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Foreword
______________________________________________________

In 2015, Speedpak celebrates 20 years in business. It 
is a ‘more-than-profit’ social enterprise operating in the 
northside of Dublin. Since its inception, Speedpak has 
grown and evolved to meet the needs of local long-term 
unemployed people. And in this time, numerous chang-
es in the external environment have occurred that have 
necessitated new and innovative approaches and sup-
ports to address serious disadvantages within the local 
community. Speedpak’s aim is to overcome these chal-
lenges. 

We at Speedpak know that work experience combined 
with relevant training can provide a bridge to employ-

ment for the unemployed. We have seen how it builds the skills and self-confidence 
necessary to progress to enter the workplace or to further training. 

In Speedpak, we pioneered the Workplace Accreditation Model (WAM) training pro-
gramme which captures workplace learning and converts it into an educational quali-
fication, the equivalent of the Leaving Certificate. To date, over one hundred people 
have taken part in the programme completing 500 minor awards at level 4 and culmi-
nating with 35 people obtaining a major level 4 Award. This impact is very significant 
because over 90% of participants are early school leavers. 

This Report demonstrates the success of Speedpak’s training programme and pro-
vides verification of the positive impact it has on participants. We will continue to build 
on the success of our programme and continue to innovate and adapt to external 
changes to ensure that we maximise our social impact. 

We would like to acknowledge the support of our government and corporate inves-
tors, our commercial customers and other organisations and individuals who have 
collaborated and shared their experience and expertise with us along the way. We 
look forward to your continued support in building our business, to provide work op-
portunities, to end long-term unemployment and improve the lives of individuals, their 
families and their communities on Dublin’s Northside. 

James Lillis 
Chairperson 
Speedpak Group 
Trading, Training, Transforming™
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 Executive Summary 
_____________________________________________________________

This report provides an analysis and evaluation of Speedpak’s workplace learning 
programme and its impact on the attitudes and skills of the Training Participants in-
volved. The report begins by examining the context in which Speedpak operates, out-
lining its historical involvement in working with long-term unemployed people and the 
factors which led to the creation of its workplace learning programme. Following this, 
the wider context of long-term unemployment is examined, analysing the importance 
of providing interventions in this area and detailing similar programmes from a nation-
al and international perspective which inform the programme offered by Speedpak.  

In the methodology section, an overview is provided of Speedpak’s workplace learn-
ing programme, outlining its mix of education and employment provision in a bid to 
fuse work and learning, and provide Training Participants with a route back to em-
ployment and financial independence. The procedures used to gather data from the 
Training Participants and Management include quantitative and qualitative data. 

The programme provided Training Participants with additional 
knowledge and skills needed for further employment and edu-
cational opportunities, improved their attitudes to education, 
and improved their overall performance and attitude to work.

Findings indicate that the programme was successful on a number of levels. The 
programme provided Training Participants with additional knowledge and skills need-
ed for further employment and educational opportunities, improved their attitudes to 
education and improved their overall performance and attitude to work. 

These findings reinforce the view that an integrated approach to tackling long-term 
unemployment and the up-skilling of workers may be more effective than providing 
employment initiatives alone. While statistics on long-term unemployment and the 
vulnerability of low-skilled workers are widely available, there is a comparative lack of 
literature around initiatives designed to tackle these problems, and even less which 
incorporates the views of Training Participants themselves. This report provides a 
unique examination and review of the implementation of a workplace learning pro-
gramme and its impact on staff.
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1. Introduction and Wider Context  
_____________________________________________________________ 

This report examines a workplace learning programme developed by Speedpak limited, a 
social enterprise on Dublin’s Northside. The programme was designed to address a gap be-
tween workplace up-skilling and formal learning for long-term unemployed people who take 
part in Labour Market programmes in Ireland, such as Community Employment schemes. 
The report begins by introducing Speedpak, its mission and the wider context of its work. 

1.1 Speedpak - a Social Enterprise

Speedpak Limited was established by the Northside Partnership (NSP)1 in 1995 in collabo-
ration with the business community and state agencies in response to very high levels of 
unemployment in disadvantaged communities on Dublin’s Northside. The Local Employ-
ment Services (LES)2 identified a “Catch 22” of people not being able to get a job without 
experience and not being able to get experience without a job. Previous analysis of lo-
cal businesses identified an opportunity for the development of a contract packaging op-
eration which could provide employment and training. The concept was simple: establish 
a business that could offer work experience to long-term unemployed people because it 
was easier for people to find work when they had recent employment, an employer’s ref-
erence and appropriate training. Subsequently, a new light manufacturing business was 
acquired making rosettes, sashes and badges for equestrian events, agricultural shows, 
corporate and social events under the Shamrock Rosette brand. This provided an additional 
income stream as well as new opportunities for skills development, such as quality assur-
ance, health and safety, customer service and teamwork. Speedpak has also explored other 
new business opportunities and established a start-up document scanning service in 2012.  

Speedpak first applied to run a Community Employment programme (CE)3 in 1995 and this 
contract has been renewed on a yearly basis since.Participants on CE (“Training Partici-
pants”) have their salaries sub-vented through the Department of Social Protection (DSP) 
which replaces their social welfare benefits and includes a top up of €20 per week. CE also 
brings an annual training allowance for Training Participants (reduced from €500 to €250 
per person per year in 2012), a supervision grant, and a material grant towards overhead 
costs. The number of places allocated to Speedpak for long-term unemployed people grew 
from 19 to 30 in 2009. It was further increased to 37 in 2015. Speedpak issues 6 month 
fixed-term contracts to Training Participants. 

1 The Northside Partnership is a local development company which was established in 1991 with the aim of 
providing equality and social and economic inclusion within designated disadvantaged catchment areas in 
Dublin North Central.
2 The Local Employment Service operates under the area Partnerships and is funded through Department of 
Social Protection. It provides information, guidance, job seeking support and training/education opportunities 
to local residents.
3 Community Employment (CE) started in 1994 as part of a government response to long term unemploy-
ment. Over the years it has developed into a programme integrating work experience and training. It is 
designed to help people who are long-term unemployed and other disadvantaged people to get back to work 
by offering part-time and temporary placements in jobs based within local communities for 19.5 hours per 
week. Participants can take up other part-time work during their placement. After the placement, participants 
are encouraged to seek permanent part-time and full-time jobs elsewhere based on the experience and new 
skills they have gained while in a CE scheme. The CE programme has been administered by the Department 
of Social Protection (DSP) with effect from 2012. Prior to this it was administered by FAS.
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Eligibility on CE is determined by the DSP on an annual basis and various time limits apply 
depending on the participant’s age and circumstances. The average time spent on CE is two 
years. Training Participants are contracted to work 19.5 hours a week. 

There are four strands to Speedpak’s training programme for Training Participants:  

 1) Real commercial experience with a focus on work skills, including health and  
  safety, quality assurance, customer care, teamwork and taking individual  
  responsibility; 
 2) Group training courses relevant to the workplace;
 3) Individual training courses depending on the needs and career path of the  
  individual;
 4) Support internally from Speedpak’s permanent staff (Core staff) and exter-  
  nally from the LES, the NSP’s educational guidance service, and other local  
  services. 
 
In 2008, the Speedpak management team began the development of an evidence based 
work experience and training model where individual progress and the effectiveness of in-
terventions and support could be measured. This was to ensure value for money, value 
for Training Participants and value for investors and funders. The management team were 
concerned that employment programmes were traditionally assessed on numbers access-
ing work or training. This approach did not take account of how far people were from em-
ployability when they started on the programme. It also ignored other progress such as 
skills development, increased positivity to work, improved self-confidence and self-esteem.  

The first step involved identifying barriers faced by Training Participants in accessing work 
or training. A qualitative research project was carried out to identify barriers to employment 
and to measure the distance travelled towards employability while at Speedpak. Five arenas 
of barriers to employment were identified: education and employment, workplace compe-
tencies, personal attributes and dispositions, physical and mental health, and social and 
economic circumstances. 

More than 90% of Training Participants had left school 
without a leaving certificate.

One of the findings from this research of particular interest was that more than 90% of 
Traiing Participants had left school without a Leaving Certificate. It became clear that the 
work experience alone being offered by Speedpak was not enough, and unless there was 
an improvement in formal education, Training Participants were likely to continue to have 
difficulties competing in the job market. 

In 2009 Speedpak, in collaboration with Coláiste Dhúlaigh the local College of Further Edu-
cation (CFE) developed a new model of learning, the Workplace Accreditation Model (WAM), 
to address the lack of educational qualifications among Training Participants. Speedpak had 
operated successful commercial businesses in tandem with skills training for hundreds of 
unemployed people. However, this new approach was designed to harness the learning 
achieved through the workplace and its commercial activities, by complementing these with 
relevant educational content, leading to a qualification equivalent to the Leaving Certificate. 
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The key aspects of the WAM training programme included:  

• Capturing the learning, training and skills development that were already taking place 
 at work and converting them into a formal educational qualification equivalent to   
 Leaving Certificate;  
• Choosing modules/training that were, as far as possible, relevant to the work  
 place to make the award useful in seeking work or further training and there  
 by increase the person’s job prospects;
•  Providing a positive educational experience for adults returning to learning.

Speedpak chose to work with the local CFE because of the positive relationship that had 
been built with the college over many years. It provided the community with access to an ed-
ucation resource and had the necessary expertise in relation to accreditation and education. 
It also had an understanding of the work being done at Speedpak and had an appreciation 
of some of the specific issues that impact on adults returning to education, such as leaving 
school early (some after primary education), anxiety about learning and literacy difficulties. 

1.2 Wider context

Fortunately, the impacts of unemployment are not perma-
nent and can be counteracted.

The Training Participants in Speedpak sit within a segment of the Irish labour force with 
relatively low educational attainment. Some estimates state that as much as 30% of work-
ers are without a Leaving Certificate standard qualification, with many having literacy and 
numeracy challenges (Healy, 2009; Behan et al, 2011). This cohort of workers represent 
some of the most vulnerable in society, occupying low paid (Behan et al, 2011), unfulfill-
ing (Byrne et al, 2008), relatively low-skilled, and unstable employment (Byrne & Smith, 
2010). The vulnerability of their employment is demonstrated in the recent economic re-
cession (beginning 2008), with a disproportionate level of unemployment experienced by 
this cohort compared to their white collar counterparts (Ross & Mirowsky, 1999; Behan et 
al, 2011). As Ireland pushes forward in the development of a knowledge economy, work-
ers require higher levels of education, with the need for generic transferrable skills such 
as communication and critical thinking, becoming more prominent (O’Connell, 2009). In 
this economy, the Expert Group on Future Skills Needs (2012) predicts that those without 
a Leaving Certificate standard qualification, will be unable to find suitable employment by 
2020. This level of additional unemployment would have a devastating effect on individu-
als and society. Not only has unemployment been linked with negative physical health (Jin 
et al, 1995; Dooley et al, 1996; Gerdtham & Johannesson, 2003; McKee-Ryan et al, 2005) 
and mental health (Lynch, 2003; McArdle et al, 2007), evidence also suggests that the 
generational impact of long-term unemployment would result in the overwhelming likeli-
hood that the cycle would repeat with children and grandchildren (Mbilinyi, 2006: 8; Stocké, 
2007; Ballarino et al, 2009; Breen et al, 2010). Fortunately, the impacts of unemployment 
are not permanent and can be counteracted. First, and most obviously, the negative physi-
cal and psychological effects can begin to improve as individuals move from unemploy-
ment to employment. Second, education can provide a defence against these effects set-
ting in by improving self-esteem and optimism, increasing employability and providing a 
sense of support in returning to employment (McKee-Ryan et al, 2005; McArdle et al, 2007). 



4

In Ireland, approaches to tackling this issue of long-term unemployment have tended to 
focus on social inclusion and activation to work, with programmes such as the CE and 
more recently the Tús Programme4 focusing on providing long-term unemployed people 
with opportunities to re-engage with the workforce and with the community. It is clear that 
these programmes have a role in encouraging social inclusion and have a place in the 
overall strategy for tackling disengagement, with CE providing work experience and training 
for over 23,000 people in 2011 (Department of Social Protection, 2012), and Tús provid-
ing work experience to over 2,000 people in the same year. However what is less clear, 
is the success of these programmes in aiding long-term unemployed people in returning 
to employment in the longer term. Recent ESRI research (and previous O’Connell, 1999) 
was critical of the impact such programmes have on returning to main stream employ-
ment (McGuinness et al, 2011), with the Department of Social Protection itself (2012:54) 
reporting that some participants have become ‘institutionalised’ on CE, seemingly unable 
to move on to main stream employment. The Department of Social Protection acknowl-
edges that the impact of “direct job-creation programmes have generally been disappoint-
ing”, and that the value in these schemes is in providing a “temporary backstop” for hard 
to place workers, avoiding them becoming “too disconnected from the labour market”.  

In order to discover alternative approaches to tackling long-term unemployment and up-skill-
ing low-skilled workers, successful EU initiatives can be examined. In a European context, 
Labour Market Programmes (LMP) are about more than just opportunities for employment 
- they are collaborations between the education sector and enterprise. Organisations of all 
kinds, but in particular social enterprises, have partnered with education providers to tackle 
the issues of long-term unemployment and employee up-skilling by providing a mix of train-
ing, personal development and employment activities. The success of these LMPs in terms 
of increasing employability and providing a route back to stable employment has been attrib-
uted to their long-term approach which focuses on integration with the ‘real’ labour market 
alongside the provision of training and support (Marshall & Macfarlane, 2000). Research 
indicates that this long-term approach is more effective than short-term employability train-
ing (Anderson et al, 2004). Engagement with employment alongside traditional classroom 
learning is more effective (Card et al, 2010), far outpacing the success of initiatives that 
solely invest in employment generation (Halpin & Hill, 2007). 

Participants improved their capabilities and personal capac-
ity by linking what was learned in training to real workplace 
experience, thus improving their long-term employability.

Projects such as the Lifelong Learning Café (Ferguson & Seddon, 2009), Charcoal Lane res-
taurant (Campbell et al., 2011), and Fifteen Foundation (http://www.fifteen.net/) found that 
participants improved their capabilities and personal capacity by linking what was learned in 
training to real workplace experience, thus improving their long-term employability. For ex-
ample, in the Lifelong Learning Café, staff experienced communication skills training, then 
applied these skills when dealing with both customers and other staff. 

4 The Tús programme was launched on 21 December 2010 to provide short-term, quality work opportunities 
for unemployed people and to provide certain services of benefit to communities. While the Department of 
Social Protection is responsible for the overall operation of Tús, it is managed at a local level, on the Depart-
ment’s behalf, by the Local Integrated Development Companies and in the Gaeltacht by Údarás na Gael-
tachta.
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Periodic reviews were conducted to facilitate reflection on how learning could be more fully 
applied in practice. Campbell et al (2011) found that an important by-product of this ap-
proach was that participants’ self-image began to shift in focus, recognising their strengths 
rather than their issues, and beginning to view themselves as employees rather than recipi-
ents of welfare. In 2000, Clarke commented that Irish programmes would be better served 
by following this approach, and while this has not been adopted fully, some small education-
enterprise collaborations have been piloted with signs of success. Healy (2009: 63) high-
lighted programmes such as ‘skills for work’ and ‘learning @ work’ as successes that not 
only up-skilled employees in a cost effective manner but benefited the organisations run-
ning the programmes. The ‘skills for work’ initiative was a partnership between industry and 
the public sector providing basic IT, literacy and numeracy skills to low-skilled unemployed 
people. The programme received extremely positive evaluations and feedback and was fully 
subscribed for its duration, indicating demand for such collaborations. Similarly, ‘learning @ 
work’ which was a collaboration between industry and education, found huge demand for 
workplace learning among lower skilled workers. 
 
Outside of these LMP initiatives, there has also been a shift in the education sectors approach 
to re-engaging learners. Both formal and semi-formal education initiatives are re-engaging 
students with education by focussing in on real world learning. The EigenWijs School for liv-
ing in the Netherlands found that supporting students to solve work-based problems while 
reflecting on the consequences of their actions encouraged students to think independently 
and take control of their learning (te Riele, 2009). The Friesland Extreme Learning College 
has taken this concept further by involving industry partners in the evaluation of student 
work, resulting in increased motivation and achievement amongst students (Meijers, 2009). 
Similarly the Macleay Vocation School and Crossroads initiative have successfully blended 
vocational training, workplace learning and employability skills to re-engage students in edu-
cation (Eason, 2009; Milbourne, 2009). These findings support the most recent ESRI early 
school leavers report which recommends engaging students through a non-traditional ap-
proach of work-based learning and employability skills (Byrne et al, 2008). 

By developing a flexible intervention containing academic 
content, work experience, and personal and professional 
development, adults were more comfortable and confident 
in returning to employment.

EU lifelong learning initiatives also focus on the reintegration of adult learners into the work-
force, and the development of essential employment skills. Sarti (2010) found that lack of 
professional experience was a major barrier to adults returning to employment. By develop-
ing a flexible intervention containing academic content, work experience and personal and 
professional development, adults were more comfortable and confident in returning to em-
ployment. Waldemarsson (2009) and Mütter (2009) also found that the process of learning 
and learning about oneself were key in increasing the likelihood of future employment. 
 
Programmes that increase the educational attainment, versatility and employability of 
the most vulnerable in society help to ensure they have the best opportunity for a fulfill-
ing and healthy life (Smith and McCoy, 2009). Greater educational attainment leads to a 
healthier lifestyle (Ross and Wu, 1995:738), and more positive participation and contribu-
tion to community life (Ekenrode, 1983; Ross & Mirowsky, 1989). The increases that are 
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achieved in numeracy, literacy, problem solving and professional skills, not only improve 
individuals’ employment and further education opportunities (Bloom et al 1997; Bynner 
2004:32), but have a positive impact on their respective organisations. Employers recog-
nise the benefits in re-engaging their employees with education. Re-engagement can trans-
form low-skilled workers’ attitudes in the workplace; increasing their flexibility, promoting 
a positive attitude to change, improving their relations with management and other staff 
and reducing staff attrition. Workers who participate in education are also more compe-
tent in performing tasks, becoming more independent, requiring less supervision and are 
more capable of solving problems on their own. These effects, coupled with the positive 
impact on workers’ promotional opportunities, indicate potential gains for both employ-
ees and employers (Falk & Kilpatrick, 1996; Groot & Vann De Brink, 2000). This provides 
strong evidence that education can help to ensure a flexible workforce, equal opportunities 
and socio-economic growth (Stenberg, 2011). However, in order to bring about success 
for both employers and individuals, Behan et al (2012) recommend that programmes are 
regulated, accredited and flexible (Expert Group on Future Skills Needs, 2012). Employ-
ers must also be supported in understanding their own business needs and the needs of 
their employees to get the right mix of technical (literacy, numeracy, business specific), 
IT (computer literacy, ECDL) and interpersonal (communication skills, personal manage-
ment, teamwork) training into their programmes (Sheldon & Thornthwaite, 2005: 415).  

Workers who participate in education are also more com-
petent in performing tasks; becoming more independent, 
requiring less supervision, and are more capable of solving 
problems on their own.

Over a decade of public policy in Ireland has been developed to address the issue of up-skilling 
the most vulnerable in the Irish workforce (Healy, 2009: 19-24). The current programme for 
government (Government for national recovery, 2011-2016) has acknowledged the potential 
social and economic cost of further unemployment and has committed to improving literacy, 
numeracy and workplace skills through community, vocational and mainstream education.  

This report on the evaluation of Speedpak’s workplace learning programme, aims to bridge 
the gap in current understanding by providing an in-depth look at collaboration between in-
dustry and education and between work and learning, in order to provide further insight into 
the best possible path forward to achieve these goals in a cost effective manner. This report 
will bridge the gap in the following ways: 1) provide in-depth qualitative and quantitative data 
from Training Participants in a programme, allowing deep insight into their perceptions of 
the benefits of taking part, 2) An evaluation of a new approach to workplace learning, poten-
tially gaining greater insight into possibilities for the future, and 3) a unique insight into the 
programme from the managerial perspective, offering a holistic understanding which other 
organisations can follow.
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2. Methodology
_____________________________________________________________

2.1 Context and development of WAM 

Speedpak’s WAM training programme is a practical initiative aimed at improving the employ-
ability of low-skilled and long-term unemployed people by providing real work experience, 
accredited training, mentoring and support, in a commercial business environment. The pro-
gramme emphasises capturing learning and training that already takes place at work, whilst 
also adding relevant training modules, which make the award useful for gaining access to 
further training or employment. Work experience focuses on promoting positive work be-
haviours, and providing quality products and services to customers. The training element is 
based on a major award5, General Vocational Studies (NVCL1), which was chosen for WAM 
because it comprised a broad range of minor awards suitable to workplace learning. This 
included the following minor awards at FETAC levels 3 and 4 on the National Framework of 
Qualifications (NFQ) (Figure 1 below): Personal Effectiveness (lvl 4), IT skills (lvl 4), Com-
munications (lvl 4), Maths (lvl 4), Work Experience (lvl 4), Product Packaging and Assembly 
(lvl 4), Workplace Safety (lvl 4), Work Orientation (lvl 3) and Computer Literacy (lvl 3). 

Figure 1 – NFQ Awards Framework

_____________
5 Under the Qualifications and Quality Act (2012) which came into effect on 6 November 2012, Qualifications 
and Quality Ireland (QQI) replaced the Further Education and Training Award Council (FETAC) and all major 
and minor awards previously accredited by FETAC were deactivated on a phased basis and replaced by the 
QQI Common Awards System (CAS). From 2013, the minor awards delivered at Speedpak lead to the major 
“General Learning Award” at level 4 on the NFQ. 
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2.2 Sample

This study focuses on 25 Training Participants who had completed or were close to complet-
ing the Speedpak’s WAM training programme. Speedpak made it compulsory for all Training 
Participants employed by them under CE to take part in the WAM Training Programme. This 
requirement to participate in training was explained at the recruitment stage. The author’s 
involvement in the project was from a research perspective only, having no impact on the 
workings of the programme or content delivery.

2.3 Description of the training process

All training activities took place at Speedpak premises. On the job training, one to one meet-
ings and support sessions took place at various locations throughout the premises, for ex-
ample at work stations and production lines. Training sessions took place in Speedpak’s be-
spoke Learning Centre, located onsite and just a short distance away from the factory floor. 
Training sessions were facilitated by a fully qualified external tutor provided by the Coláiste 
Dhúlaigh CFE and included theory, practice and group discussions. Training Participants 
also took part in non-directed learning scenarios which involved documented reflection on 
personal work and learning achieved during class sessions. 

Training Participants’ engagement with the programme was encouraged and supported in a 
number of ways. First, all core staff in Speedpak across production, finance, sales, admin-
istration and HR functions acted as mentors for Training Participants, providing support ad-
vice and encouragement as needed. Second, a team-based learning approach was adopted 
to encourage team working and peer support. Training Participants were assigned to one of 
four teams which were constructed taking account of levels of experience, ability, previous 
learning and gender mix. Third, Training Participants who were anxious about the training 
or who had specific concerns about reading or writing were given the option of having one 
of the other Training Participants as a study partner for additional supports. This presented 
a learning opportunity for both parties. Fourth, a Training Participant was appointed as a 
coordinator for each of the study teams to liaise between teams and management/tutors. 
This provided a forum for Training Participants to discuss concerns and opinions amongst 
themselves, with the opportunity to escalate these to management if needed. 

During the weeks when training was delivered by the tutor, each Training Participant was 
allocated up to two addition hours for activities such as completing assignments and holding 
team meetings. Managing time for scheduled training sessions, individual and team study, 
and completion of assignments, proved to be one of the more challenging aspects of the 
programme. At various stages, priority had to be given to urgent business requirements. At 
times, group training sessions had to be postponed or replaced with one to one training ses-
sions so that only one Training Participant was away from essential work at any given time. 
While this worked well in terms of ensuring business needs were met alongside training, it 
proved costly in terms of tutor time. Similarly, completion of assignments within deadlines 
caused some issues for Training Participants. Some of the deadlines were fixed, for exam-
ple, submission of work for external assessment as part of the accreditation process. Others 
were more flexible, for example fitting in with the tutor’s time and work commitments. There 
was general disapproval from Training Participants of taking work home with them to com-
plete. Table 1 provides a summary the training achievements of the Training Participants on 
the WAM programme.
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Level 3  
Modules 
completed 

Level 4  
Modules 
completed

Level 5  
Modules 
completed

Level 4  
Major Award  
obtained 
(8 modules)

Pass Grade 
obtained 
(50 to 64%)

Merit Grade 
Obtained 
(65% to 79%)

Distinction Grade 
Obtained 
(80% to 100%)

17 117 7 11 35% 36% 29%

Table 1 – Training achievements

2.4 Research instruments 

Data collection was carried out in two ways. Training Participant data was gathered us-
ing a written questionnaire, and although certain information such as gender and age 
was elicited, questionnaires were kept anonymous. Data gathered was a mixture of 
qualitative and quantitative information. Quantitative questions were asked by providing 
Training Participants with a statement to which they could attribute their level of agree-
ment. A five point rating scale was used where 1=’strongly disagree’, 2=’somewhat dis-
agree’, 3=’neither disagree nor agree’, 4=’somewhat agree’ and 5=’strongly agree’. Fol-
lowing each question, qualitative data was gathered through the use of open questions 
requesting Training Participants to justify and elaborate on their numerical responses. A 
series of questions were asked with the following four themes in mind: 1) The learning 
achieved through the programme, 2) The impact the programme had on their attitude to 
work and working environment, 3) The impact the programme had on their attitude to fur-
ther employment and training, 4) Their thoughts on how the programme was delivered.  

In the first theme, learning achieved, Training Participants were first asked to outline the 
most significant aspects they learned on the programme, then more specifically the improve-
ments achieved in their literacy and numeracy skills, ability to use information technology 
and communication skills. In the second theme, attitude to work and the working environ-
ment, Training Participants were asked to rate changes in their attitudes to work, relation-
ship with management and other members of the team. In the third theme, attitude to future 
employment and education, Training Participants were asked to rate their confidence in ap-
plying for further work and education, and their likelihood of encouraging family members to 
remain in education. Finally, in the fourth theme, programme delivery, Training Participants 
were asked their thoughts on the subject mix, relevance to work and delivery methods.  

The second data collection method was a named questionnaire distributed to supervi-
sory and management staff. Data in this questionnaire was qualitative in nature and was 
designed to supplement the information gathered from Training Participants. Questions 
were asked with similar themes in mind, namely: 1) Change in Training Participants’ abil-
ity and attitude to work, 2) Change in Training Participants’ attitude to further employ-
ment and training, 3) Programme Delivery, and 4) Impact on business performance.  

In the first theme, ability and attitude to work, supervisory and management staff were asked 
to outline any changes in Training Participants’ attitude to work, such as: confidence, rela-
tionships with other staff members and reduction in sick days. They were also asked to note 
improvements in Training Participants’ literacy and numeracy through orders and documen-
tation. In the second theme, attitude to further employment and training, supervisory and 
management staff were asked to note changes in Training Participants’ attitudes to further 
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employment and training opportunities, with particular focus on Training Participants that 
had gone on to take up these opportunities. In the third theme, programme delivery, super-
visory and management staff were asked their opinions on the mix of subjects provided, 
delivery methods and the benefits and challenges of providing learning in a workplace en-
vironment. In the fourth theme, business performance, supervisory and management staff 
were asked to reflect on the impact the programme had on business performance, outlining 
any specific improvements. 

2.5 Research procedure

The questionnaire was distributed to Training Participants in two ways. For those Train-
ing Participants who were still employed by Speedpak, questionnaires were distributed in 
groups, with each group completing their questionnaire in the on-site Learning Centre. The 
author and a member of Speedpak core staff were present to provide clarification if needed. 
Second, those Training Participants that were no longer employed at Speedpak were invited 
to Speedpak to complete the questionnaire in the first instance, with an opportunity to com-
plete over the phone or by post also offered if they were unavailable to come to Speedpak. 
All questionnaires were completed on-site.

Overall, out of the 40 potential Training Participants, 25 completed questionnaires were 
gathered, giving a response rate of 62.5%. Supervisory and management staff question-
naires were distributed to a number of key management personnel within the organisation. 
In this instance, questionnaires were distributed online to facilitate supervisory and manage-
ment staff. The opportunity for a further face-to-face interview was afforded to all supervisory 
and management staff for the purposes of clarification or elaboration on data captured in the 
questionnaires. All of the supervisory and management staff returned completed question-
naires, giving a response rate of 100%. 

2.6 Data analysis 

Of the 25 Training Participants in the survey, 15 were female and 10 were male. The young-
est Training Participants was 23 years old and the eldest was 65 with the average age be-
ing 48 years of age. Of the 25 Training Participants, 16 were single in status. The average 
school-leaving age was 15 years; the youngest was 12 and the eldest was 19. The lowest 
level of education attainment achieved was completion of primary education (n=15) and the 
highest was completion of the state Leaving Certificate (n=3). 
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3. Findings and Discussions
_____________________________________________________________

Findings are now presented using quantitative data and extracts from qualitative responses. 

3.1 Learning achieved

Training Participants were first asked to list the three most important things learned from 
the modules on the WAM programme. Computer Training (n=16) and Health and Safety 
(n=9) scored highest in terms of responses. Communicating with others was listed by three 
Training Participants as was Maths. Thereafter, individual Training Participants (n=1) outlined 
a rich range of personal skills they had learned including team work, listening to others, 
communicating with others, developing confidence, sharing ideas, time-keeping, literacy 
and working with management. Individual practical skills achieved included learning about 
the uses of different fire-extinguishers, manufacturing rosettes, product packing assembly 
and how to operate shrink-wrap machines. 

The questionnaire also sought to measure four key areas where improvements had been 
targeted by the programme: (i) numerical ability (ii) reading and writing ability (iii) ability to 
use ICT and (iv) ability to communicate.

3.1.1 Numerical ability 

When questioned about improvements to their numerical ability, the majority of Training 
Participants (n=15) responded positively, either agreeing or strongly agreeing with the 
statement. Their responses indicate a number of reasons why they felt their ability to work 
with numbers improved. 

Figure 2 – ability to work with numbers 
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Training Participants commented that their ‘confidence levels’ had improved, that ‘lifelong 
fears of maths’ had been overcome, how having the ability to assist their ‘grandchildren with 
their homework’ was a major milestone, and how the opportunity to engage with numbers 
for the first time in 50 years was a welcome challenge. 6 Training Participants neither 
agreed nor disagreed that their ability to work with numbers had improved, explaining that 
their competence and confidence with numbers was sufficient prior to taking part in the 
programme. A small number of Training Participants (n=2) disagreed (somewhat/strongly) 
with the statement, citing difficulties in using computers as their reasons. Figure 2 outlines 
a summary of responses, including those Training Participants (n=2) who had not yet 
participated in the maths module at the time of the questionnaire. These are listed as N/A. 

3.1.2 Reading and writing skills

When asked about the impact the programme had on their reading and writing ability, Training 
Participants offered broadly the same pattern of responses as in the previous category on 
numerical ability, as can be seen from Figure 3. Once again, the majority (n=15) of Training 
Participants responded positively to the statement, either somewhat or strongly agreeing. 
Training Participants commented that they had ‘improved confidence’ in their literacy skills 
and ‘better concentration’ when attempting to complete reading and writing tasks as a 
result of the programme. One Training Participant noted that, until WAM, they had not had 
the opportunity to read or write since they left school in their very early teens. 7 Training 
Participants neither agreed nor disagreed that their reading and writing skills had improved, 
and 3 disagreed. However all explained that their competence was sufficient prior to taking 
part in the programme. 

Figure 3 – reading and writing ability

The positive feedback from Training Participants was echoed by sentiments from Speedpak 
supervisory and management staff. In their qualitative feedback they noted that Training 
Participants ‘tend to underrate their literacy skills’ and that ‘training has challenged some 
people’s overly negative view of their ability’, helping them to recognise the qualities they 
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possess. On the other hand, training also helped to ‘identify people with literacy issues’ 
and enabled supervisory and management staff to provide ‘relevant support’ for them. 
Supervisory and management staff also outlined how some Training Participants went on to 
attend external classes in literacy, growing in confidence from the base set of skills provided 
by the WAM programme. 

3.1.3 ICT skills

In relation to improvement in ICT Skills the feedback was very clear, at both ends of the 
spectrum. Once again, the highest response (n=12) of the Training Participants was positive 
regarding the impact the programme had on their ICT skills, either somewhat or strongly 
agreeing with the statement. 

Figure 4 – Ability to use ICT and computers

Training Participants outlined a wealth of reasons for this positive impact. For example 
Training Participants commented that they could now ‘turn the computer on’, ‘send e-mail’ and 
‘contact friends’. While these comments are heartening to see, it is perhaps the comments 
about the use of ICT in a work context which provide the most encouragement, with Training 
Participants saying their ‘skills improved greatly’ and they could now perform tasks such 
as ‘prepare invoices and credit notes’. 1 Training Participant commented that they were 
no longer ‘daunted’ by the use of ICT. 7 Training Participants neither agreed nor disagreed 
that their ICT skills had improved, with each explaining they felt they were already proficient 
in ICT. 2 Training Participants in particular stated they had already completed an ECDL 
or other more advanced ICT training course. A total of 6 Training Participants disagreed 
with the statement, with a clear theme across all six responses. While none of the Training 
Participants suggested the programme content was poor or that little was learned, they all 
stated that more time was required on computers to practise the skills being taught. Figure 
4 outlines a summary of responses to this question. 
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3.1.4 Communication skills

The area of communication skills appears to have been the most successful in terms of 
impact on the Training Participants, with an overwhelming majority (n=21) stating that the 
programme had a positive impact on them. Training Participants commented on how group 
work and discussions had improved their confidence to ‘speak up and speak out’. Others 
explained how their ability to communicate had improved across a range of communication 
competencies: e-mail, telephone, conversation and interaction with others. 1 Training 
Participant recorded they had ‘never worked with nice people before’, with others individually 
referring to how experiences working on reception, as part of teams and with people who were 
‘on the same level’ helped in improving their ability to communicate. 3 Training Participants 
neither agreed nor disagreed with the statement, while only 1 Training Participant disagreed. 
Once again, these less favourable answers do not appear to be negative reviews of the 
course, but rather indications of the Training Participants’ previous experience in working 
with teams and in their view the high level of communication skills they had when joining the 
programme. A summary of responses to this question can be seen in Figure 5 below. 

Figure 5 – Ability to communicate with others

3.1.5 Comment on learning achieved

The data above suggests that the impact of the WAM programme on the key employability 
indicators of literacy, numeracy, ICT skills and communication skills, has been overwhelmingly 
positive. Training Participants appear to value the training received on the progamme, with 
the majority of the Training Participants noting increased ability and confidence in these key 
areas. While the data suggests that the programme has been successful in up-skilling the 
Training Participants, while providing the experience of a working environment, a number 
of potential areas for improvement have also been noted. For example, a common theme 
throughout the data is that some Training Participants already felt confident in subject areas 
and so appear to have gained little from these sections of the course. This issue may be 
resolved by designing a pre-course test, which could serve to exempt staff members of 
certain ability and possibly offer more advanced study. 
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Of particular note are the comments made regarding ICT skills. A number of Training 
Participants commented that too little time was given on the computers to practise the skills 
they had been taught. This is an area that may warrant attention for future iterations of the 
programme. What is clear from the data is that Training Participants not only benefited 
from the key skills and topics delivered throughout the programme, but also referred to 
an increased appreciation of softer skills such as time-keeping and sharing ideas. What 
emerges is an indication that Training Participants have learned the skills and confidence 
to operate in the workplace, alongside an appreciation of some of the requirements and 
challenges of a real working environment. 

3.2 Impact of changes in attitudes on work environment

Three of the questions in the Training Participants’ questionnaire related to the impact of WAM 
on: (i) their relationships with co-workers (ii) their relationships with management, and (iii) 
their attitude to work. The responses to these questions were overwhelmingly positive with 
23 agreeing that their relationships with co-workers had improved, 17 agreeing relationships 
with management had improved and 19 agreeing their overall attitude to work had improved 
(see Figure 6). With regards to relationship with management, Training Participants cited 
a number of reasons for the improvement; predominant among these was that they felt 
management were more approachable as a result of taking part in the WAM programme. 
One Training Participant commented ‘I can only say good things about them [management]’. 
In terms of improved relationship with co-workers and attitude to work, some Training 
Participants commented that taking part in the programme improved the communications, 
co-operation, knowledge of co-workers and management, thereby making the workplace 
more enjoyable to come to. Others stated that an increase in their self-confidence led to an 
increase in their enjoyment of work, for example, one Training Participant suggested that the 
courses had made speaking up easier and that they were more likely to seek guidance and 
advice than heretofore. All of those who neither agreed nor disagreed felt that they always 
had a good relationship with co-workers and a positive attitude to work.

Figure 6 – Relationship with co-workers, management and attitude to work
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Responses from Speedpak supervisory and management staff, paint a similar picture of 
improvements to Training Participants’ attitudes to work and relationships with each other and 
with management themselves. For example, a member of the management team stated that 
‘relationships at work seemed to improve as a result of people having a better understanding 
of team work’. Similarly, another member of management stated that ‘the majority of Training 
Participants show more self-confidence and better interaction with management’. Perhaps 
most revealing of these, are the comments by one member of management who stated 
that while the ‘programme was undoubtedly very challenging for Training Participants’, 
once they settled in and became comfortable with the learning environment the ‘positive 
change in people’s attitudes’ was noticeable, as was the reduction in ‘staff being disruptive 
or requiring disciplinary action’. In addition to improvements in workplace attitudes and 
relationships, supervisory and management staff also noted improvements to productivity 
and business performance, resulting from participation in the programme. For example, a 
member of management commented that ‘people are more aware of what the job entails 
and there is more interest in production. Performance has improved’, while another said 
‘some individual performances have greatly improved’ which in turn has meant ‘productivity 
has improved greatly’. Once again management provide significant detail, suggesting that 
‘in the majority of cases individual performance has improved’ adding that Speedpak made 
their ‘first profit in 2012 since the economic collapse in 2008’. While it is acknowledged that 
this cannot be ‘solely attributed to [the] WAM’ programme initial evidence suggests that it 
was ‘a contributing factor’. 

The WAM programme is also improving productivity and 
business performance for the organisation.

3.2.1 Comment on changes in attitude
The data above suggests that the WAM approach of providing bespoke training content, 
alongside on-the-job training, has resulted in an improvement in Training Participants’ 
relationships with co-workers and management, and an improvement in their attitude to work. 
The combination of training and training contexts appears to have had a noticeable impact 
on the working environment, with improvements noted not only by Training Participants 
themselves, but by management staff also. Perhaps what is most encouraging is the data 
presented by management staff which suggests that the WAM programme is also improving 
productivity and business performance for the organisation. These comments suggest that 
provision of on-the-job training has been of simultaneous benefit to both Training Participants 
and the organisation as a whole. 

3.3 Personal impact of changes in attitude
Thus far this report has examined Training Participants’ responses to how WAM has 
impacted on their abilities, competencies, relationships with co-workers and management, 
and the impact of WAM on their work environment. While the previous section dealt with 
abilities, relationships and environment, this section deals briefly with attitudes: the attitudes 
of Training Participants in terms of their confidence in seeking future employment; in terms 
of taking on other education opportunities and their attitudes to the value of education. This 
reflects the personal impact of the WAM programme on Training Participants as individuals. 
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The impact in this area once again appears to have been overwhelmingly positive. In an 
effort to understand the changes to Training Participants attitudes towards education, and the 
potential impact on the cycle of educational attainment, Training Participants were asked if 
they are ‘more likely to encourage their children, grandchildren or dependants to stay in school 
longer’. This was the clearest response in the survey, with 21 positive responses (somewhat 
agree or strongly agree) to the statement. Their attitude to education appears to have changed 
for a variety of reasons, for example Training Participants commented that education ‘opens 
up a new world’, and that continuing in education is important because ‘life is harder without 
education’. A similar positive impact can be seen in Training Participants’ attitudes to taking on 
further educational opportunities, with 19 agreeing (somewhat or strongly) with the statement.  

Training Participants commented that they ‘have more confidence now’ and feel ‘able to 
do the work’. They are now more ‘eager to take up courses’ for employment opportunities, 
with one Training Participant commenting that ‘if a course comes up’ they would ‘take it with 
both hands’. Also encouraging is that the remaining responses (neutral (n=5) and negative 
(n=1)) were from Training Participants who discounted themselves on the grounds of age, 
or existing aspirations for further education. Perhaps of most importance in this section 
are Training Participants’ responses to whether participation in the WAM programme had 
empowered them to feel more confident in applying for work in the future. Encouragingly, 
responses in this category were also overwhelmingly positive, with 17 Training Participants 
agreeing (somewhat or strongly) with the statement. The range of qualitative responses to 
this question was very rich. For example, a number (n=4) of Training Participants commented 
that the knowledge and experience gained on the WAM programme gave them confidence 
in seeking further employment. Others commented on the improved ability to mix with co-
workers and peers. Encouragingly, one Training Participants stated they had already begun 
applying for jobs. Also encouraging is that the remaining (neutral (n=5) and negative (n=3)) 
were from Training Participants who had again excluded themselves on the grounds of age 
or existing aspirations of finding future employment. A summary of Training Participants’ 
responses to these statements can be seen in Figure 7, 8 and 9 below. 

Figure 7 – encouraging children to stay in school longer
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 Figure 8 – likelihood of taking on further education

 Figure 9 – confidence in applying for further work
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In addition to Training Participant responses, data gathered from supervisory and 
management staff also indicates that the WAM programme has had a positive influence 
on Training Participants’ attitudes to further employment and education. Supervisory and 
management staff report that 12 Training Participants who have completed the programme, 
have since gone on to find further employment or training, with others ‘actively looking for 
employment’. Supervisory and management staff also comment on an increased positivity 
that has emerged with many Training Participants ‘eager to complete the full award and 
have that educational qualification’ so they can begin looking for opportunities. 

- Increase in confidence for participants 
- Increase in positivity regarding future careers 
- Encouragement of independent attitudes  

3.3.1 Comment on personal impact 

The impact of the WAM programme on Training Participants’ attitudes to further employment 
and training, has been a positive one. The programme has not only increased Training 
Participants’ confidence but appears to have assisted in engendering an independent 
attitude among many Training Participants to pursue employment or further educational 
options for themselves in the future – on their own initiative. Comments in this section 
indicate that even those who have yet to complete the programme, are more positive about 
their future careers. One area of note is the perception of some Training Participants that 
their age precludes them from seeking employment. Perhaps some tools could be worked 
into a future WAM that might help to address this. However, the data available suggests that 
Speedpak’s focus on providing Training Participants with the skills and confidence to re-
engage with employment and further educational opportunities has been achieved.

3.4 Delivery of WAM

While the preceding sections dealt with perceptions of the impact of the WAM programme, 
this next section outlines perceptions on how the programme was delivered, and potential 
changes that could be made. 

The overwhelming majority of Training Participants felt that linking training to their work 
made it more relevant to them and enabled them to put into practice many aspects of their 
learning. For example, Training Participants said that having people around when putting 
the skills into practice ‘made you feel at ease’. Others commented that it gave them the 
opportunity to ‘put it into practice’ and ‘see how much [they] learned’ which gave them 
a ‘clear understanding of the job’. Work-based training helps to combat ‘skills amnesia’ 
(Griffith and Dixon, 2004). Supervisory and management staff pointed to the transferability 
of skills to other workplaces – so that they are not exclusive to Speedpak alone. Supervisory 
and management staff outlined also how onsite training ‘saves time and resources and 
encourages deeper thinking and reflection on the person’s role at work and the impact they 
have on colleagues’. For supervisory and management staff, however, onsite training with 
WAM poses its own challenges: ‘Juggling business needs and training needs; providing 
the necessary supports for people of different skills levels; some people just want to work 
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and don’t see the point in training’. A theme that has resonance with comments from some 
Training Participants was raised by one supervisor: ‘People over the age of fifty don’t believe 
they can benefit from the courses’.

Training Participants and supervisory and management staff were specifically asked about 
the subject mix provided, and whether they would like to see additional subjects on the WAM 
programme and why. Almost all Training Participants suggested additional subjects (n=23), 
and while they offered a range of potential subjects, clear categories began to emerge. 

The most prominent of these categories, with recommendations from 8 Training Participants 
was in the area of personal development. Training Participants suggested a range of 
additional subjects such as ‘personal hygiene’, ‘how to manage money’ and ‘personal 
fitness’. A number (n=6) of Training Participants also suggested specific subjects that were 
targeted at employment-orientated skills, for example ‘forklift operations’ and more advanced 
‘computer literacy’. Some Training Participants suggested modules that were already on the 
programme, recommending instead that they take place at a different level; for example 3 
Training Participants’ suggested ‘basic maths’ and ‘basic English’, suggesting perhaps that 
the current level is too high. 3 Training Participants also requested the inclusion of more 
traditional school topics such as ‘History’ and ‘Geography’. 

Supervisory and management staff’s response to this category is also quite clear: they 
are keen to focus on modules that are ‘aligned to work and career progression’ and which 
‘recognise prior learning and experience of Training Participants’. This passion is evident 
with supervisory and management staff recommending an increased emphasis on ‘interview 
skills’, ‘CV preparation’ and ‘personal management skills’ such as hygiene, health and well-
being, and accessing jobs online. Making these and other changes requires a certain level 
of autonomy for Speedpak, facilitating the accreditation of modules tailored to their business 
and to Training Participants. This is another theme that has come through strongly from 
supervisory and management staff who commented ‘having our own accredited programme 
would give us more control over the curriculum content and allow us to place a stronger 
focus on the skills needed at work and for finding work’ and ‘the most important part of the 
curriculum is trying to make it relevant. So it’s as much about how it is taught as what is 
taught. The new common awards system, through the newly formed QQI, will allow for great 
tailoring to meet our multiple objectives – building our own profitability and making people 
more employable’. 

Training Participants’ interest in further education and 
training opportunities has increased. They have become 
more aware of further skills necessary for specific jobs 
and industries. 

3.4.1 Comment on delivery

The above data suggests that from a Training Participants’ perspective, their interest in 
further education and training opportunities has increased. Perhaps more importantly, it 
suggests that they have become more aware of further skills necessary for specific jobs 
and industries. One area of note is the mention again of alternative strands of subjects 
on the WAM programme where, in this instance, it seems that some Training Participants 
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would like the option to take more basic modules. Speedpak successfully provide Training 
Participants with a recognised qualification and skills that are transferrable and relevant 
to most workplaces. This enables Training Participants to access work or further training. 
However, should further resources become available, the inclusion of alternative strands may 
be worth considering. Supervisory and management staff have also commented that scope 
is available to support Training Participants who want to take part in other training of personal 
interest or relevance outside of WAM. Where Training Participants engage fully with the 
work experience in Speedpak and the WAM training, support may be given to that individual 
in a number of ways including a contribution to the cost of training, study leave or mentoring.  

3.5 Future changes/development of WAM

Training Participants were asked if they would be happy to take part in WAM training 
online (Figure 10). Given their positive responses regarding ICT (see 3.1.1) it would not be 
unreasonable to have expected enthusiasm for such a proposal. At first sight, the opposite 
seems the case: 16 answered ‘No’ while 10 responded ‘Yes’ 6. The qualitative feedback to 
this question is instructive, however. Of the 16 (representing two thirds of the group) who 
did not favour online training, 2 stated that they did not know how to go online; 2 stated that 
they can’t really use a computer; 3 stated that they had no PC at home; while 3 stated they 
were not confident enough.  

Training Participants appear to have rejected online training for a number of legitimate 
reasons and questionable assumptions: the assumption that it would take place at home or 
in isolation and not in a more ‘social’ and ‘supportive’ work context; that Training Participants 
don’t actually know how to go ‘online’; and from a lack of confidence. With additional training 
therefore, online WAM training might be possible. Clarification is required regarding the finer 
points of such training, i.e. is it to be in the workplace where Training Participants could work 
in groups perhaps, or have a trainer at hand to respond to queries (this was mentioned as 
being an advantage to face-to-face training), or at home (in which case the requirement of a 
home computer, broadband availability and so on need to be considered). A fair interpretation 
of the Training Participants’ responses regarding online WAM, is that while the majority of 
quantitative responses appear to reject it, the qualitative responses explain more clearly the 
reasons behind the rejection. These can be addressed, if online delivery is an option that 
Speedpak wish to pursue.
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4. Conclusions and Recommendations
_____________________________________________________________

Speedpak is a social enterprise with a mission to improve the skills, qualifications and 
employability of long-term unemployed people. The purpose of this report was to outline and 
evaluate the work being completed to achieve this goal. The report began by outlining the 
wider employment context, detailing the specific challenges that face long-term unemployed 
people and low-skilled workers in Ireland, and highlighting the need for action. In examining 
existing Irish policy in the area, the report then outlined potential improvements to labour 
market interventions, based on previous endeavours and learning from EU counterparts. 
Following this, the innovative WAM programme was described in detail, outlining how 
Speedpak built on previous work and used social enterprise as a tool to blend education and 
employment provision in a bid to fuse work and learning, and to provide Training Participants 
with a route back to employment and financial independence. 

Findings in this report indicate that Speedpak’s approach 
was successful on a number of levels...

Findings from this report indicate that Speedpak’s approach of fusing work and learning 
was successful on a number of levels. Their approach provides a sustainable model for the 
up-skilling of the long-term unemployed, demonstrating a positive impact on this vulnerable 
cohort of workers, and on the organisation itself.

Figure 10 - willingness to participate in online training

_____________
6. (n = 26) as one respondent answered both ‘Yes’ and ‘No’. 
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The report found that the programme was successful at increasing Training Participants’ 
educational attainment, ensuring they received a recognised qualification which, when 
combined with the work experience gained at Speedpak, will undoubtedly prove invaluable 
when seeking further employment and educational opportunities. The report indicated that a 
portion of Training Participants was already advancing to further employment. In contrast to 
the current provisions in Ireland which have been viewed as temporary backstops for hard-
to-place workers, the WAM model appears to have facilitated the development of Training 
Participants’ skills in areas such as: literacy, numeracy, ICT and communication; while 
providing them with a real world context in which to apply and refine these skills.

 
The focus on work and learning also had a positive impact on the organisation as a whole, 
with the investment made by Speedpak resulting in improved employee relationships and 
attitudes. Training Participants felt more positive about their relationships with their peers and 
management, while also noting improvements in their attitude to work. These improvements 
resulted in enhanced internal communication, more robust problem solving and improved 
collaboration and support between the various levels of staff within Speedpak. These 
enhancements to internal relationships and Training Participants’ attitudes contributed to 
the success of Speedpak’s operations during the period of the evaluation and suggest that 
the investment of time and energy in this area has borne fruit for the organisation.
The positive impact of the programme also appears to have more than improved the current 
skills and attitudes of the Training Participants, with data suggesting that improvements were 
also made in their attitudes to future employment and education. In line with Speedpak’s 
aim to improve employability, Training Participants felt more positive about their future 
prospects as a result of the WAM programme. Confidence levels increased both in terms of 
progressing to further education and further employment, indicating that the approach has 
given the Training Participants the skills and confidence they need to return to the workforce 
and continue to up-skill. 

Similarly, participation in the WAM programme appears to have contributed to breaking 
the intergenerational cycle of educational attainment by impacting on Training Participants’ 
attitudes to education. The overwhelming majority of Training Participants indicated they 
would now encourage their dependants to spend more time in the education system to attain 
a higher qualification. While a more long-term study of the Training Participants is required to 
ascertain the full impact in this area, initial responses indicate that Speedpak’s programme 
could have positive employment and educational benefits for Training Participants and their 
dependants. This knock-on effect highlights the potential value of providing a structured 
approach to gaining a qualification, alongside real work experience, allowing Training 
Participants to understand what it feels like to be part of the workforce while improving their 
qualifications. 

Recommendations for the future can be broken down into two main categories. First, 
throughout the evaluation, some Training Participants commented on the level at which some 
subjects were offered, with some finding certain areas too easy, and others finding certain 
areas difficult. While it is clear that Speedpak offers subjects at a specific level in order to 
ensure Training Participants attain a Leaving Certificate standard qualification should further 
resources become available in the future, the organisation may wish to investigate the 
possibility of recognising Training Participants’ prior learning in lieu of completing modules; 
and/or providing subjects at a lower level for Training Participants who may find the current 
content challenging. Second was the area of online delivery. This report identified potential in 
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this area, indicating that online versions of the modules could be made available on-site for 
Training Participants to complete using computers in the organisation’s training facility. This 
approach, while requiring some investment and further investigation, could offer Speedpak 
flexibility in how and when content is delivered to the Training Participants.

Speedpak’s approach to fusing work and learning has successfully built upon previous 
approaches by integrating educational content and work experience to provide Training 
Participants with a recognised qualification and the ability to apply what was learned in a real 
workplace environment. The success of this mix offers a sustainable and valuable model 
which benefits both employer and employee, and appears to have a significant impact both 
in terms of short-term improvements and long-term potential of the Training Participants 
involved. It is the author’s view that given the success of the programme, priority should be 
given to ensuring that the programme continues into the future, and that government and 
other stakeholders in the area consider applying a similar approach to up-skilling and re-
engaging long-term unemployed people.
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Training participants outlined a 
rich range of personal skills they 
had learned including team work, 
listening to others, communicating 
with others, developing 
confidence, sharing ideas, time-
keeping, literacy and working with 
management.  

Individual practical skills achieved 
included learning about the uses 
of different fire-extinguishers, 
manufacturing rosettes, product 
packing assembly and how to 
operate shrink-wrap machines. 
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This report provides an analysis and evaluation of a workplace learning pro-
gramme and its impact on the attitudes and skills of the Training Participants 
involved which was developed by the Speedpak Group, a social enterprise 
on Dublin’s Northside. The context in which Speedpak operates is exam-
ined together with its historical involvement in working with long-term un-
employed people and the factors which led to the creation of its workplace 
learning programme. The wider context of long-term unemployment and the 
provision of interventions nationally and internationally are also examined. 
An overview of Speedpak’s workplace learning programme is provided, out-
lining its mix of education and employment provision in a bid to fuse work 
and learning, and provide Training Participants with a route back to employ-
ment and financial independence.

Findings indicate that the programme provided Training Participants with 
additional knowledge and skills needed for further employment and edu-
cational opportunities, improved their attitudes to education and improved 
their overall performance and attitude to work. These findings reinforce the 
view that an integrated approach to tackling long-term unemployment and 
the up-skilling of workers may be more effective than providing employment 
initiatives alone.
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