that it could be polished to a fine and pleasing finish. Some curls of
metal swarf might alert the viewer to the razor sharpness of this by-product
of the machining processes, and its colour to the heat that may have been

generated during its removal.

2 UHMWPE - ultra-high-molecular-weight polyethylene — is a tough, non-toxic, thermo-plastic
material which has wide industrial application including use in the food processing industry and
even in human implant technology.
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There would be a separate container holding a cloth soaked in coolant, the
fluid that flows in a system of piping and tubes throughout the shop floor
and because of its constant use, the smell of which permeates the air at all
times. It is a clean, almost disinfectant smell, not unpleasant but with

undertones which identify it as some form of petroleum based liquid.?®

A sound recording would have provided a helpful but sometimes less
pleasant sensory experience than that of the other items. At times there is
a busy loud hum of the lathes and mills rising and falling as they wind up
or down in their engagement with plastic or metal as pieces are milled and
turned. There is the soft heavy clunk of the folding machine, the hissing of
the laser and the clanking sounds as frames and sheet metal are moved
into place. At other times the sound level requires full ear protection as a
particular operation such as sawing or grinding produces a much louder,
more discordant racket. There is at some points clanging and the sound of
other machinery such as the forklift being driven about the shop floor, or of

the gantry crane gliding along overhead.

Like touch, sound is a part of the embodied experience of the men and is
integral to their work. Discussions about the prevalence of the use of
sound as a diagnostic tool or as a consideration in safe working practice
are evident in the stories of the men and my descriptions of the work.
Sound on the shop floor is an undercurrent which signifies for the workers
the status of the machinery and the safety or otherwise of their
environment. As noted above, for an observer, sound often provided a
challenge in terms of discussions with the men. Like them, | wore soft
earplugs most of the time as | moved among the machines. However,
these are constantly being removed and replaced as conversation ebbs

and flows in the course of the work.

*kkkk

%8 Coolant is also known as metal working fluid (MWF) or metal removing fluid (MRF) and is a
mix containing oil and water, generally in a ratio averaging about five percent oil.
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An Analysis of Terms

- Tradesmen, Engineers and “Masters”

I will use the words tradesman and engineer to describe those on the shop
floor who have completed an apprenticeship either formally or informally.
This is the way the men describe themselves. It appears that they use the
word tradesman when talking about their immediate colleagues, and
engineer when they are talking about their trade more generally. However,
this is not a neat division as the terms appear often to be interchangeable
even within these circumstances. In some instances the men are
described according to their area of work within the workshop e.g. welder
or polisher. Further confusion may arise when we include “professional”
engineers who have followed degree qualifications and passed
professional exams or related assessment and may act as independent
consultants. These divisions may also be seen as socially constructed
according notions of meritocracy, to the way different forms of work are

valued by society, or of the degree of personal responsibility they involve.

| also believe that the best of those who practise in this field have talent
and expertise which may be considered equal to many of those whom we
call “professionals” albeit within a somewhat different realm of practice.
Quantifying and comparing such expertise and talents is however, a very
difficult exercise for the reasons noted above. Within the traditional guild
system these individuals were considered “Masters” and had reached the
highest level of expertise and status within their field — effectively, a
“professional” craftsperson. For this reason | have chosen to capitalise the
word in places to emphasise this status. It is also useful to keep in mind
the use of master in the sense of being in charge of another person,
master as a verb, as in mastering a task, and Master as being in

possession of expert knowledge.
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- Craft

The word craft appears to be thought of in a number of ways. As a noun it
is sometimes used almost disparagingly when applied to some handmade
goods which may be of varying quality and of arguable aesthetic or
practical value. It may also be used to describe those items made in a
domestic, studio or workshop situation but which are considered to be at
the opposite end of this spectrum of quality, aesthetics and value (Dormer
1994, 1997).

As a verb the word describes the process of crafting and may equally
apply to the way we may build or “craft” our selves in our professions or
occupations and even our lives in general (Sennett 2008). In the context
of this research | find this latter use of the word particularly relevant as it is
effectively what is occurring on the shop floor in the crafting of quality
components and machinery. At the same time, it can be seen that the
men are also making or crafting their social and work environment. These
dynamics are equally at work in the studios and workshops of the

artist/makers interviewed.

- Craftsmen, Artists and Makers

As indicated above | will describe this group variously as
“craftsmen/women/people/person”, “artists” and “makers” depending on
the context of the discussion and their own applications of those words. |
view all these titles as interchangeable in many circumstances since it can
be seen that they are often the result of subjective assessments and
particular histories that have their bases in various notions of aesthetics,
class and “culture” in all its forms (Alberro 2003; Dormer 1994, 1997;

Freeland 2001; Kingwell 2003; Newdigate 1994).
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Printmaker Ruth Davey provided a telling example of these constantly
changing ascriptions. Because printmakers may run off a series of prints
from one plate, they were perceived in the art world as producing copies
and thus not “art”. As Ruth explained, this is not so, as each individual run
through of the press will result in subtle differences on the paper. No two
prints will ever be entirely identical. Similarly, a ceramicist who makes a
set of bowls on the wheel may produce a set of bowls which may be
similar but are unlikely to be exactly identical. At the same time, the
Stafford tradesmen often alluded to some examples of the engineering

work they did as being like “works of art”.

- Artisan

The term artisan is normally used in circumstances where the
craftsperson/artist is working in an environment such as a workshop where
the maker has a particular talent or area of expertise and goods are made
to order, i.e., a small area of niche production; but again the word has
shifting value (Hobsbawm 1984).

- manufacture

| have used this variation of the word manufacture to indicate the more
hands-on-materials nature of the process of making objects in the context
of an artisanal setting. This applies to work in both the engineering
workshop studied, and the workshops of the various artists/makers. |
created this variation of the word from its Latin parts and as such italicise
the beginning as the derivation of the Latin manus — the hand. However, it
is still a somewhat arbitrary division as there will always be some human
manual input into even the most highly mechanised or computerised forms
of production whether this is in the actual processes carried out or in the
need for someone to make and maintain the machines themselves. It is

simply further removed from the place where machine transforms material
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and as such requires a different range of techniques and knowledge. |

describe this as “manufacture”, i.e., without italicising “man”.

*kkkk

The Structure of the Thesis

While identifying the field and scope of the research in this introduction |
have also indicated a number of the wider discussions which will follow. In
providing a brief background of the related historical and political contexts,
| wish to draw attention to the importance of an awareness of history, both
individual and general, as a part of learning and of understanding better
the circumstances of the present. | have also described aspects of my
experience at the engineering company, along with some reflections on
the processes of the research undertaken and on some of the sometimes

troublesome words involved in the descriptions used.

The following chapter provides an overview of historical and current
discussions relating to apprenticeship, skill and education. Chapters three
to six introduce firstly the artist/makers, secondly, Stafford Engineering
and the work that is done there, and thirdly, those who work there. At
various points | also restate my arguments that innate talent, disposition
and the biographies of learners are important elements of later success;
that experiential learning provides a strong foundation for other forms of
learning; and, that learning cannot always be neatly packaged into easily

assessable “standards” and “units”.

My use of “innate” in this context arises as a response to the way many of
the participants would describe another as being “a natural”, as “always
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having known how to do it”, or, as having “something in the veins”. Thus, it
stands as a proxy for what we may consider birth talent. Birth talent can
also be regarded as a complex combination of genetic factors and familial
and wider social contexts and systems for recognising talent. It is also a

cultural process.

Evident in these chapters is the articulation of all the above elements in
the personal histories of the participants, the stories of both formal and
informal learning, and the learning that takes place in the various
workplaces. These demonstrate the complex mix that provides for

successful apprenticeship and learning in these environments.

In chapter seven | provide more detailed ethnographic discussion of
various aspects of learning on the shop floor. Chapter eight continues this
discussion to include some of the less tangible aspects of the process;
various aspects of the shop floor culture which underpins both production
and learning; along with discussion of the data in relation to aspects of the

institutional requirements of apprenticeship.

In chapter nine | return to the discussion of education, skill and
apprenticeship in light of the findings from the ethnography, to provide
some conclusions which demonstrate the contributions that the thesis can

make.

*kkkk



Chapter Two

Apprenticeship, Skill and Education

In this chapter | provide a brief history and background to the discussions
of apprenticeship, skill and education. These three topics are inextricably
intertwined in any consideration of learning in the areas of trades and

technical work and in the manufacturing of objects.

While apprenticeship is often depicted as a tradition-bound and invariable
form of learning, the history demonstrates a different reality; that
apprenticeship is frequently moulded by the context in which it is
practised. In this section | consider briefly some of the history of the
practices of apprenticeship, along with discussion of its wider applicability

in relation to the development of human skKill.

Frequently, apprenticeship is thought of in its simplest sense as a form of
“learning by doing” or, as applicable to the “manual” and craft trades, and
traditionally learned through time spent in a workshop and under the
guidance of a master or an “expert” (Guile and Young 2001:59). There is
an impression that the learning is somehow fixed and context bound and
lacks a theory of instruction, or is, as Guile and Young note, “a natural
process”, and one that is more concerned with the “implicit rather than the

explicit dimensions of learning”.®

 Ainley and Rainbird (1999:3) describe the two basic interpretations of apprenticeships: “...one,
that they were wasteful exercises in timeserving, oppressing youth labour and excluding others
from employment ... through union rules and restrictive practices in collusion with management
... Alternatively, they are seen as a valuable legacy of the past in nurturing knowledge and skills”.
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But such a definition ignores that in a broader sense many occupations
such as law and medicine also entail a period of apprenticeship, a period
of learning by doing, or, “practising”, and often entailing many of the same
elements that have been found historically in the trade apprentice
experience (e.g. Haas 1989). This demonstrates the widely differing
contexts and spaces in which apprenticeship occurs, along with the many
different forms of knowledge which may be involved. It also appears that
many historical accounts attribute little sense of agency to apprentices
themselves (e.g. Kaplan 2007:23-25; Reith 2007:179).

The idea that apprenticeship in the past was some sort monolithic
institution which changed only through a linear, evolutionary process as
production moved from the domestic sphere to the guild system and
artisanal workshops of medieval Europe, and subsequently to the factories
of mass production in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, does not
do justice to the varieties and forms of apprenticeship that existed during

these times.

Bert De Munck, Steven Kaplan and Hugo Soly (eds. 2007:4) demonstrate
a much more malleable concept of apprenticeship than has been
previously acknowledged. The broad range of sites of “shop floor” learning
which are described by the various authors show that there was no one
fixed structure of apprenticeship; rather, the form it took depended on
many variables. The various chapters in this volume attest to the way
apprenticeship varied not only geographically (Nagata 2007) but also
within a single workshop. Apprenticeships could be of different durations
due to different fee structures arranged with the individual apprentices and
their families).*® A study of apprentice contracts provided a number of the

%0 Families may still be involved today. At Stafford when apprentices are being considered for the
company they often visit the workshop along with their parents. Also, a number of the apprentices
continued to live at home during their apprenticeship training.
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authors with insights not formerly recognised in studies of apprenticeship
(Kaplan 2007:208).

Oral arrangements also operated in some circumstances and, noting Karel
David (guild control in the Netherlands) and Johnathan Reinarz
(nineteenth century brewers in England) in the same volume, Kaplan
points out that in some areas contracts reflected a “precocious
responsiveness to market forces and the political environment”. Neil Kamil
(2005) describes a similar reality in his extensive history of French

Huguenot craftsmen. “Flexibility” is not a new word in the history of work.

Increasing knowledge of historical apprenticeship allows for useful
reflections on apprenticeship as it presents today. Of the field of
apprenticeship and workplace learning as a whole, as will be shown in the
history of apprenticeship in New Zealand below, little has changed in
many respects. As the authors of the above volumes demonstrate,
apprenticeship has always been moulded by the society (and even at
times, the household) in which it is embedded and, as they also
demonstrate, has the potential to change that society in numerous ways.>
That apprenticeship is moulded to suit socio-economic ends is equally
evident in the following brief history of engineering apprenticeship in New

Zealand. Perhaps “Modern” apprenticeship is not so modern after all.

*kkkk

31 In New Zealand during the late 1950s, early 60s, programmes to bring young Maori men to the
cities to train as trades apprentices is at least partly responsible for the first large-scale migration of
rural Maori to the cities.
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A Brief History of Engineering Apprenticeship in New Zealand.

The following summary of the history of apprenticeship in New Zealand is
provided here as a background in which to locate the stories of both the
Stafford men and the artist participants. For that reason, while noting the
early beginnings of apprenticeship in engineering in this country, | have
focussed in particular on the period from mid-twentieth century onwards,
as it is within this time-frame that most of the Stafford tradesmen

undertook their apprenticeships.

Jane Higgins (1993) and Nicola Murray (2001, 2002, 2004) have provided
comprehensive histories of apprenticeship in New Zealand as it relates to
industry training and | have drawn on these in parts of the following.
However, while considering notions of skill and a number of issues relating
to education, their work falls largely within a socio-economic framework
where apprenticeship and education are considered from a more
instrumental perspective. Their focus is on the history in relation to labour
relations and constitutional and policy initiatives around apprenticeship
and vocational training. By comparison, | wish to pay greater attention to
the phenomenological aspects of skilled practice and to aspects of the

qualitative dimensions of apprenticeship, education and work.

To extend the knowledge of this history as it relates to my thesis, parts of
the following recognise in particular, the interrelationship of education and
apprenticeship as it developed during the mid-century period. The era of
educational reform which occurred during that time under the guidance of
Director of Education, Clarence Beeby included fundamental changes to
the apprenticeship system. Effectively, Beeby was the architect of the
primary and secondary education systems throughout that time, and
oversaw the implementation of the formal components of apprenticeship

from the late 1940’s onwards. His underlying philosophy, influenced by
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educational theorists such as John Dewey, along with the prevailing ethos
of egalitarianism of the time, underpinned the frameworks of child and

youth education long after he left the Education Ministry in 1960.

It can be argued that despite many challenges to his philosophy, his
influence has lived on in the New Zealand education system, if not as
policy, then in the embodied practices and beliefs of the many teachers

who gained their own education within that era.*?

*kkkk

New Zealand’s history of metal manufacturing and associated
apprenticeship began towards the second half of the nineteenth century.
Increasing settlement and immigration (predominantly from Britain)
occurred from the 1840’s onwards. Olssen (2008:3, 4), points out that the
new immigrants wished to leave behind the “corrosive aspects of the
industrial cities” and to create a new, less stratified society.** Gilbert
Pearce (1982) provides a picture of flourishing artisanal production in
these early years. New Zealand’s distance from centres of production in
Europe and North America meant that the new immigrants had to produce

many goods locally.

2 McWilliam and Haukka (2008:660) have also noted the long term effects of the history of
humanist based educational philosophy that is continued in the practices of many teachers to this
day.

%% While attempts may have been made to achieve this society, it appears that many aspects of
class stratification (along with racial attitudes) were simply replicated in the new setting (Eldred-
Grigg 1980; Olssen 2008; Olssen and Hickey 2005). As will be described below, artisanal
practices provided one of the few areas for social mobility at the time. The closest the country has
come to being in any way a more fully egalitarian society was in the post-WW]II years of strong
labour policies, almost full employment and a strong export economy (Keep 2007, notes a similar
situation in Britain at the time). In addition, a sound system of “social security” which had been
introduced by the first Labour Government in 1935 supported those who had retired or were too ill
to work, and those with young families.
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Pearce (1982) also describes the early recognition of the importance of
education for working “men” in New Zealand. The first Mechanics’ Institute
(1841) was built in Auckland to serve the needs of “working men wishing
to study scientific subjects but financially unable to attend university”
(227). The institute followed the model begun in Scotland by Professor
John Anderson in 1790 and expanded by Dr. George Birkbeck in early

nineteenth century England.

As a society to serve the working classes in New Zealand, The Working
Men’s Association was also formed at the same time “for the purpose of
acquiring and diffusing useful knowledge by means of a library,
discourses, lectures, etc” (Pearce 1982:277). Similar institutes were

founded in other main centres throughout the country.

In all of them the formation of a library received priority and for many
years almost the only libraries in New Zealand were those of the
Mechanics’ Institutes (Pearce 1982:277).

J

The institutes could be seen as the precursor to the later Workers
Education Association (WEA) and also as providing the first adult
education centres for the country. There is an irony in this history, with its
emphasis on reading, since reading will be shown as among the least
favourite pastimes of many of today’s engineering apprentices. It also
contradicts the notion that such work was simply “work of the hands” and

of “uneducated” men.

The establishment of the Engineers’ Union in 1863 and the passing of the
Master and Apprentice Act 1865 demonstrate that many of the social
habits of England at that time still remained strong in the new setting
(Murray 2001:39). The Act, in seeking to train those less fortunate in

“service” or in the “manual trades” and occupations is an early example of
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thinking that continues to this day, that training for such occupations is a
useful way of ameliorating social disadvantage. The assumption
underlying this thinking appears to have been that it is easier for such
people to “do” rather than to “think” or, that assigning them to “manual”
work avoided having to provide other forms of education which may have

been viewed as unsuitable for their “class”.

Industrialisation increased from the 1880’s onwards as secondary industry
increased. Murray (2004:61,62) notes a number of abuses of apprentices
during this period, with boys and women being used as cheap labour while
at the same time there was no compulsion on the employers to actually
teach them. Also, if they did become proficient, various tactics were used
by some employers to avoid paying fair remuneration, or, to avoid keeping

the person on when they did become skilled.

While Murray (2004) paints a bleak picture of many aspects of
apprenticeship and employment in the industrial scene in late nineteenth
century New Zealand, Olssen (2008:3) argues that it was within this
activity that the ethos of an egalitarian society was built. He attributes the
prevalence of egalitarian ideology in New Zealand to

...the numerical and cultural dominance of the autonomous artisan and
craftsman, first serving his apprenticeship, then working as a journeyman,
owning his own tools and controlling how he tackled any job and how long
it would take him. In many trades a high proportion went on to become
masters or even employers. Class position became, in brief, a function of
age and desire.

The reality of the time possibly lies somewhere in between the two
representations. However, the hierarchical nature of crafts learning that
allowed an individual to explore and develop his or her talents and skills,

to some extent within their own control, did provide fertile ground for such
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a reality and has continued to do so in some areas of production and the
trades.

*kkkk

Early 20" Century

While state regulation through compulsory arbitration gave workers some
protection and was largely supported by the craft unions, it also restricted
the activities of union movements. Worker unrest, in particular by miners
throughout the early years of the new century, led to the formation of an
independent labour movement and subsequently to the formation of the
New Zealand Labour Party in 1916 (Davies 1997; Lee 1963; Murray
2004:63-65).

Murray (2001:66-70) also describes the ensuing years until the end of
WWII demonstrates the way that apprenticeship and the available work in
which to undertake it are driven by prevailing economic conditions. The
depression years of the 1930’s and the shortfall in the domestic male
population during WWII led to changes to remuneration, to the length of

apprenticeships, and to the amount of formal education required.

*kkkk
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Post World War Il = 1974

The end of the war saw a refocusing on education in which vocational
training was emphasised. This signalled a new era in education and
training which was built, during the succeeding years, through the
visionary goals which had been developed by the Prime Minister, Peter
Fraser and the professional leadership of the Director of Education,
Clarence Beeby (Renwick 1998:338). Both believed that it was imperative
that industry and education collaborate, with the result that there was
strengthened administration of the apprenticeship system (Alcorn 1999:50;
Beeby 1956; 1974; 1992:182-188).

Beeby’s background was in “...industrial psychology and vocational
guidance ... [along with] experience in juvenile unemployment during the
Depression” (Beeby 1992:183). This experience had convinced him that
“the skilled trades were having a raw deal in New Zealand”. Also, he
believed that many employers were using apprenticeship as “a source of
cheap labour and that unionists saw it as a means of limiting entrance to
their trades and enhancing their own scarcity value” (Beeby 1992:184).
Beeby had recognised the “merits and failures” of human resources
planning in education where there had for a long time been a focus mostly

on the three Rs. He believed that

...a strong apprenticeship system was vital not only to the industrial future
of the country but also to the development of a curriculum in the post-
primary schools that would have new meaning for a wide range of
students (Beeby 1992:184).%

**In 1939 Beeby drafted a statement for Peter Fraser, the Minister of Education of the time, which
summed up the philosophy behind the first New Zealand Labour Government’s education policy
and as well, their broader social goals. This philosophy and the policy on which it was based
would shape and drive the country’s education for the next twenty years and affect the education
of its children for many more decades. “The combination of Fraser’s political vision and Beeby’s
professional leadership was unique in New Zealand’s educational history” (Renwick 1998:338).
As Beeby later remarked, and wrote of his minister, “the words were mine, but the policy was his”
(Beeby 1992: xvi):
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The Apprentices Act 1948 was enacted to ensure that apprentices
received the necessary amount of theoretical education for their respective
trades, and also to raise the status of the trades by improving the
remuneration for such work. Measures were put in place to set
proportional wages as they applied to apprentices and journeymen. A
result of these interacting forces, including the prevailing buoyant post-war
economy, was that industry in New Zealand was consolidated and
expanded and the country saw the “beginning of a lengthy period of
sustained growth” which was further fuelled by the Korean War in the

1950’s and the resulting rise in wool prices (Murray 2004:70).

The mid 1960’s onward however, saw the end of full employment and
brought the realisation that apprenticeship could be adversely affected by
the state of the economy. In addition, changes in technology led to a
belief that the form of apprenticeship would have to change to be more
responsive to changing skill needs. More off-the-job education was seen
as the way to provide this. An irony that echoes today is noted by Murray
of the time: “Accompanying this debate was the paradox of shortages of
skilled workers at the same time as unemployment was beginning to
increase” (Murray 2004:75-77).%

More importantly, it was effectively, the beginning of the long story that
would continually largely blame the quality of the country’s workers
(including their deficient educational and skill and productivity levels, and
the institutions in which they were taught) as a contributing factor to the

many ills that would continue to affect industry and the “economy”; or, that

The Governments objective ... is that every person, whatever his level of academic ability,
whether he be rich or poor, whether he live in town or country, has the right, as a citizen, to a free
education of the kind for which he is best fitted and to the fullest extent of his powers. So far is
this from being a pious platitude that the full acceptance of the principle will involve the
reorientation of the whole education system.

% In hindsight, arguments at the time about the effectiveness of the existing system of engineering
apprenticeship can likely be seen as related to who should have control over that apprenticeship. It
was instead cast as one over the content and structure of apprenticeship, in particular that of “time-
serving” as the criteria for completion.
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if corrected, could solve these (and many other) problems. The oil shocks
of the mid-1970’s, along with Britain’s entry to the European Common
Market, saw New Zealand enter another time of political and economic
turmoil. Cast adrift from its major source of income, the country struggled

to regain a foothold in an unfamiliar and swiftly globalising world.

The response to this problem was what Higgins (1993) and Murray (2001,
2004) describe as years of incremental change and tinkering with the
system at government level, culminating in the Apprenticeship Act 1983
which shifted more responsibility to improve apprenticeship to industry,
including moves to replace time-served apprenticeship with a competency
based form of assessment.*® While the act provided for a small incentive
for employers to take on apprentices, industry was being called upon to do
this at a time of recession and high unemployment and the decimation of
manufacturing in New Zealand as a result of the globalising world

market.®’

A number of the senior Stafford tradesmen completed their apprenticeship
during the 1970s-1980s era. From their descriptions of their experiences,
it does not appear that apprenticeship as it operated on the shop floor has
greatly changed since that time. However, opportunities to practise their

trade were to become fewer and fewer.

1984 saw the election of the 4™ Labour Government which, as Murray
notes, reviewed education “to within an inch of its life” (2004:79). This

government however, was soon to be hijacked by a minority who believed

% While it was argued that this would broaden the training and reduce the length of
apprenticeships through more “off-the-job” training, it also had the potential to weaken union
influence on those apprentices. Also, a discussion of the pros and cons of competency (and
component) based learning forms a part of my theoretical analysis.

% Murray (2004:78, 79) reports that although the act was designed to streamline the system, it was
seen as cumbersome, underfunded, and unnecessary by those in industry who were expected to
take more responsibility for the scheme.
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that the only way to save the country from its economic plight was to
embark on a plan of neo-liberal based economic reform (Kelsey 1993,
1997).*® This ensued and was continued with even greater enthusiasm by
National Governments from 1990 until 1999. In this strengthened new
paradigm, the “market” was seen as the best mechanism through which to

determine need and on which to base policy.

The manufacturing industry was a case in point. Manufacturing was at a
low; with high unemployment following the stock market crash of 1987,
from the rapid deregulation that was a part of the neo-liberal programme,
and from increasing overseas competition. Manufacturing businesses
were struggling to stay afloat let alone take on apprentices, and as well,
deal with a new and complex system of qualification for those apprentices.
(As noted in chapter four, the current owner of Stafford Engineering
purchased the company in 1986 in the midst of this challenging economic

period.)

*kkkk

This story demonstrates clearly that fluctuations in apprenticeship
numbers and arguments about its suitability as a way of learning, relate
directly to the state of wider socio-economic conditions and ideologies
rather than to inadequacies of the system itself. Arguments over the
quality of workers and education and training systems followed a similar

pattern to those of the past and would be repeated in the present.*® The

% Murray notes of this period: “By the late 1980’s, the incremental and often piecemeal reforms of
the apprenticeship system were overtaken by the harsh economic realities and the consolidation of
emerging neo-liberal ideology. Similar themes were mentioned in report after report: the need for
a highly skilled workforce and flexible, life-long learning practices; demands for increasing
productivity and responsiveness to the global market place; and the superiority of the market in
determining the best mix of skills” (Murray 2004:80).

% Claims that it was the lack of a sufficiently skilled workforce that was holding back the country
and contributing to unemployment were also found by Higgins (1993, 1994) to be fallacious and
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passing of the Education Amendment Act 1990, Employment Contracts
Act 1991 and Industry Training Act 1992 came at the end of years of
labour market reform. Together, these three acts saw the end of the formal
apprenticeship system as it had been known for over fifty years. The face

of apprenticeship was changed to one of “training” for the next ten years.

*kkkk

From Apprenticeship to “Training” and Back Again

The Education Amendment Act 1990 established the New Zealand
Qualifications Authority (NZQA), an institution which was formed to
“‘develop and administer ... the national qualifications framework” (Murray
2004:89). The authority’s website defines their role in the education sector

as the following:

...to ensure that New Zealand qualifications are regarded as credible and
robust, nationally and internationally, in order to help learners succeed in
their chosen endeavours and to contribute to New Zealand society (New
Zealand Qualifications Authority 2012).

As such, it oversees all areas of educational assessment within the
country; including setting the individual units of learning for primary and
secondary schools, tertiary providers, and for work based learning and

training.*

that the true deficit was the lack of employment. Similar claims are made today in relation to what
is argued to be low productivity.

*0 The basis of all current training qualifications is ‘Unit Standards’ by which teachers or assessors
may judge the learner’s competence in discrete areas of knowledge or practice. An example of
some of the engineering unit standards is provided in appendix iii. The underlying reasoning for
the changes was to create what the then Minister of Education, Lockwood Smith, claimed would
be a “seamless” system of education (Strathdee 2011:303). The change in emphasis led to a huge
expansion of tertiary education.
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The Industry Training Act 1992 resulted from work on an Industry Skills
Training Strategy (New Zealand Education and Training Support Agency
1991), (subsequently rebranded Skill New Zealand) which was set in place
by the government to restructure and provide advice on the new way of
delivering industry training. The new strategy called for each industry to
take the initiative for the training of their workers and meant that this
training would be designed, managed and delivered by the separate
Industry Training Organisations (ITOs) set up for their respective industries
(Murray 2004:90).

The main roles of the ITOs as set out in the 1992 Act were to set skill
standards for their respective industries and to develop and make
arrangements for the delivery and monitoring of that industry’s training (but
not to be the actual provider of the training). Further, ITOs were to
“provide leadership within the industry on matters relating to skill and
training needs” [and] “develop arrangements for the collective
representation of employees in the governance of the organisation”.** The
overarching supervision and funding of the scheme is now vested in the

Tertiary Education Commission (TEC).

The National Government of the day envisaged that funding for
apprenticeship training would be “transferred gradually to industry control

on a contestable basis” (Murray 2004:90). However, as Murray notes,

There was no direct mechanism within the Act for the ITOs to collect
levies from firms within the industry at that time and, by 1995, ninety
percent of ITOs’ income was still from government funding (92, 93).

Alongside the new form of training, The Employment Contracts Act 1991

changed labour relations in New Zealand (Law 1991; New Zealand

* Industry Training Act 1992 S. 2 (a-f) (New Zealand Government 1992).
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Government 1991; Rudman 1991). The Act made union membership
optional and replaced collective bargaining largely with individual contracts
which left workers in a weakened negotiating position. The outcome for
the institution of apprenticeship was hugely destructive: “...the triumvirate
of union, employer and state that had protected and supported the

apprenticeship system was broken” (Murray 2004:91).

The word apprenticeship was largely replaced with the word “training”,
with apprenticeship cast as an outdated, inefficient and inadequate system
of learning. The traditional pathway from school to an apprenticeship
appeared to be broken and trades training competed with the emerging
emphasis on information technology (computer studies), on sports and

tourism careers, and on gaining academic qualifications.

Numbers entering trades training dropped dramatically during the 1990s.
The manufacturing industry, as noted above, was in poor shape
economically and those who did become involved with training, found the
new system complex, expensive, and difficult to administer (Moses and
Strathdee 2007). While the qualifications initiative was successful in
increasing numbers training in some areas of the labour market, shortages
still existed in others. In yet other areas, many were paying for training and
accruing student loans for occupations in which there were only a limited

number of jobs.

Integrated more fully into the national education and training qualifications
framework and operating under a more fragmented, component and
competency based form of assessment, it appeared to many that
apprenticeship had “gone”. Murray’s (2004) work also highlights the
difficulty for industry of negotiating the new system during that time. The
stories of a number of those at Stafford, along with that of the apprentice

coordinator, include mention of their frustrations with the system during
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this decade. Most notable though was the lack of recognition of the value
and importance of trades training.** However, while the overarching
system may have changed, the stories of those at Stafford demonstrate
that “apprenticeship” as it was practised at the level of the shop floor,
appeared, once again, to continue as and where it could, in what became

throughout the 1990’s, increasingly difficult times for manufacturing.

*kkkk

In 1999 the Labour Party was returned to power (minus the more extreme
manifestations of its errant neoliberal element of the 1980s), along with the
rhetoric surrounding notions of a high-skill, high-waged, creative
“knowledge economy/society” that would gain the country a competitive
edge,* and a renewed focus on apprenticeship. The party was supported
by the unions which had lost much of their bargaining power as a result of
the Employment Contracts Act 1991, and nine years of neo-liberal reform
and increasing unemployment. The unions’ focus, in the manufacturing
field at least, had shifted from their original focus on wages and working
conditions to one with an emphasis on “education and training”, “up-
skilling” and “flexibility” (Higgins 1993; Murray 2004:103; Piercy 1999;
2002) effectively, an adaptation to the prevailing socio-economic and

political climate.

In 2000, the Employment Contracts Act 1991 was repealed and replaced
by the Employment Relations Act 2000, in an effort to mitigate the most

damaging effects of the ECA on workers. However, this did not reinstate

*2 In engineering at least, there was a perception that careers advisors knew little about the
industry. Many schools had closed their “workshop” departments and were investing in computers
instead.

* This same message however, was being promoted in many other OECD countries, largely
diminishing the possibility that any one of these countries would command a premium in terms of
their new levels of “knowledge” or, stocks of qualifications. At the same time, in emerging
economies such as India, similar efforts in education added further competition globally, from
large numbers of graduates (Brown and Tannock 2009; Keep 2009).
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compulsory unionism and nor did it change the status quo in regards to
individual contracts.** Instead, it could be seen as the type of compromise
that resulted from the new “third way” politics, or, as Keep (2009:27) puts it
“neo-liberalism with a smiley face”, which lay behind the new government’s
agenda (Chatterjee 1999; Dalziel 2002; Kelsey 2002; Roberts 2008;
Thrupp 2009; Thrupp and Irwin (eds.) 2010).

Meanwhile, the new knowledge economy and society would be achieved
by an even greater emphasis on, and investment in, training and lifelong
learning. A particular target area for training though, has always been
unemployed youth and, more specifically, young men. The promise to
recognise again the ethos and status of apprenticeship saw the
introduction of the Modern Apprenticeship scheme in 2002, following
similar introductions in Britain (1994) and Australia (1998 — as the New
Apprenticeships Scheme).* This revamped scheme was seen as a way of
re-engaging this portion of the population and as well, of responding to the
cry of businesses who were struggling to find skilled tradesmen.

The main difference in Modern Apprenticeship (MA) from the previous
system was the introduction of a new layer in the management of
apprentices and a new key person in the equation — the Modern
Apprentice Co-ordinator, generally employed by apprentice companies
who contract to employers. While those in industry may still choose to
manage their own apprentices and carry out their own assessment and
the marking off of the unit standards, they may also purchase this service
from an intermediary company. In this case the apprentice company may

employ the apprentice and second them to the business which is the case

* Since 2000, the Employment Relations Act 2000 has been amended several times. This has
continued with the change of government in 2008, back to one with a centrist/right agenda.
Changes were made to the act in 2010, and it has since been amended to introduce an extension of
their controversial ninety day trial period for new employees, to all areas of the labour market.

** The Modern Apprenticeship Training Act 2000 came into force in 2001. Its stated aim was “to
encourage and help people (especially those aged 16 years or older, but less than 22 years) to take
up and complete apprenticeship training” (The Modern Apprenticeship Training Act 2000, S. 3)
(New Zealand Government 2000a).
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for the Stafford apprentices. As John, the apprentice co-ordinator for
Stafford explained, there are a variety of contractual arrangements within

the system.

The Tertiary Education Commission (TEC) describes the role of the MA

co-ordinators: [They]

o facilitate young people accessing apprenticeships

e encourage employers to take on young people as Modern
Apprentices, and

e provide ongoing mentoring and support to both parties throughout
the apprenticeship (Tertiary Education Commission 2011).

Murray (2004:110) and Piercy and Murray (2003), while noting that the
return of apprenticeship training had been welcomed with enthusiasm by
many, also identified a number of problems with the system. Among these
Murray notes divisiveness among providers, differences in employer
commitment, over-reliance on market forces and questions over its
sustainability during periods of recession.*® Issues of equity were identified
by (McGregor and Grey 2003).

With the opening of the training market to private providers*’ the training

industry grew exponentially in the period from the early 1990s through the

* Murray also found that service sector industries “with less history of structured training and a
more transient workforce, [tended] to have lower completion rates” (2004:111), while some in
industries which did have a history of apprenticeship were resentful of the fact that they “...were
never paid to do it [administer apprentices], now someone else is getting paid to do what we were
doing anyway” (Medium sized business employer cited in Murray 2004:109 (respondent’s
emphasis)).

A background paper from the National Equal Opportunities Network (2006) demonstrated the
gender disparity among apprenticeship numbers and also reported that the scheme cost
$6.73million dollars in 2001/2 and had increased to $40.29 million by 2006.

The paper by McGregor and Gray (2003) for the Human Rights Commission identified the
problem of low numbers of women, Maori and Pacific Islanders participating in the scheme.

* Keep (2009b:27) notes that the benefit to neo-liberal style government is that “contestability and
marketisation, despite their supposed efficiency gains, also afford central policy makers the same
opportunities offered to any colonial administrator by classic ‘divide and rule’ tactics”.
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early 2000s, as training and then apprenticeship training as well was
extended to many areas of work which had no history of such systems and
in many cases were simply accrediting existing learning (James 2010;
Moses and Strathdee 2007). Industries which had formerly borne the cost

of training their employees were now subsidised by the state.

*kkkk

Throughout the last fifty years many initiatives around youth
unemployment have come and gone. These have included work schemes,
upskilling schemes (Higgins 1993, 1994), pre-employment schemes to
address “basic” skills, and schemes to promote access to the working
world for school leavers, among many others. They all focus largely on the
supply of workers to business but, as has been noted by a number of
authors (Keep 2007; Keep, Mayhew and Payne 2006; Keep, Lloyd and
Payne 2008; Keep and Mayhew 2010a,b,c) the mechanisms that surround
and affect this process are much more complex than issues of supply
alone.”® Meanwhile, the quest for a magic (economic) bullet continues to
focus mainly on education and training for work and the power of “the

market”.

A more recent response, expanding on the long-running “skills” debate
and first suggested during the late 1990’s, was the idea of exploring the
notion of human capability (Barker et al. 2009; Bryson and O’Neil 2009a,
2009b; Deakin 2009;* Department of Labour 1999; Sen 1999). This

approach was seen as providing for the possibility of a broader approach

*8 While these authors argue that it is also necessary to pay attention to issues of demand, Keep
Lloyd and Payne (2008), point out that the policy focus on training as a transformative mechanism
takes the spotlight away from other aspects of policy, such as industrial relations, which may also
be contributing to poor economic performance.

* Deakin argues that “Amartya Sen’s capability approach has the potential to counter neoliberal
critiques of social welfare systems by overcoming the false opposition between security and
flexibility. In particular, it can be used to promote the idea of social rights as the foundation of
active participation by individuals in the labour market” (Deakin 2009:7).
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to the issues around training and productivity, rather than focussing on
simply trying to create larger and larger stocks of human capital. Jane
Bryson and Paul O’Neil (eds. 2009b) explored these ideas further, having
carried out research as to their possible efficacy in a number of

occupations, and identified a number of useful elements.*

The argument is that there needs to be greater emphasis on the ability of
those with capability to be able to make use of it and gain from it in both
economic and human well-being terms. To do so it is necessary to have
greater focus on the effects of institutional and organisational practices
and how these may better use the capability that workers bring to them.>*
Thus, the notion of human capability appears to be promoted as a yet
another means by which to identify ways to improve training, increase
productivity, improve the economy, and mitigate social deficits via the
world of work. While the work provides valuable insights, there is still a
danger that the more qualitative aspects identified by a number of the
authors in Bryson (ed. 2010), will be ignored in the more instrumentalist

paradigm that currently holds sway.>?

*kkkk

As is apparent within the above, apprenticeship as a form of vocational
learning is enjoying a renaissance in workplace learning discourses and

practices and in the policy related to these areas, in a number of countries.

%0 In particular, chapters by Peter Boxall and Keith Macky (2010), Paul Dalziel (2010) and Leda
Blackwood (2010), focus attention on the workers themselves.

°! As Sennett (2008:276) describes it, capability is “activated or repressed by culture”.

%2 Wackerhausen (1997:196) notes, “Every paradigm or tradition has an inherent tendency to
protect or recreate itself. The more one is socialised into a particular paradigm, the more likely it is
that one’s “new” ideas, intentional or not, are just subtle reproductions of or variations upon the

basic assumptions and concepts of the paradigm”.
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However, it is largely concerned with the notion of apprenticeship in its
instrumental form and less focus on individual agency, or, even
individuality, and greater focus on how apprenticeship may serve the

needs of industry, and on its utility for workplace learning in general.

The extent to which the notion of apprenticeship can also be seen to have
been undermined in some cases is pointed out by a number of authors.
Taylor (2010) describes the tensions that arise when apprenticeship is
moved to the high school classroom, separated from the place of the
actual use of what is to be learned (and likely devoid of many of the social
aspects of apprenticeship on the shop floor). Competing interests also
argue over the appropriate academic/vocational balance in both

educational institutions and “on the job” programmes.

*kkkk

As this brief history has shown, it is not only the acquisition of theoretical
and skill knowledge that is important in the equation that represents the
nexus of education, training and work in society but also the availability of
the places and spaces where that knowledge may be utilised in a
productive and rewarding manner. The candidates to fill these places are
brought up in the wider society in which the various institutions and
workplaces that provide training exist. There is a growing awareness as
shown in the “capability project” of the need to consider more fully, the
wider community and societal issues. Most recently, the literature is
reflecting the need to look even more carefully at the workplace and to
improve both the conditions of work and the nature and quality of, and
remuneration for, the work itself, so that there are no “bad” jobs (Baker
2009; Buchanan 2006; Ezzy 2001; Juravich 2009; Keep 2010b; Warhurst
2011; Warhurst, Eikhof and Haunschild 2008).
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It appears that these issues, along with fundamental issues in the areas of
education and childhood, require more attention if there is to be equality of
opportunity and an equitable, productive, knowledgeable, talented, vibrant
and creative society as imagined by Peter Fraser and Clarence Beeby in
the 1940s. Through the stories and biographies included in this thesis |
want to demonstrate the importance of these areas of concern and the
way they contribute to who does which work and where, how well they do

it, and, on whether and how they find it fulfilling.

In addition, and critically for my discussion, | wish to give voice to those
who go unrecognised in policy, and in much of the literature, and who are
a critical element in knowledge production and reproduction in this field —
the men (and women, however few they are) who work on the “shop
floors” of the engineering industry. The story of apprenticeship in New
Zealand is just one thread of our history. It does, however (noting Olssen
2008) have the ability to enrich the understanding of how parts of New
Zealanders’ culture and identity were created. It also shows that the

mistakes of the past are often forgotten, only to be repeated in later years.

*kkkk

Skill, Skill, Skill

| began this research at a time (2007/2008) when talk about “skills’ (and
the lack of skilled workers) was evident almost every week in New Zealand
public discourse. Whether it was manufacturers bemoaning the fact that
they could not get qualified staff and that this was holding back their ability
to gain contracts, or whether it was politicians and policy makers trying to

fix the problems of the education system or of “today’s youth”, “skill”
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remained a taken for granted concept. The word skill had become
ubiquitous and could be seen in all sorts of contexts including training

programmes, employment agencies, company names and advertising.

Publications from bodies such as the Department of Labour (DOL) and the
Industry Training Federation (ITF)*® discussed skill as one or a number of
either generic or specific abilities. e.g. NZ Skills Strategy 2008 (New
Zealand Government 2008)** and (ITF 2008) a briefing to the incoming
Government. This latter publication highlighted “the skills and production
challenges facing the country”. Another document from the ITF website

made this rather broad claim:

Our poor level of labour productivity, and even more the slow rate of
improvement in our productivity rate, is a key reason why we are no
longer one of the richest countries in the world (as we were in the 1960’s).

But it is also clear that having skills isn’t enough. They have to be the
right kind of skills, and they have to be put to good use. Putting skills to
good use means paying attention to a lot of things — motivation, rewards,
plans, teams and many other factors (ITF 2008b, bold in original).

And, from another document, and indicative of the prevailing notions of the

word they note that “[s]kills may be thought of in a number of ways”:

e foundation skills — things we need to know, understand and
be able to do in order to do other things

>3 The Industry Training Federation (ITF) “is a member based organisation, representing [Industry]
Training Organisations (ITOs) to government and working with agencies and sector groups to
improve the policy for and delivery of industry skill development and work-place learning” (ITF
2009). Unique to New Zealand, it is the member organisation for the ITOs. The organisation is
research-based and co-ordinates and acts as an advocate for ITO input, and promotes training
policy. It “receives funding through the Tertiary Education system and the industry contribution
comes through a mixture of cash and in-kind support” (ITF 2012).

% This document was the result of discussions between “government Ministers and officials,
Business NZ, New Zealand Council of Trade Unions (NZCTU), and the Industry Training
Federation (ITF)” (New Zealand Government 2008).
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e generic skills — skills that we can apply in a range of
contexts, and often enable use [sic] to make use of other
skills

e technical skills — skills that are often specialised and
required for particular activities (ITF 2009b, bold in original)

This conflating of personal qualities with the various kinds of skills is

reflected in the ITF’s definition of the word:

“Skills” means a number of things, including:

e people’s capabilities and abilities

e people’s knowledge and understanding

e people’s motivation, willingness and ability to use their
capabilities and knowledge (ITF 2009b)

It would seem from some of these statements that the reason for the
country’s lack of economic success can be laid at the door of workers who
either do not have sufficient or appropriate “skills”, or, who may be “un-
motivated”, “un-willing” or “un-able” to make use of whatever skills they do
have. There is no acknowledgement here of the wider socio-economic
factors which may also account for some of these issues, as well as an

unsure grasp of what skill actually is.>”

While the DOL and ITF attempt to define skill as an entity, their definition
is a very broad but shallow one. It appears to cover any and all instances
where skill (and qualities) may be found in humans and fails to
acknowledge either the deeper dimensions of skilled practice or the

complexity involved in the processes of skill acquisition. In addition, the

% In a report prepared for the Department of Labour (Infometrics 2006) and under the heading
“Conceptual Considerations” that from an economic point of view:

...skills can perhaps be defined as the quality aspect of human capital. Skills define the way that
human effort produces outputs. That is, the skills we possess determine our ability to convert
physical and mental effort into productive outputs ... they relate to latent abilities that are only
observable as an aspect of the residual between outputs and inputs (Infometrics 2006:4).

In this document, “Attitude” is included with the “generic skills” of literacy and numeracy, then
later included with the “soft skills” of “presentation, communication etc” (Infometrics 2006:4, 5).
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definition includes what | would describe as personal qualities or
characteristics, reflecting the notions of individual responsibility, where any
such failings in these areas noted above (third point) are attributed to the
individual, without regard to the circumstances in which that individual is
acting. In this definition of skills, these organisations conflate skills with
character assessment, the quantitative with the qualitative and the

objective with the subjective.

Grugulis and Vincent (2009) note a number of studies which show that
“soft” skills are valued differently in different circumstances. Among the
many findings they report: “employers placed very different values on soft
skills depending on the workers who exercised them” (598); “When it is an
individual’'s character that is being judged, evaluations based on gender
and race are far more likely” (599); “Conflating personal attributes and
skills also individualises responsibility for them and neglects their
reciprocal and relational elements” (599). They cite Lafer who points out
that:

Traits such as discipline, loyalty and punctuality are not ‘skills’ that one
either possesses or lacks; they are measures of commitment that one
chooses to give or withhold based on the conditions of the work offered
(cited in Grugulis and Vincent 2009:600).

And as they point out, such commitment is bound to be higher in those in

good work that is well paid.>®

A number of New Zealand training policy publications which were
produced around this time cite the 2006 Leitch Report which was

% In a case study involving a hospital and a university it was found that managerial virtues were
prioritised over professional ones, leading the authors to conclude that “soft skills are employer-
defined, locally relevant and political rather than universal and generic” (Grugulis and Vincent
2009:600). Of importance to note in the field of training, they also argue that programmes which
focus entirely on the teaching of soft skills may deprive workers of “one of the few opportunities
to learn technical skills [thus] trapping them in poorly paid jobs” (Grugulis and Vincent
2009:600).
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produced for Britain’s “New Labour” government of Tony Blair. The
underlying beliefs and the rhetoric of the report can be seen to have their
origins in neoliberal ideas of “individualism” and the “sanctity of the
market” (Keep 2007). Keep identifies these beliefs and | have summarised

his list below:

e Skills and human capital are the keys to corporate and country

Success.

e Globalisation and its impacts are unstoppable and its effects

uncontrollable.

e The role of governments is to ameliorate the most damaging of
these by equipping individuals with the skills to change jobs and

careers in response to economic change
e Most workers will be knowledge workers and more highly skilled

¢ Universal employment rights will be the main safeguard for workers

and if this isn’t working they can change jobs
e Skills are the “key to ensuring social inclusion”

e Policy ignores any notion of collective interest (Keep 2007:3, 4).

As Keep points out, none of these change the underlying inequity or the
less than satisfactory job conditions of many workers. “Skill has been
chosen, not because it is necessarily all that effective as a lever, but
because ... it is all that is deemed available” (Keep 2007:17; 2009).%’

To be fair, in regards to the Industry Training Federation at least, the

raison d’étre of this organisation is to promote workplace training.

*" Keep (2009), in undertaking his analysis of the “skills” narrative in thirty years of E & T policy
in England, describes the process as “the gradual accretion of layer upon layer of policy statements
... that is broadly akin to the process through which sedimentary rock is laid down” (2) to the
extent that it eventually attains the status of myth. As such (following Boje, Fedor and Rowland),
Keep notes that “myths are forged as a means of establishing and maintaining shared meanings
and understandings” (15).
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However, the same rhetoric permeates most of the general policy
statements issued from governments and relating to encouraging the
population to improve their skill levels. There is little discussion of how
these trainees are being produced and reproduced, or, of the societal
factors that may need to be present for such people to emerge. There is
also little recognition or discussion of the wider value to society of having
skilled, capable and creative citizens who through their skills and talents
contribute in a wider sense to a better or more democratic and fair society
(Standing 2011, Wilkinson and Pickett 2010). Like the promotion of the
idea of a “creative/knowledge economy/society” which has also featured
frequently since the late 1990’s, the focus is almost entirely on its value in

terms of economic gain.

Skill appears to be yet another commodity to be produced, managed,
bought and sold, but with little understanding of the processes of its
acquisition or production, or, of how it is then maintained and reproduced,
or may be transferable. Rather, it appears to be simply a matter of
somehow providing suitable courses or training within the education
system and/or workplace, and hoping that skilled workers would emerge

from the other end.

Nowhere in these documents is there mention of what occurs before the
“‘workers” arrive at the workplace. There is no mention of the families and
communities from which these workers are provided. The student, trainee
or worker is presented almost as a blank slate upon which the training
establishment or the workplace will effect its transformation. It is also of
note that within these policy discussions, there is little mention of the
largely unrecognised men and women who will be the informal teachers
and mentors to those who will learn the skills — in the case of this research
- the people on the shop floor. These are two areas of interest on which

my thesis will focus.
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The biographical and ethnographic data from the engineering company,
along with that relating to the artist participants, will provide the basis on
which to gain an idea about who and/or what may create a culture that
enables growth, learning and the building of skills to take place in those

various worksites.

*kkkk

By the end of 2008 the state of the New Zealand economy had tipped into
recession following the world-wide financial crisis, and, it became obvious
that there were too many workers for the jobs that were available. This
volatile situation continues; making the prediction of future labour needs
as problematic as always. This set of circumstances has brought about a
shift in emphasis on the rhetoric surrounding skill. A strong skill-base is still
seen as important as a means of having a workforce ready “when the
economy does improve”. In addition, as a re-occurring theme, there is
even more emphasis on the needs of industry (Industry Training
Federation 2009), or, as a number of authors describe it; “business
welfare” (Gleeson and Keep 2004; Keep 2007:15).

The first of these is already evident in policies released. They focus on
support for businesses in the form of tax breaks, changed rules around
“hiring and firing” and other lower compliance rules (ITF 2009). At the
same time, any emphasis on “rewards” for workers (i.e. higher wages) for
being skilled, results in heated argument over whether this would or would
not be an effective strategy for stimulating the economy, with a frequent
argument being that businesses cannot afford to pay higher wages and
would be forced to close, thus increasing unemployment, or, that by

paying higher wages they will lose their competitive edge internationally.
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This situation has continued throughout 2010 and 2011 and, as of 2012,
the number of young not in employment, education or training, or, NEETS,
has risen, along with unemployment (Macfie 2011)%. A record number of
New Zealand citizens have left the country to seek better wages and
employment prospects in Australia, and there are still calls to address the
skill needs of industry and business.

Alongside the everyday and policy discussions of skill, examples of its
wide ranging appeal as a topic of interest can be found in the international
literature of education and workplace learning. Of particular note among
these, are numerous publications from the Economic and Social Research
Council (ESRC) based in Oxford and Cardiff Universities and, the related
ESRC Centre on Skills Knowledge and Organisational Performance
(SKOPE). These articles have provided valuable insights through which to
critiqgue the field of workplace learning in New Zealand, even while it is
sometimes noted that the organisation of our training through the Industry
Training Organisations (ITOs) and Modern Apprenticeship schemes have
elements which avoid some of the unsatisfactory outcomes which have
emerged since the implementation of the similar schemes in England
(Keep 1999, 2007, 2009, 2010a, 2010b; Keep, Lloyd and Payne 2008).

Among other authors, Eraut and Hirsch (2007); Irena Grugulis and Steven
Vincent (2009); Keep, Mayhew and Payne (2006); Keep, Lloyd and Payne
(2008); Lloyd (2004); Lloyd and Payne (2006) and Unwin (2004a, 2004b),
are just a few notable examples of the work of these organisations and
related publications.®® In addition to earlier writing such as that of Hart
(1978) a sound basis for thinking through many skill-related issues is
provided. The recent work emphasises the limited value of focussing
economic and education policy so heavily on one element 