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Abstract

This paper is concerned implicitly with the place of workers’ education in
achieving positive industrial relations practice on the one hand, and national
development on the other. It begins with an overview of one of the major
theoretical traditions used to analyze education -the functionalist perspective
which sees the education system as providing a positive educational
experience which benefits the children and the society. While highlighting
the bases for workers’ education to national development such as creating a
responsibly committed and disciplined operative; the paper proposes some
strategies aimed at frontally attacking the abysmally low workers’ education
and the increasing challenges within labour relations system and thereby
sustaining the current democratic project in Nigeria and above all, national
development.

Introduction

The field of industrial relations is a dynamic one, and indeed a subsystem of the entire social
system. In recent time, some changes - political, economic, social and technological, to mention but a
few - have impacted on it. Besides, the management of organizations has assumed some degree of
complexity, requiring adequate skills and strategies, particularly in the area of disputes and conflict
resolutions.

Since development is realistically seen as a multidimensional process, it follows that the current
democratic dispensation in Nigeria calls for a new reorientation on the part of labour and other
stakeholders in the industry. And one effective way of bringing about national development is a focus on
the well-being of the citizen rather than on institutions.

Accordingly, this paper explores the potentialities of workers’ education vis-a-vis civic
responsibilities and how it can be used to promote healthy industrial relations practice thereby sustaining
national development. It becomes necessary to educate the workers to realize that the economy and
political stability as well as sustainable democracy and national development can only be helped through
the understanding, commitment and productivity of the actors in the industrial relations system. It is
through the education provided in industrial relations that the needed awareness of the workers and their
leaders as well as management could be made possible.

Ail Overview of the Theoretical Approaches to Education

In general terms, education and training are significant direct means of advancing the human
intellect and skills for productive employment. In spite of this aforementioned assertion, sociologists
have asked what purposes education serves. According to Moore (1998), answers to this vary, from those
who see it as necessary to provide relevant knowledge, to those who see it as merely a way of teaching
work discipline and skills to a new generation of workers. These views reflect the differing theoretical
approaches of functionalism and Marxism respectively. But for the purpose of this paper, the
functionalist perspective is adopted.

Two of the leading advocates of the functionalist perspective are prominent sociologists- Emile
Durkheim and Talcott Parsons. According to Moore (1998), Durkheim claims that schools perform two
central functions, relating, to social cohesion and the division of labour. One, in order to exist, societal
members must share common beliefs and values, which are only partially taught by the family.
Thereafter, the school continues this process and broadens the forms of behaviour and shared beliefs of
the children. And two, in modem societies the division of labour holds society so that schools train
people for the different jobs available.

Moore (1998) asserts further that this basic position provided the platform for the work of
Parsons, who fits the process of formal schooling in to his theory of society. For Parsons, the school is
the bridge between childhood and adulthood. In the family, the child is treated as special and the forms
of behaviour expected are really quite flexible. Parsons describes this as particularistic
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treatment. Whereas in adult liie and in the wider society all children are supposed to be treated according
to the same rules -universalistic treatment. Thus, the school prepares the students by treating them the
same regardless of sex, race or social class. In which case, the school is a microcosm of society and
therefore when the students emerge from school, they are already accustomed to the wider society.

From the above analysis, fundamentally, the functionalist view is that two important things are
learned at school. These have been well summarized by Moore (1998). One, the values the students learn
are those of achievement - the desire to do well and to improve, and the equality of opportunity. The
result of these values is of benefit to society in general. The schools turn out a highly motivated,
achievement-oriented work force. In his own analysis of Parsons’ work, Ninalowo (1988) says that aside
from the system of education allowing students to perform work-related (unctions, it also enables them to
become conversant with ‘proper’ interpersonal social skills. “Thus a mechanic as well as a doctor needs
to have not only the basic skills of his trade, but also the ability to behave responsibly towards those
people with whom he is brought into contact in his work” (Parsons, 1959 in Ninalowo, 1988). And two,
the economic functions the school performs is to test and grade students into ability groups. The best take
the more complex and important positions in society, and receive grater rewards as a result. This relates
to the general functionalist position on social mobility and stratification.

The functionalist approach to education has been criticized on the following grounds. One, there
is little equality of opportunity -the education system largely reflects and transmits the inequalities of
society; and two, that the values of the schools and the very purpose of job training may not reflect the
needs of society but the interests of the ruling class.

In spite of the above criticisms the functionalist approach is still considered appropriate in
understanding the bases for workers’ education vis-a-vis national development in view of its strength.

Bases for Workers’ Education

According to Yesufu (2000), some proponents define and emphasize education as a process of
acquiring knowledge of some basic facts of life; others emphasize it as a means by which one generation
transmits to its succeeding generation(s) those of its own cherished cultural and associated values which
it believes to be essential for the society’s positive development. For Jeminiwa (1996), education is a
modifier of human action towards a desirable direction and for the upliftment of society. For effective
dissemination, the content must be relevant, the channels must be adequate and the agents must be
available.

The next question then is, what is workers’ education? There have been varying interpretations
of the concept of workers’ education by varying scholars. To some, it is a form of remedial education,
while some others see it as either professional, ideological, cultural or institutional. From whatever angle
we look at it, workers’ education, according to Mire (1956) as quoted by Omole (1987) “deals primarily
with educational needs of workers as they arise out of their participation in the labour movement. It is
....education carried on either under the direct union auspices or education carried on by non-labour
agencies with union groups. Its objective is the improvement of the workers’ individual and group
competence, and the advancement of his social, economic and cultural interests, so that he can become a
“mature”, wise and responsible citizen, able to play his part in the union and in a free society and to
assure for himself a status of dignity and respect equal to those of other groups and individuals”. In which
case, workers’ education are designed to develop workers’ understanding of labour problems, not only as
trade unionists but as citizens of the society.

From the above definition, workers’ education can be distinguished from other types of
education in the sense that whereas the normal formal education is as a result of one Act of Parliament
and a fundamental objective and directive principles of State policy (as is the case in Nigeria) while
workers’ education is a result of group or individual needs determined by that group or individual.

The need for workers’ education cannot be over emphasized in view of the strength of the
labour force in the country today vis-a-vis the democratic challenges cum the spate of industrial conflicts.
There is a large army of unemployed school leavers. Educational institutions at all levels, both private
and public, are expanding at an alarming rate. And many are anxious to be educated; and sooner than
later they would join the labour force. According to Omole (1987), a unifying factor of
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the working class is solidarity. Once this is achieved, they would become so powerful that it would be
dangerous to ignore. In which case, when workers become united and lack the necessary education to
make them realize that industry can only grow when all the actors understand one another, there is bound
to be suspicion, which can lead to disaster. But where there is enough education to broaden the
knowledge of the rank-and-file in industry, the probability is that it is the positive effect that would
manifest.
According to Datar (1979) in Omole (1987) essentially, workers’ education should make a
worker:
1) A responsible committed and disciplined operative;
2) Understand the basic economic and technical aspects of the industry and the plant where he is
employed so that he can take an interest in its affairs;
3) Aware of his rights and obligations;
4) Understand the organisation and functioning of the union as well as develop qualities of
leadership, loyalty and devotion towards trade union work;
5) Lead a clean and healthy life based on firm ethical foundations; and
6) A responsible and alert citizen.

Omole (1987) adds that through labour education, the workers and their employers are
encouraged to understand and view objectively the aims of public policies and the procedures needed to
achieve them. Besides, they are able to tackle the problems of equity, injustice, tyranny, corruption,
exploitation, favouritism, intolerance and victimization which are all present in any system in this
country today. Education they say, makes a people easy to govern, but difficult to enslave; hence
workers’ education can also serve as a means of integrating the union and its members into the
framework or structure of not only the management, but the Government of the day, thereby leading to
industrial democracy and national development respectively. Lastly, education enables the workers to
have analytical minds as a result of exposure to facts, figures and related variables, and thereby
preventing avoidable industrial action.

Strategies for Achieving Workers’ Education

Some employers have lamented the deplorable educational exposure of some workers’
representatives. Ubeku (1981) gives a vivid picture of some troublesome union representatives in a
management meeting during which the representatives contributed nothing to the discussion but left
everything to the general secretary, apparently because of their ignorance. For this and many more
reasons, Ubeku concluded that because workers are generally poorly educated they cannot participate
effectively in the management of their undertakings.

As a way out, Aborisade (1992) suggests that education programmes designed to meet the
education needs of members need to be organized and systematic. Such education should assist members
in critical analysis and understanding of events, issues, problems and the effect of Government policy on
workers and the nation at large, so as to be able to guide the union in adopting correct trade union policy.

In addition, education programmes may have to be organized to develop their skills in
particular areas. For instance, the union secretary needs to know the simple rules to follow in taking
notes or minutes, the treasurer needs basic knowledge of how to keep proper books of accounts and the
chairman in particular needs to know the basic rules about how to run meetings and guide the opinion of
members.

As a matter of importance, the union should organize education programmes for new members
to understand the operation of the nation’s constitution as well as that of the union, know their basic
rights and responsibilities in collective bargaining agreements, procedural agreements, types of industrial
actions as appropriate and some elements of labour law and so on and so forth. When members are
conscious, the task of mobilization for struggle is facilitated, but due consideration must be given to
national interest.

Similarly, Arije (2000) suggests that labour has a duty to embark on a large-scale aggressive
educational programmes by way of workshops, seminars, symposia in order to educate members on their
rights. He emphasizes further the publication of union newsletter, journals, magazines, periodicals,
handbills, pamphlets etc as veritable vehicle to reach out, and disseminate information as
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well as educate members. Additionally, unions should establish well-equipped libraries to service the
budding union activists in particular and members in general as well as the rank -and -file of the police
and the armed forces.

Every effort should be made to support educational centres for trade union in the forms of
sponsorship and attendance of courses, provision of infrastructure, instituting endowment funds,
provision of grants for research and other specific programmes (Jeminiwa, 1996).

Lastly, is the immediate establishment of Education and Research Departments in all the
industrial unions and senior staff associations and be made to function (Sokunbi, 1996).

Workers’ Education and National Development-A Synthesis

Nigeria’s National Policy on Education as revised, takes due account of some of Nigeria’s
peculiar and pressing issues such as national unity and patriotism. According to Yesufu (2000), from the
viewpoint of that policy, Nigerian education must provide opportunity for the individual to understand
the world around him - he must be literate. Education must inculcate high and patriotic values. Education
must contribute to national economic and social development by investing appropriate skills in the
individual and promoting his mental and physical abilities for service to the nation, through appropriate
employment. Therefore, the requirements, contents, approach and techniques of workers’ education must
of necessity emphasize these basic objectives in order to bring about the much-desired national
development.

Conclusion

This paper has aptly demonstrated that development is a multi-dimensional issue and that one of
the path-ways to national development is through the various sub-systems of the entire social system. To
that extent, workers’ education has a positive role to play within the industrial relations sub-system since
it emphasizes the well-being of the citizenry as a starting point. Herein lies the relevance of functionalist
perspective as our theoretical weapon of analysis.
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