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I. Introduction

In current discussions in Germany about learning in enterprises, the concept of informal learning appears repeatedly. A Google internet search for this concept at present produces almost 100,000 German-language results, with the development over the past few months suggesting that this will increase. 

The international debate finds the clearest interfaces in the more directly firm-related sectors of German vocational training and adult education. Here, a plurality of approaches and a connection between learning and working have long been urged, and also practised more than in the context of schools. In large and medium-sized firms at least, qualification periods at the workplace have been increased, and forms of learning that integrate working and learning, such as the quality circle or the "Lernstatt" (BMW) have been created. The attempt for cope with this increasing complexity is leading towards a decentralisation of forms of learning that attributes decisive importance to learning by experience and informal learning within the working process. Within the firm, forms of learning such as "islands of learning", "stations of learning", or "tasks of working and learning" are becoming more widespread. A more systematic reception and further development of the internationally used terminology originates in educational writings relating to development policy (Sandhaas 1986, Lenhart 1997, Overwien 2000), and extends to adult education (Dohmen 2001) and vocational training (Dehnbostel 1999, Straka 2000). Recently, representatives of social pedagogy, youth research, environmental education and leisure education have been pointing to the importance of fields of learning outside formal education (Otto/ Kutscher 2004, Rauschenbach et al. 2006, Wohlers 2001). 

Where is the bridge to Ethiopian reality of vocational education? 

More and more countries are adopting a National Qualification Framework as a way of systematizing the relationship between learning venues, qualifications and certificates. This provides a record of skills and facilitates uniformity and comparability. It also formulates criteria, standards and an orientation framework. The main interest is in outcomes, in other words the skills acquired, rather than primarily the place where they are acquired. A standardization process of this kind is currently underway in the European Union. Some emerging and developing countries such as South Africa and now Ethiopia have already created such a framework or are in the process of doing so. In future this will allow informal learning to be translated into formal education requirements via the recognition of informally acquired skills. Potentially there is a high demand for formal recognition of skills and know-how in the informal sector, a sector in which there are many “broken career” biographies on one side, but creativity on the other. The informal sector with its productive parts has potentials which are widely not seen. The creativity and the competences of the people can give an important contribution to social development and especially for the cities. Therefore it is important both for the individual and equally for the economy to document available competencies at the point where the informal and formal economy connect.

A central question in this article is: How to support people working in the informal sector, mostly learning informally? What can be learnt out of the European discussion about informal learning?

In the following the adjective “informal is used above on two levels. One level of the use of the term is the economic. First applied to developing countries the informal (economic) sector was definied in contradistinction to the formal sector. It is on the second  level of the application of the term that this essay will concentrate. In distinction to formal and non-formal learning, the term “informal learning” is used.

Informal learning at work

Learning is omnipresent in human activities. To this extent it is difficult to classify learning according to different forms of organization. Who can clearly distinguish, for example, to what extent learning can be encouraged in the work process through structures deliberately created for the purpose, through the demands of production or the service in question, or through a problem-oriented approach on the part of the people working there? In many cases several dimensions come into play at the same time. It is also difficult to distil out of these concrete learning environments formative influences in terms of socialization and school. 

From the learners’ perspective there is growing interest in exploring how a worker, who after many years learning on the job and regular training has reached a level of competence equivalent to a skilled worker, can achieve recognition for the skills he has developed. A portfolio or record of skills as a means of gauging and evaluating skills will become increasingly important in the future. Systems of this kind are already in place in the United Kingdom and France. People in the informal sector who have not been in a position to acquire valuable certificates learn, too. Why are we not then discussing how to recognize and certify such processes in order to promote social equality? Why do we not consider how people in difficult life situations can be helped to learn? In large part informal learning takes places on an unregulated basis in daily life in the learners’ respective social, family and communication settings or also in work contexts. Informal learning can take place equally in family discussions, for example as learning is passed from one generation to the next, or in group discussions. Within cultures in which the written role does not play a significant role, talking is one of the most important forms of informal learning.

II. The debate in Germany and the influence of European Community

To some extent, processes of informal learning have been long dealt with in the academic literature, using other terminology. Thus, for instance, Dehnbostel et al. (2005) proceed from the reality of necessary learning processes, the design of which can represent a competitive advantage for the firm concerned. Types of formal and informal learning and knowledge in the firm are compared and discussed, particular attention being paid to the development of competence as a central idea of vocational training. The "development of competence" refers to the acquisition of competence in occupational behaviour, and the capacity to act consciously. Learning oriented to action and experience is possible only to a limited extent in central institutions of education and training. On the other hand, Dehnbostel et al. regard a one-sided recourse to informal learning processes – and connected with this refraining from the use of formalised ones - as problematic. Instead, he emphasises the need for the integration of learning by experience and organised learning, and shows approaches to the realisation of such a combination. 

In Germany, the range of definitions of terms is as non-uniform as in the English-speaking world. One widespread definition comes from adult education, according to which formal learning is a type of learning bearing the institutional mark and structured according to planning, with recognised certificates. By contrast, informal learning or non-formal learning in courses and the like has its place outside of this sphere. Informal learning takes place in daily life, without regulation. Additionally, there is incidental or implicit learning, an unconscious and occasional form of learning, as a by-product of other activities (Dohmen 2001, 18 ff.).

Dehnbostel et al.(2005) consider informal learning as a process in the context of learning by experience in the firm, where it is an important form of learning within the entirety of the kinds of learning and knowledge that take place there. These are represented in simplified form in the following diagram. According to this, learning in the firm can be basically divided into organised and informal learning. Organised, or formal, learning is directed towards the transfer of particular learning matter and learning goals. It aims at a pre-defined learning result, whereas in the case of informal learning, learning takes place without this being a conscious goal of teaching (see fig.1).
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Within Europe, the directives of the EU have a strong influence. Already in the White Book of 1995 on general education and vocational training (European Commission 1995), the recognition of informal learning is taken as being a necessary consequence of the challenges of technological and informational change and of globalisation. A paper of the European Commission with the title "Creating a European space for life-long learning"  names concrete steps for the inclusion of informal learning in an overall strategy, with the "... requirement to institutions of education and vocational training to devote themselves systematically to the evaluation and recognition of non-formal and informal learning." (EU Commission 2001, p. 16ff.). In the meantime, the European Commission has also laid down which definition of informal learning is valid within the educational debate in the EU. 

Formal learning

Learning typically provided by an education or training institution,

structured (in terms of learning objectives, learning time or learning support) and leading to certification. Formal learning is intentional from the learner’s perspective.

Non-formal learning

Learning that is not provided by an education or training institution and

typically does not lead to certification. It is, however, structured (in terms of learning objectives,

learning time or learning support). Non-formal learning is intentional from the learner’s perspective.

Informal learning

Learning resulting from daily life activities related to work, family or leisure. It is not structured (in terms of learning objectives, learning time or learning support) and typically does not lead to certification. Informal learning may be intentional but in most cases it is non-intentional (or “incidental”/random) (European Commission 2001, p. 9, 32f.)

Within the German context, there are more and more studies that explicitly use the concept of informal learning. A number of studies of the German Youth Institute focused informal learning about modes of learning in the largely informal acquisition of the set of competences important for the use of the computer, informal learning of school students in their leisure time, to how competences for action acquired informally within the family or the informal learning of young people doing voluntary work (see on this Rauschenbach et al. 2006). 

In the course of one qualitative study, Kirchhofer thematises informal learning in everyday life, with a direct connection to the development of occupational competences (Kirchhofer 2000). Processes of informal learning in daily life are identified via daily records. The analysis of the records leads to typifications of learning, and insight into learning situations and strategies of learning. The starting-point is an increasing closure of the gap between the living and working situations of many people. Learning situations are constantly arising within the social environment whose results influence the process of the development of occupational competences. Thus the author places particular emphasis on questions of the transfer of competences from the social environment to the occupational sphere. The particular importance of Kirchhofer's study lies in the detailed rendering and analysis of learning situations in daily life. Thus he shows that learning situations are determined by the content of work, the organisation of work, and the social interconnections in the learning environment. 

Schiersmann and Strauss (2003) investigate learning experiences in informal and formal learning contexts, and connect their investigation with attitudes of interviewees on further training, representatively selected and subjected to standardised questioning. The study shows the considerable significance of "informal learning contexts" for a large group of people of working age. Meanwhile, those concerned had hardly come into connection with formalised further training. Another group with a generally higher level of education and relative clear potential for self-determination had a positive approach to opportunities for further training. The account of the findings, however, leaves open what informal learning components of this group, included in an overall picture, were additionally important. Thus the impression arises here that informal learning is in the first place something for workers with fewer formal qualifications.

A study on informal learning in small and medium-size firms in the IT field is presented by Dehnbostel et al. (2005). In the framework of a quantitative section, 110 firms were questioned, while a qualitative section leads to a "concentrated account“ of informal learning in the firm. At the centre of the learning activities described are communicative processes, such as the continuous discussion with colleagues on current working tasks and problems.The structured solving of problems is named as an important mode of learning, as is systematic experimentation against the background of experience. The learning strategies centre on conscious reflection during discussion with colleagues. The internet plays an important part, although its value as a resource for learning is highly relativised. Learning software is hardly involved. Surprisingly important is the use of the printed media, whether in the form of specialist journals or manuals. Strategies for the support of processes of informal learning are to be found in the vast majority of the firms interviewed. A number of supporting measures are being tried out, from the specific use of learning materials to coaching, or have been in use for some time. The firms endeavour particularly to support systematically the communicative dialogue concerning work processes and routines within the enterprise, with the conscious aim of the growth of learning. Forms to achieve this include regularly weekly meetings, team sessions to discuss current problems, or meetings of project leaders to discuss current projects, which are chiefly designed to make work proceed smoothly, but at the same time devote time and space to learning. They can be termed learning-promoting forms of work organisation. Both the results of the questionnaire and the case study show that firms have recognised the need for a systematic support of (the learning of) their employees, and are already testing corresponding activities. Meanwhile, the promotion of learning within the firm largely takes place on an intuitive basis. The basic attitude is rendered by formulae such as "we can do it", " pull yourself up by your bootstraps", or "make a virtue of necessity". There are hardly to be found any lasting structural concepts specific to the particular enterprise. This confirms that professional guidance is required to support learning at work.

III. Informal Learning in Developing Countries

The informal sector and informal learning
A growing percentage of the world’s working population is now employed in the informal sector, that is to say in branches of the economy which are normally outside the protection of the state and offer virtually no social security. It is estimated that around 500 million people in the world now work in the informal sector.

As ‘self-employed’ people, family workers or wage workers in small and micro businesses, those working in the informal sector often earn little more than a subsistence income as, for example, street hawkers, small producers of craft products for the local market or tourism or as employees in the service sector. Particularly in the informal sector there are a high proportion of women who work on their own account and are self-reliant.

The informal sector is linked both to the formal sector on the one hand and to subsistence production on the other, more than 80% of which in some African countries is generated by women. The informal sector also covers the outsourcing of production processes to low-wage factories and direct production for the global market (particularly in the textile industry), exploiting the ‘cheapest’ female and child labour in the world. Two thirds of all the people employed in the informal sector are women. They work mostly in the less lucrative and lower-paid areas of employment in commerce and in the service sector. Often women are reduced to their ‘traditional’ roles and have very little access to education and training programmes. There are many examples which indicate that when schools or non-formal education programmes are set up, it is mostly males who benefit from them. This also applies to TVET projects within the scope of development cooperation which are oriented predominantly to male participants and which thereby help to cement in place gender roles.

In the urban informal sector in developing countries education and training processes take place under extremely difficult conditions. They are often concerned directly with survival that is to say with earning a subsistence income. In these circumstances relevant occupational skills are largely acquired outside the formal education system, e.g. in traditional training relationships, non-formal educational measures and informal learning processes.

The informal sector is characterized by extremely heterogeneous economic activities. Roughly speaking it is possible to identify the following groups of people living and working in/from the informal sector:

Forms of employment

· Owners of small enterprises working on their own account

· Sole traders, hawkers, ambulant craftsmen

· Employees, wage workers, helpers, apprentices

· Family workers

· Homeworkers

· Casual workers

· Beggars, “street children” 

Despite the many varied economic activities performed and regional and social differences, the basic lives and working conditions of the people in the informal sector are similar, characterized by poverty, the simplest and often most tenuous living conditions, lack of certainty of an adequate income and a constant worry about procuring water and food. Added to this are threats to health in the face of inadequate or no medical care and very limited access to both general and vocational education and training. Those who live and work in and from the informal sector are predominantly economically disadvantaged population groups who are generally of low social status and are excluded from political and social participation.

Particular attention needs to be paid to living and working conditions in the informal sector when planning vocational qualification measures. In many cases where they are not taken into account at the outset, the planning of courses and other educational measures comes into conflict with these conditions.

Economically active people in the informal sector are predominantly reliant on themselves when it comes to developing effective employment-related competencies. In terms of the relevant learning processes it is firstly the family, the neighbourhood and possibly the village or part of town which are important in the context of the respective socio-cultural value concepts. The individual’s competencies develop in a varying mixture of socialization, school instruction and differentiated work experiences. These skills are largely adapted to the demands of everyday life, but they can contain sizeable gaps since the process of acquiring the relevant competencies is dependant on many different aspects of chance. In general observing and trying out play an important role in learning.

One feature of the living conditions of target groups in the informal sector is that these groups generally have to earn a daily living for their survival and cannot therefore afford longer-term unproductive learning processes. In addition, they have to fit their learning processes into the time frame and physical situation of their employment. In gender-specific terms there are considerable differences too between learning conditions, with women and children being particularly disadvantaged. Women are often doubly challenged since they have to reconcile learning with carrying chief responsibility for organizing daily life and the need to earn (some) money. Girls are often responsible for looking after younger siblings, which often makes it impossible for them to learn.

Employment effectiveness can also play a role on a variety of levels. An approach which provides individuals or groups of people with the skills they need to secure employment as a wage worker in the informal sector can certainly be described as employment-effective. Frequently manual and technical skills and the ability to make contact and communicate are enough in themselves. The situation is different in the case of small entrepreneurs if they are to achieve economic success through their activities. The subsidiary skills listed in the following graphic describe a package of skills required by small entrepreneurs if they are to be successful.

Employment-relevant competencies

1. Technical/craft skills

2. Business management skills, i.e. at least in simple market analysis, business management, financial management, personnel management, marketing, etc.

3. Communication and organizational skills, e.g. the ability to build up a customer base

Learning under informal conditions can take place very differently in different contexts and different countries. It is therefore impossible to develop standard concepts for educational programmes. It is, nevertheless, important, particularly given the diversity of the general conditions in question, to examine closely what skills can be delivered and how successfully with respect to regional and local conditions. It is also true to say that the target groups in the informal sector have much in common in terms of their situation however much conditions in the countries in question and local traditions differ. Many different factors therefore have a bearing on skills acquisition. Despite the resulting complexity it is, nevertheless, possible to formulate a series of principles for delivering competencies in this sector. In this context the set of principles listed below provides a type of checklist for use when preparing corresponding educational programmes:

Principles of training programmes for/in the informal sector

a) Working and learning situation

The different working and learning situations of the learners should be the starting point for designing learning programmes. Individuals can only take advantage of such programmes if they can fit them into their everyday working lives.

b) Learning habits

The learning habits of the target groups, particularly the practice of learning by doing, are particularly important when designing educational processes.

c) Learners at the centre

Since it is important for learners in the informal sector to acquire skills in a way which takes into account their situation, it is necessary to adopt a subject-centred learning process in which the learners – rather than the curriculum or the teachers – are at the centre of the learning process.

d) Participation

To ensure that learning processes are appropriate to the situation of the learners, the learners in question must be actively involved in designing the process. This demands a high degree of participation.

e) Learning experiences and general conditions (e.g. gender questions)

Programmes need to be designed differently for specific groups of learners – particularly girls – in order to take into account the particular learning needs and experiences and different general conditions of the group in question.

f) Catching up on basic education

In many cases learners will have gaps in their prior basic knowledge. Learning for employment, however, frequently presupposes an existing level of basic education. This means that in some cases it will be necessary to include catch-up elements.

g) Delivering learning content practically/productively

Learning content must be predominantly practical and in some instances productive since the learners will be required to start earning money immediately and hence have to put what they have learned into practice right away. In view of the pivotal importance of key competencies, learning possibilities need to be broader in scope than would be normal for limited instrumental skills.

h) Integration in local environment

Learning programmes should – wherever possible – be embedded in the work of social movements or local organizations since experience shows that learning processes can then proceed on a more continuous basis and therefore more effectively.

i) Weighing up economic factors and the interests of the learners

There is a basic tension in employment-effective learning programmes between economic and pedagogical aspects; that is to say, the interest of the learners to learn on the one hand and the interest of the business in commercial success on the other have to be carefully weighed up against each other.

j)
Recognition of learning processes

Employment-effective learning processes are more attractive to many people in the informal sector if they are at least partially related to formal learning processes and linked with them.

The principles listed here for designing non-formal education programmes in particular need to be tested out in the specific case to ensure they are valid for the particular location and then expanded as appropriate. Even in this open form they should prove an appropriate basis on which to develop non-formal educational programmes (Karcher, Overwien 1997).

Different ways of employment promotion

The following is a list of categories covering the entire field of possible training and qualification programmes already in use for target groups in the informal sector:

1. Vocational training within small business promotion. There are a series of programmes here for those who are already active in the informal sector. Such programmes assume the availability of certain tools and materials and at least a minimal infrastructure. Programmes focus predominantly on learning new techniques and methods. This includes technical advice and the extension of loans.

2. Programmes for young people leaving primary education or those leaving secondary school early. These programmes focus primarily on providing knowledge about the market situation. 

3. Programmes for owners of small businesses in the informal sector. These offer continuing training opportunities to owners of workshops and also in part to apprentices in small businesses.

4. Programmes within the framework of local development and community work. A series of programmes is conducted in the area of agriculture and water supply.

5. Programmes in the field of social work and social pedagogy. The target groups here are often working children or street children. In addition to satisfying basic physical needs, these programmes also aim subsequently to provide training for the small-scale production sector (Lenhart 1997).

Programmes providing employment-oriented training for the informal sector should, wherever possible, be integrated in an overall system. This includes having links with the formal education system. The following shows some of the conditions that apply:

A more holistic view on TVET for the formal and informal sectors is subject to certain conditions:

· A regulated system of qualifications as well as practical initial and continuing training for teaching staff and trainers

· The establishment of an examination and certification system oriented to professional competence, including the recognition of prior learning

· Reform of the corresponding laws and ordinances

· The establishment of regulatory institutions with the involvement of the private sector

· Ongoing analysis of the labour market incl. surveys of job requirements and forecasts of future manpower demand

· Development and introduction of sustainable financing models 

Opening up TVET establishments - Examples

Traditionally there has all too often been a dichotomy between formal technical and vocational education and training on the one hand and vocational courses for those from poorer sections of the population on the other. Formal vocational training demands school-leaving qualifications which many people from poorer sections of the population have been unable to acquire. Private institutions fund themselves by charging course fees and hence their programmes are inaccessible to many. 

An example for opening TVET institutions is the STEP IN (Integrated Skills Training for Employment Promotion) programme in Zambia which started work in the Nineties.  STEP IN is aimed at groups of unemployed people in urban and rural areas such as young people with poor school qualifications, as well as former public sector employees and employees of state-owned companies. There is a particular focus on disadvantaged girls and women. 

Four main design components:

· Non-formal craft training for young people as initial training with integrated basic education, retraining and continuing training for people with prior knowledge and delivery of basic knowledge of small businesses.

· An integrated advice service for those who have undergone non-formal training, and short business administration training in business management and book-keeping, credit management and the introduction and use of technology, etc.

· Short non-formal commercial training for adults starting businesses or to improve the management of existing small and micro businesses.

· Credit funds for training graduates for business start-ups and employment promotion. 

One important aspect here is the support for the programme provider in decentralizing and implementing an employment-oriented vocational training policy as well as in measures to strengthen the Zambian implementing partner. A programme of this kind must show great flexibility and readiness to learn in order to be able to accommodate the target group’s own dynamism as well as the possibilities and needs of the implementing partner (Gold 2000).

Very recent examples from Ethiopia show that there are ways of tying programmes into the formal sector and dismantling obstacles. Various private providers in the information services and office management sector, for example, have arranged funding for scholarships, giving a number of people with the necessary entrance qualifications but without financial means the opportunity to undergo training.

Other institutions are devising shorter and more holistic courses for the informal sector. There are, for example, three-month courses in plumbing, metalwork, woodwork and tyre repair. These courses are open to the local community around the formal TVET institutions. It is assumed that young people will already have worked in the particular areas and that they will have some experience on which to build. A needs assessment was carried out prior to the start of the courses. The TVET trainers are first prepared for their assignment in line with these identified needs since they must be acquainted with the different working and market conditions prevailing in the informal sector in order to provide appropriate training. The courses aim to develop and strengthen practical as well and business competencies (Specht 2005).
Training concepts are examined and evaluated according to certain criteria (Ethio-German TVET Investment Programme, now ECBP, see Specht 2005): 
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Community orientation

Successful approaches to providing training in the informal sector build on existing structures. It therefore makes sense to take the village or urban community as the frame of reference.  

Non-formal initial and continuing TVET is often aimed at people who are already embedded in the local market but are not able to earn enough money. In Cambodia, for example, training courses were offered in food, wood and jute processing and in raising small animals. The work here was combined with micro financing instruments. In Laos promotion was provided for a project aimed at production schools, to be followed by start-up assistance for integration in the local market. In Nicaragua and South Africa job-oriented vocational training was tied in with building actual houses, followed by business start-ups. In Zambia basic commercial skills were taught. What all these projects had or have in common is that they are embedded in the real world in which the learners live. 

An example from the Philippines

In one project in the Philippines which is oriented to the local community, two or three rural communities are grouped together in a cluster with one or more urban communities for the purposes of promotion and training. The composition of the cluster depends largely on the existing economic infrastructure in each case and its potential, as well as the willingness of government bodies to cooperate. In line with the project’s motto “Training in the Community, by the Community and for the Community”, a wide range of players were involved in the work: young people who were the immediate target group, the owners of small businesses as trainers and employers, and representatives of local authority administrative structures.

The project identified the following groups as directly involved in the project:

· Unemployed school-leavers with no training and working young people of both sexes aged 18-30 who are prepared to stay in the community to work there.

· Operators of small businesses and graduates of TVET programmes as trainers and possible employers who can improve their market position by having skilled employees.

· Decision-makers and local administrative bodies, as well as NGOs and civil society organizations in the area of the project which are involved in youth and/or community development work.

Training offered is oriented to the results of local surveys on needs, possibilities and potential, for which the NGO concerned has developed instruments. These are designed to ensure that the skills and knowledge delivered to the trainees are relevant to the local context. Only if they are embedded in this way is it possible to ensure that the training programmes benefit not just the trainees but the local community as a whole. The individual interest groups play a crucial role in the whole project cycle from planning through to evaluation. The programme is based on the conviction that sustainable improvements are possible only if it has the full acceptance and backing of the people whose situation will be changed by it. This also means that all involved must be prepared to make substantial contributions (monetary or in the form of payments in kind) to planning and implementation costs.The degree of participation is in direct proportion to the degree of ownership of individual stakeholder groups. Only in this way will they say: “This is our project, so we want to work to keep it".
The planning of training measures is always preceded by an intensive dialogue with local small craft businesses to discuss with the owners or managers of the businesses their requirements in terms of technology and the qualifications of their employees. The information gained from this dialogue then forms the cornerstone of the course curricula. In addition the courses are designed in such a way that the major part of the training is carried out in the local small businesses under the responsibility of the owner or manager. The premises of the NGO or other training centres are used only for preparatory or continuing training courses. A training programme responds to needs which are identified by the particular community itself and which are rated as priorities. Only if the local infrastructure is not adequate to stage courses and the assistance provided by the NGO is not sufficient to compensate for the deficiencies are courses or parts of courses moved to a training centre run by the NGO. Outsourcing of training is always avoided if possible in order to ensure it is available to all.  As well as avoiding transport and accommodation costs, this also ensures that responsibility rests fully with the community.

The aim is to design training in such a way that the trainees produce something of market value during the course of their training which they can sell themselves. The participants on one particular course on repairing electronic entertainment equipment, for example, were told to go into the neighbourhood and ask for radios that were not working. These were repaired during the course under the trainer’s supervision. In a tailoring/dressmaking course participants made simple children’s clothes and sold them, with the NGO providing some of the material. This combination of training and production boosts the trainees’ self-confidence and develops their feel for the needs of the local market. The possibility of earning an income, even if small, during training provides a additional motivation. It is important to ensure that the trainees are involved in all aspects from costing and purchasing of materials through to direct contact with customers, and the production and marketing process (Bellen, Stückrath 2005).

Small loans and employment promotion

Many small businesses lack the capital to expand their activities. In addition to the limitations created by the close links between the family economy and small business, access to formal bank loans is hardly an option given the uncertainties of the informal sector. In many  cases small entrepreneurs are forced to turn to illegal moneylenders who demand extremely high interest rates.

Microfinance institutions which provide small loans to people in the informal sector have existed for many years. In Bangladesh and India such credit systems have been around since the 1970s. In these countries they are aimed first and foremost at women.

A few principles of microfinance institutions

· Provision of small and very small loans to strengthen the more productive activities of poor people

· Group organization and counselling

· Technical and management support for production, procurement and sales

· Further commercial and/or bookkeeping training

Microfinance enables customers to improve their economic performance and also gives them better access to the market. Small and very small loans help women in particular to become or stay economically active and perform work that generates an income. The loans help to secure working capital at low interest rates and hence to start up or expand a business. Often the loans help to enable recipients to do something better or something they prefer. In most cases borrowers are encouraged to organize themselves and set up a mutual exchange of experiences. Microfinance is not, however, a magic bullet, since it presupposes a certain level of independence which the poorest of the poor can often only achieve to a limited extent.

In Ghana a bank to promote small business was set up in the 1980s. This bank has established regional advisory offices whose tasks include not only loan allocation but wider training and advisory services. Many small businesses cite lack of capital as the reason for a failure to succeed. On closer inspection it often emerges, however, that what the business lacks is expertise in such areas as costing and book-keeping, warehousing, organization and marketing. In these cases therefore, the business is offered management training before a loan is negotiated. If the problems involve technical and manual skills, appropriate further training is offered. Once problems of this nature have been cleared away, the loan allocation process can begin, albeit with strings attached. Here as in other examples women have a better repayment record than men (Schultheiß 1997)

Young people and small loans 

A particular component of a large youth project in Venezuela is a small loan fund which was conceived as a pilot project to extend loans via local organizations to young people who wanted to start up or consolidate micro enterprises.  Designed as a rotation fund, the fund was launched to offer an alternative in the difficult employment climate.  In the field of youth work and small and very small business promotion the fund is acknowledged internationally as an innovation, providing credit to young people, considered a risk group, who would otherwise have no way of procuring a business start-up loan.

The pilot project grew out of the question: what conditions must be attached to extending loans to young people to enable them to achieve commercial success in the longer term? The small loans are financed by a fund administered by the NGOs. This activity supports and strengthens them in the medium term in their role as broker organizations. 

The target group for the loan fund are young people…

· who are between the ages of 14 and 25, 

· who come from socially disadvantaged families, 

· who are prepared to work closely with the NGOs 

· which are responsible for allocating the loans and 

· who put forward a business idea for which they need a small start-up loan. 

The regulations also allow a loan to be used to expand, modify or improve an existing economic activity. In the course of the first 12 months the programme reached nearly 3,000 young people, who received training and advice on drawing up a business plan. More than 500 loans had been extended to young people after one year (Stanzel 2005).
Lending priorities

Young women and men have equal opportunities in terms of access to loans; 60% of the loans have been extended to young women. Minors (under 18 years of age) can also apply for a loan – 32% of loans were awarded to this group. The lending process was successful: only two loans were not repaid as a result of fraud; the rate of arrears is below 3%. A total of 520 loans were extended in 12 months, half to set up new micro enterprises and half to consolidate and/or expand existing businesses. Over two thirds of the young people use the loans as working capital while a good third were invested in equity capital. 

Vocational orientation and labour market integration

Training for young people in the informal sector must be embedded in measures integrated in an overall concept. Because of the logic of the circumstances of young people’s lives, this will often involve more than just training in the narrow sense. In order to tackle the trend of rising youth unemployment in Kyrgyzstan, a job placement centre for unemployed young people was set up in the town of Bishkek in 1996 under the "Labour Market Policy and Employment" project. Its record has been very successful. For a number of years it has been able to find work for an average of one third of those seeking advice, 50% of them young women. A fairly high proportion of the jobs, however, are for a fixed term. This service in Bishkek alone is used by around 3,000 young people each year and the pilot scheme has far exceeded expectations.

Important elements of the employment strategy:

· Youth job placement centre
· Job exchanges
· Unbureaucratic advice and placement service

· Workplace cheques

A major contribution to the success of these activities has been the regular monthly job exchanges which have created a forum to put employers and the young jobseekers in direct contact with each other. They also provide the young people with the opportunity to be shortlisted for a job or even to sign a contract for a job at the exchange itself. The job exchanges mean that the young people are actively involved in the search for work, which is in itself an important learning process which helps them in their further search for work.  In addition to the job exchanges, the youth placement centre offers an unbureaucratic advice and placement service for young jobseekers. The centre keeps in constant contact with the local employment offices in the process of seeking out job vacancies and also uses a further successful instrument: young jobseekers are given work experience placements with companies, in public administration and with other employers to collect details of job vacancies. The incentive is that most of them are able to find a suitable job for themselves in the process. This is a first step towards integrating young people in the jobs market. After the successful end of the pilot programmes in the joint project, the Kyrgyzstan employment administration took over both the youth placement centre and the job exchanges and now continues to run them and is responsible for both content and finances.

A further instrument was also introduced in the form of financial incentives to companies to create new jobs specifically for young jobseekers. When representatives of the employment administration (which has a service orientation) visit companies, they provide them with information about the job exchange and the pilot workplace cheque scheme. The administration furnishes the unemployed young people with workplace cheques. Every company which establishes a new job for a young person for a period of two years can cash in this cheque with the employment administration. Since the cheques do not have a very high value (approx. €40) and therefore do not offer a sufficient incentive on their own to create a new job, the non-wage costs of the job are in addition cut by two thirds. 

In 1996, the year they were introduced, these cheques helped 180 young women and 80 young men into work. Only 40 people who were involved in the scheme failed to find a job. 75% of the jobs were new jobs, the remainder were a result of a bandwagon effect.  Both employers and employees revealed themselves in a survey to be very satisfied with the  cheque system. According to feedback from the companies, more workplaces could be created if they had to commit themselves to only one year with respect to the young people instead of two. The difficult economic situation often makes planning over a longer period impossible. There were also complaints that the young people often had no or inadequate qualifications for the job in question. At the end of the pilot scheme a countrywide programme was rolled out (Kausch 2005).

Recognition of informally acquired skills and competencies
Potentially there is a high demand for formal recognition of skills and know-how in the informal sector, a sector in which there are many broken career biographies. It is important both for the individual and equally for the economy to document available competencies at the point where the informal and formal economy connect.

How, therefore, can informally acquired competencies be recorded, certificated or documented? Competencies can be analyzed, identified and evaluated using a competence analysis, for which there are different instruments and methods. These include various types of examination, as set by state bodies or business sector institutions, as well as types of skills statements in the form, for example, of a portfolio. Relatively open examination systems relating to a national qualification framework and the relevant standards can create more transparency and therefore benefit those people who have had to acquire their skills often with great effort outside the education system.

Prior Learning Assessment and Recognition is a process involving 

· identification, 

· documentation, 

· assessment and 

· recognition of learning (skills, knowledge, values)

Methods
· portfolio review

· challenge processes (written/oral exams, demonstrations, assignments) 

· standardized tests 

· assessment can mean self-assessment 

· assessment against a given standard 

· assessment for academic credit 

· assessment of workplace training for block credit by an accrediting body

IV. South and North – some questions for the future
There are a lot of questions remaining open. It is no accident that one focus of the discussion about informal learning in industrialises countries lie on work-related learning. With the increasing complexity of work contents, in future plans for the guidance of informal learning at work will need to be worked out for a number of sectors of production and services. 

As well as paying attention to work-related learning in industrial and developing countries, the considerable numbers of people are to be considered who are largely not integrated into the labour market. Together with approaches to the promotion and improvement of learning at work, learning within the social environment, which is useful in the work process, should also be given added emphasis. Concepts of training and further training need to be developed that take account of informal learning, recognise competences that have already been acquired, and accompany social integration. 
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