ULRs: Champions of Equality

Union Learning Reps can be Champions of Equality in their workplaces as they break down those barriers to learning for their colleagues. This document provides information and ideas that will help ULRs further their work.
The essence of the ULR* role is to listen to the learning and skills needs of their colleagues in a supportive way and enable them to get into learning through making arrangements with the employer for learning opportunities in the workplace or signposting them to outside provision. In order to do this, ULRs have to break down those barriers that get in the way of creating equality of access to learning for all. The obvious ones are more often than not, lack of confidence, time available, cost and previous experiences of learning. However each person is different with a different set of factors that might impact on their ability to get into learning and to achieve 

Here are just a few examples:

· Someone with childcare or caring responsibilities may have difficulty staying after work for a class 

· Someone approaching retirement may think that they are too old to learn 

· Black workers generally get access to fewer training opportunities than white workers 

· A migrant worker may not speak enough English to understand Health and Safety instructions or be in a job that doesn't match their level of qualifications but may not know where to turn for help. People may be unaware of their own learning issues such as dyslexia etc or, if aware of them, feel they would fail at learning as an adult 

· Disabled workers may need access to adapted equipment to fully access their learning 

· Part -time and temporary workers are often left out when training is on offer 

· Shift patterns can make access to training complicated 

· Discrimination and stereotyping may impact on access to training 

In tackling and overcoming these issues for their colleagues at work, ULRs are championing Equality.

The Equality Act covers ethnicity, gender, including transgender, disability, religion and belief, age and sexual orientation. All of these have the potential to impact on a person's opportunities to access learning In addition it is also important to consider the potential impact of a person's social background or class on their access to learning opportunities. Trade unions have made the greatest impact amongst those on low wages with few or no qualifications. Amongst these there are groups considered particularly 'hard to reach' e.g. older men who find it hard to engage in learning or young workers who did not get on a school.

ULRs need to consider Equality and Diversity issues in their broadest definition if we are to overcome all the barriers for everyone at work. It doesn't mean treating everyone the same and providing them with the same opportunity. Different people will have different barriers and in some cases multiple barriers, so you may need to treat them differently in order to ensure equality of access to learning for all.

