New skills for the printing industry appeal
for new approaches in education

Luk Bouters

Recently the EU authorised, often in close collaboration with Intergraf!, a number of studies
to diagnose the European printing industry, especially its competitiveness and prospects to
respond to its recent structural and technological challenges.?

In this article the author highlights the main findings of two recent reports commissioned
by the European Commission. The first one, Investing in the Future of Jobs and Skills (2009),
was initiated to ensure a better match between the supply of skills and the demand of the
labour market for qualified manpower. It provides a methodology to improve the capacity of
the EU Member States to assess and anticipate future skills need of employers and employees
in the print media industry. The second report, New Skills for New Jobs: Action Now (2010)
presents and expands on a set of recommendations of an expert group to build stronger
bridges between the world of education and training and the world of industry. It outlines
and recommends a set of actions to ensure that workers acquire the skills required. Particular
attention in the article is paid to the major findings and their implications for higher educa-
tion specialised in media production and management. The article will conclude with some
personal reflections on some of the issues tackled.

Investing in the Future of Jobs and Skills
Context

The first report? is part of a series of sixteen sec-
tor studies, all based on a methodological frame-
work initially developed by Maria Joao Rodrigues
(2007)* and commissioned under the Europe-

an Community Programme for Employment and
Social Responsibility — PROGRESS (2007-2013).
The study analyses sectoral trends and develop-
ments combining desk research and expert infor-
mation to present a number of options and rec-
ommendations to tackle future skills and knowl-
edge needs in the publishing and printing sector.
By adopting a common uniform methodology for
all sixteen sectors, the total study allows policy
makers to adopt human resources management
strategies and to devise mechanisms for better
and more effective interaction between innova-

tion, skills development and job creation. Obvi-
ously, this study — as so many others before and
after - should be placed against the background
of the EU’s attempts to sharpen up the compe-
tiveness of the European industry (the Lisbon
Strategy for Growth and Jobs- 2008).

Content

The actual report features three major parts fol-
lowed by a series of recommendations. Part |
provides a thoughtful and concise overview of
the sector with its current developments and
trends. This serves as a basis for Part I, where
this statistical data are probed and drawn on to
construct four possible future scenarios for the
printing and publishing sector and their impli-
cations for the desired competences in the var-
ious job functions. In the third part, the report

describes the main strategic options to meet the
skills and knowledge needs identified. The report
concludes with a set of recommendations for
policy makers, sector representatives and edu-
cation and training institutes. These conclusions
and advices were discussed during a final work-
shop with representation from the social part-
ners, the industry and other experts.

Recommendations

Most of the recommendations are addressed
principally to vocational education and train-
ing programmes and aim at changes at the na-
tional rather than the international level. Clear-
ly, the foremost important recommendation for
all education and training institutions is to keep
up with the changes in skills needs. This does
not limit itself to the technological develop-
ments, but f.i. also refers to the management of
an ageing and shrinking workforce, the chang-
es in consumption patterns and customer de-
mands, the emergence of new business models,
etc. The convergence of technologies and mar-
kets make inter- and multidisciplinary compe-
tences a key asset to adapt promptly to these
changes. Soft skills (languages, (self-) manage-
ment skills, problem solving skills, an inclina-
tion to life long learning and innovation, entre-
preneurships, etc.) will increasingly gain impor-
tance for all job functions but especially so for
high skilled professions, although different tech-
nical skills remain indispensable. Emerging com-
petences of higher skilled jobs will attach great-
er importance to how to learn, how to commu-
nicate, how interact with colleagues, customers,
etc., and how to adapt to the changing environ-
ments in addition to continuous performance in
high quality education.

Due to the prevalence of SME's in the sector
with their limited resources for upskilling and re-
training of their staff, training facilities will have
to be sought externally. Some recommenda-

education

make the latest equipment available to a larger
group of training providers. A better flow of in-
formation between the industry and the training
institutions on new skills and knowledge needs,
should bridge the existing and future gaps and
should steer career and training guidance for
employees.

Some remarks

Most (if not all) of these recommendations sin-
gled out in 2007 elicit a ‘déja vu'-effect. The ma-
jor benefit of this list of recommendations, there-
fore, lies in the very fact that they are grouped
and, based on recent data and experience, un-
derscore again the same points of attention and
possible avenues. The production context for
print media companies has since the time of the
study not improved and the problems identi-
fied remain the same illustrating herewith the in-
ability of the sector to pursue collective action
plans. The latter is mainly due to the fact that
the sector consist mainly of relatively small com-
panies. In the end, the Executive Summary® pe-
titions for collaboration and joint actions by all
stakeholders in order to address the future skills
and knowledge needs and to agree on and im-
plement a package of feasible solutions. With lit-
tle or no supplementary resources at the nation-
al levels to finance such a venture, it remains
doubtful whether this colloquial language will be
sufficient to meet this noble appeal at all levels
intended. This is especially so when recommen-
dations such as modularisation, e-learning pack-
ages or individual career guidance require con-
siderable additional (human) resources that are
presently not there.

New Skills for New Jobs: Action Now
Context

‘New skills for New Jobs'® is a EU policy initia-
tive to achieve a better match between labour
market needs and available skills. In 2009 a

'Intergraf represents 23 national printing federations in 20 countries in Europe. Intergraf's main task is to promote
and protect the interests of the printing and related industries, working with the European Institutions, and to
enhance the sector's competitiveness through lobbying, informing and networking. For more information see
http://www.intergraf.eu/AM/Template.cfm?Section=Home

2E.g. Competitiveness of the European Graphic Industry, Intergraf- European Commission, 2007, 160p. The future
of the European print industry — In our own hands. What the industry says, EU, 2010, 90 p. Toolkit for the future
of the European print industry — in our own hands. Restructuring your toolkit to make it happen, EU, 2010, 64 p.

3 http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/pubdocs/2009/86/en/1/EFO986EN. pdf

* Rodrigues, M.J. (2007) “Innovation, Skills ans Jobs. Pilot project to Develop a European Foresight Methodology
to Idententify Emergent Jobs and Their Skills Needs".
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tions therefore call for more flexible and less for-  group of experts was asked to provide independ-
mal training forms, f.i. by promoting e-learning ent advice on how to proceed and accomplish
and modularisation, and support the establish- the EU's future 2020 strategy.

ment of regional training networks in order to

*Investing in the Future of Jobs and Skills. Scenarios, implications and options in anticipation of future skills and
knowledge needs. Executive Summary Printing and Publishing, May 2009, p.13

®New Skills for New Jobs: Action Now. A report by the Expert Group on New Skills for New Jobs prepared for the
European Commission, 2010, p.33
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Content

The second report principally focuses on the de-
sired key actions to ensure that a qualified work
force is in place to meet the requirements of to-
morrow's labour market and to cope with the
challenges of global competition. This will neces-
sitate a better anticipation of skills needs in or-
der to better align skills demand and supply. Bet-
ter formal and informal education is believed to
be the right answer. For this purpose four ma-
jor, complementary streams of recommendations
were developed. The authors make it clear from
the outset: future prosperity will depend great-
ly on how successful Europe will be in broaden-
ing and raising skills levels of its future work-
force. The central role of education and training
institutes and the prerequisite of increased in-
vestment in education to achieve this ambition is
crystal-clear.

Recommendations
In the report a number of the key actions are
identified:

1. Provide the right incentives to upgrade and
better use skills for individuals and employers

2. Bring the worlds of education, training and
work closer together.

3. Develop the right mix of skills.

4. Better anticipate future skills needs.

These recommendations contain valuable and
interesting policy views and advices. Take the
first group of recommendations where the re-
port pleads in favour of better defining curricu-
lar standards, including the learning outcomes’,
and the various mechanisms of quality assess-
ment and evaluation deployed in an education-
al context.

The second recommendation calls for a more
substantial and intensive relationship between
skills providers and employers in order to en-
sure that people get the right and most need-
ed qualifications and understand from the very
start what is expected from them at the end of
the learning route. To this end, a European qual-
ifications framework, including outcome-based

qualifications, should be developed. These learn-
ing outcomes should be based on labour market
needs analyses and its introduction should be
supported by appropriate pedagogy and assess-
ment methods. This process requires the commit-
ment of all, foremost the political leaders, and
needs to be carried out by all stakeholders in-
cluding educational institutes, employer’s or-
ganisations and trade unions. These key recom-
mendations end with a call to open up the learn-
ing groups to include a larger audience, e.g. vul-
nerable groups and adults with or without prior
work experience.

The third recommendations stresses the need
for soft and more generic competences in addi-
tion to the technical skills inherent to a specif-
ic function. Apart from e-skills and digital fluen-
cy, higher education should embed key enabling
competences such as creativity, innovation, en-
trepreneurship and citizenship. To monitor this
process, education providers require quantitative
targets. This endeavour asks for an appropriate
learning environment involving consistency be-
tween the learning outcome, the assessment, the
methodology applied and the teaching corps de-
ployed. Obviously, this novel paradigm of prac-
tice-oriented curricula might entail a review of
the present teachers’ education curricula to en-
sure education professionals come with the ap-
propriate skills and practical experience.

The last cluster of recommendations gives at-
tention to the development of early warning and
matching systems to better anticipate future
skills needs. Aggregating national and supra-
national intelligence through various surveys,
will be key to develop measuring tools to pin-
point and foresee skill gaps, shortages, surplus-
es, over- and under-education, etc. Through the
development of comprehensive tracking systems,
the learners’ success on the labour market can
be monitored and the delivery capacity of educa-
tional institutions assessed.

Some final reflections

In closing, this report contains a great number of
‘mind squeezers' and challenges (although some
might interpret them as provocative thoughts).

"Learning outcomes are defined in the report as ‘what an individual knows, is able to do and/or understands after

having completed a learning process’. (0.c. p.23)
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Clearly, both reports and many others, are off-
shoots of government policy and industrial pres-
sure to put their interest before that of academ-
ic freedom, aiming at bringing it in line with
more economic concerns and preoccupations
(see the Lisbon goals of our knowledge society).
Additionally, calls for increased exchangeabili-
ty will rouse fear for boring uniformity and un-
sound sameness. Similarly, harmonisation to en-
courage exchange of students or to allow a bet-
ter recognition of competence portfolio’s across
the border, might inflame feelings of cultural im-
poverishment or reduction of academic autono-
my. Still, some recommendations are worthwhile
considering and should encourage all stakehold-
ers to play an active role in their implementa-
tion, f.i. defining the learning outcomes of an(y)
education process in keeping with the Europe-
an Qualification Framework (EQF) holds advan-
tages for all. Hence, all stakeholders would do
better to assist in their formulation and take

a proactive approach to ensure their preoccu-
pations and expectations receive due atten-
tion. Doubtlessly, clearly defined learning out-
comes enable government and education provid-
ers to ascertain whether there is congruency or
discrepancy between the courses readily avail-
able and the required skills. Additionally, when
the learning output is preliminarily defined, it al-
lows educational institutions to conceive and
implement more consistent and focused learn-
ing routes. At the same time, the enrolling stu-
dent knows from the start what he can expect
to master at the end and why the programme is
designed as it is. Based on these learning out-
comes, the employer knows exactly what he can
expect from a graduate at EFQ 6 or EFQ 7-lev-
el. Anyhow, if education is committed to solv-
ing issues inherent to change (and talking about
the print media sector is tantamount to talking
about change), it will have to take up its soci-
etal responsibility and agree on a framework en-
abling young and old(er) people to play their ex-
pected role in future society. Many will agree on
the fact that building skills is the essence of edu-
cation and jointly defining the learning outcomes
are a consequence of this. The crucial question
therefore will be to determine how critical man-
agerial, interpersonal, IT- and customer manage-
ment, technical and research skills should be and
what should outweigh the other at what time

education

during the educational route. For this, the world
of education and the world of work should re-
alise there is only one globe and one globalis-
ing society in which they play complementary
roles. Not hard selection or exclusion will be the
prime message, but upskilling and retraining in
addition to more formal competence-building.
From the above, it should be clear that all stake-
holders should assemble to discuss the findings
of the report. Better though would be if student
representation and the educational institutions
are not only actively involved in the surveys but
also solicited to participate in any follow-up.

In conclusion, the reports reviewed definite-
ly have some merit as they provide analyses and
recommendations on quantitative and qualita-
tive trends in employment and skills in the print-
ing and publishing sector. Some key questions,
however, remain open and await an answer:

« What about other sectors involved in media
production and management? Are they simi-
larly affected by the present context and eco-
nomic pressure?

- Will this kind of sectoral research be a one
shot affair or will it be repeated on a regu-
lar basis? After all we are dealing here with
trends in skills and these will evolve in keep-
ing with technology, customer demand and
the market.

- Will the educational institutions be called
upon to participate in the debate of skills an-
ticipation and assist in the formulation of rec-
ommendations for policy makers? If so, how
should this be done?

- Will sufficient financial resources be allocated
to implement the recommendations and poli-
cies adopted?

There is an instant need for a platform, a forum
allowing more structural exchange and discus-
sions between the social partners and the educa-
tional institutions. These kind of reports are very
instrumental and a useful tool to buttress these
discussions but they will need a regular update
in order to remain up-to-the-minute in this fast
changing society of ours. Surely, the jury is still
out on its findings. ..

(first received: 10.02.2011)
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