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ABSTRACT

Construction workers in Indonesia have unique characteristics. They earn their vocational skills through cultural
inheritance. Construction workers in many construction projects in urban areas mostly come from villages in Java.
They learn their vocational skills from their relatives and local communities in their villages. This paper aims at
describing how vocational skills are passed down through generations. This qualitative ethnographic and ethno-
andragogic study explores the training process, beginning with the recruitment pattern, the network development,
skills acquisition and transmission pattern, responses to technology, and attitudes to challenges in modern industry.
Through observation and in-depth interview, it was revealed that traditionally the training pattern applied
andragogic model principles; i.e., learning by doing and learning on the job. This study provides a base for further
research and the development and improvement of vocational education and training model in response to the
particular characteristics of construction workers in Indonesia.

Keywords: Inheritance pattern; vocational skills; construction workers; ethnography
DOI: https://10.30880/jtet.2018.10.02.007

Vol. 10, No. 2| December 2018| ISSN 2229-8932  Journal of Technical Education and Training (JTET)| 71


mailto:liswida@upi.edu

1. INTRODUCTION

Indonesia is one of the largest construction services markets with a value of 267 billion USD. In Asia,
Indonesia ranks fourth after China (1.78 trillion USD), Japan (742 billion USD), and India (427 billion
USD) (Kementrian Pekerjaan Umum dan Perumahan Rakyat, 2015). The data is supported by the
increasing trend of development of construction workers year in year out. At least, the latest data (BPS,
2014) on labor market in construction sector in 2013 was recorded to reach 6.349.387 persons (6.35%)
and grew significantly in 2014 by 7,280,086 (6.35%). It means that there is an increase in the involvement
of construction workers in the construction industry within one year by 0.70% or approximately 930,000
workers.

The construction worker in question refers to the executor of the construction of buildings
(architecture), which is called a tukang (skilled worker) as arranged in Law No. 13 of 2003 on
employment, Law No. 2 of 2017 on construction services, and ministerial regulations and regulation of
the Construction Services Development Agency (LPJK). They are average people working in the sun and
building material dust in a heavy industry that requires considerable energy (Eaves, Gyi, & Gibb, 2016).
They are the lowest construction workforce working directly with technical works in the field (Haryadi,
2010). They may not receive public attention, but it is their rough hands that do all construction jobs,
from simple houses to luxurious buildings, malls, hotels, city parks, and other buildings in urban areas.
They come from different parts of the village in groups with their fellow, relatives or friends, carrying
carpentry equipment and some supplies to survive in the city.

They earn their construction skills not through formal education and training. Some of them even
never went to schools. They mostly are high school graduates, but not many of them are from vocational
schools specializing in construction. Of the 7,280,086 construction workers, only 4% are experts, 20% are
skilled workers, and the remaining 76% are unskilled laborers (Badan Pusat Statistik, 2014). Therefore, it
is not surprising that normally they are not registered as workforce in protected formal sectors
(Rothenberg et al., 2016).

They learn construction skills on the job gradually. The career level in the construction jobs are
hierarchical like in other sectors, from kenék/ladén (construction laborers) to specialized and skilled
workers like bricklayers, carpenters, and painters (Badaruddin, 2015). This skill specialization is
established in the work place using their self-developed training models (Widaningsih, 2016; Amir,
Martini, & Luthfiah, 2013).

These established characteristics illustrate a traditional cultural pattern in which these
construction workers are born and raised. This study identifies a community’s cultural and social
dimension that is worthy of attention as an andragogic and lifetime educational issue. The survival of the
people will have something to do with how they develop life skills in everyday life to address the global
challenges (Salcudean, Veres, & Pop, 2014; Hoghielm, 2010; Aleandri & Refrigeri, 2013).

Construction skills are parts of the concern of vocational education and necessary to be studied
given the existing gap between the reality of traditional working culture of the construction workers on
the one hand and the demands and competition of the modern construction industry on the other hand. In
this respect, this paper explores to what extent they carry out the andragogic instruction. The
identification includes recruitment pattern, network development, skill acquisition and transfer, responses
to technology, and established attitudes and values.
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2. MATERIALS AND METHODS
2.1  Research approach

This study used qualitative (Agustinova, 2015; Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Creswell, 2014), ethnography
and ethno-andragogic methods (Spradley, 1979; Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Murchison, 2009; Saldana,
2009; Strauss, 1987). The purpose is to describe, analyze and interpret construction workers’ tradition of
construction skill learning and training that establishes work culture inheritance pattern among
generations

2.2 Research participants

The participants were construction workers of Sudalarang Village, Sukawening District, Garut, West
Java, Indonesia. The research involved 35 informants who came from three generations of construction
workers. We selected eight informants, who represent each generation for in-depth interviews. The
selection of informants is in compliance with the requirements of ethnographic informants. The selection
process went through a preliminary data collection and a focus discussion group to map their expertise.
The informants were then categorized into the main informants, who’s more than 30 years of experience
and have inherited their knowledge to younger workers, and the supporting informants, who are still
actively working in construction projects.

2.3 Data collection

The data were collected through participant observation, in-depth interview, and document analysis. The
data collection was carried out in accordance with Spardley’s (1979) procedures comprising: locating
informants, interviewing informants while explaining to them the research objectives to build rapport and
understanding between the researchers and the informants, and making an ethnographic record, in which
detailed field notes were noted. The questions included descriptive questions, structural questions, and
contrast questions.

2.4 Data Analysis and theme interpretation

Ethnographic research contains insightful analysis derived from specific ethnographic data (Murchison,
2010). The analysis went through coding, in which events, interview notes, insightful moments, and other
field experiences were identified (Saldana, 2009); theme interpretation, which was supported by
triangulations between concepts and theories, among informants, and other sources; and writing the
ethnography, which was conducted inductively from data collection, data categorization, and
interpretation abstraction (Strauss, 2003).

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS

3.1 Construction workers of Sudalarang Village

Sociologically, Sudalarang people have strong emotional attachment to their village so that they will
remain villagers and collaboratively build their place of origin. Villagers working in the city can almost
certainly bring in their income to develop their socio-economic life in the village. The workers are
temporary residents in urban areas as they are involved in various construction works and then bring their
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income to support families in the village. The generation network of construction workers from
Sudalarang village is depicted as in Figure 1.
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Figure 1: A 3-Generation network of construction workers from Sudalarang (Source: Research
Documentation 2017)

Note:
Direct descendant (father-son): the passing down of basic vocational skills

—_—

e Work team, horizontal kinship: siblings, relatives, and neighbours
:| The first-generation work team who passed down vocational skills
— Research informant

The construction worker group from Sudalarang was first involved in major projects in Jakarta
after following Mr. Memed who entered Jakarta in 1958. Mr. Memed is the first worker who served as a
leader to the construction workers from Sudalarang. The network of construction workers has long been
established at least since 1962 where they were involved in the construction of Gelora Bung Karno
Stadium. Those who followed Mr. Memed were Mr. Pardan, Mr. Jarkoni, Mr. Uli, Mr. Barta, Mr. Harun,
and other 30 people who then stayed in Jakarta in the period of 1962-1972 (Figure 1). Their involvement
in the construction of Gelora Bung Karno Stadium became a historic recount their descendants, who now
also become construction workers, are proud of so as to show how strong their lineage is in the sector of
construction industry. The distribution of Sudalarang construction workers are shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 3: Distribution of Sudalarang construction workers (Source: Research Data, 2017)

The passing down of construction skills through generations are reflected in their relationship
pattern and the training process occurring at their working fields. Their migration to urban areas is
temporary as they moved from one place to another. In sociological study, labor migration has been an
important issue in many countries because it not only has to do with their individuals per se, but also with
geographical, economic, politic, and social change issues in both national and international scale (Vasile,
2014; Atramentova, Luchko, & Filiptsova, 2017; Oguz, 2011; Hoang, Yeoh, & Wattie, 2012; Kancs,
2011). Regardless of the purpose, in general labor migration is part of a larger global trend that affects
population density in the cities (Sira & Dubravska, 2015). The backgrounds of most labor migration cases
are essentially to earn a better income even though they are not well-educated, inexperienced, and less-
skilled (Boboc, Vasilem, Ghita & Covrig, 2014).

The target cities of most labor migrations were Jakarta, Bandung, Tangerang, Bekasi, and
Tangerang. The workers mostly worked in Jakarta (4 groups of workers) and Bandung (3 groups), while
the remaining worked in Tangerang, Bekasi, Bogor, and Garut (Figure 2). One of the informants even
had experienced of working in construction industry in Japan. The informant distribution illustrates the
movement pattern of the temporary labors in urban areas by involving in many different construction
project locations. They learn by doing on the job, and then will eventually go back to their hometown.

3.2 Inheritance pattern of vocational skills

Recruitment Pattern

Labor input management including recruitment process is crucial to the sustainability of a construction
project. The lowest-level construction workforce called craftsmen plays a major role so that it is necessary

to identify the various interests and factors that affect their performance (Kazaz & Ac, 2015; Kazaz,
Ulubeyli, Acikara, & Er, 2016; Soekiman, Pribadi, Soemardi, & Wirahadikusumah, 2011). However, this
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industry is a low skills sector labour market whose human resources range from different educational
backgrounds, so performance in the field will be determined by how far the learning process in the
workplace goes according to the demands of the need.

Despite the use modern technology, the need for human labour in the construction industry is still
quite high and even employment in this sector continues to increase. Recruitment carried out in
construction projects in Indonesia still uses the traditional system, not through the selection process,
without any written application, induction, and pre-employment training.

As shown in Figure 1, the recruitment process is based on kinship and friendship. All informants
being in-depth interviewed were direct descendants of the previous construction workers. Kinship and
friendship are crucial to them for a variety of reasons. Mr. Eman who until now still constantly get
construction project works in Bandung said, “it is necessary to establish a network with people | know
very well because | know who they really are, their attitudes, and habits that influence their work
performance.” In a wider context, this pattern is also related to such factors as trust, convenience in
communication, and the economic sustainability of family, relatives and local community. Mr.
Kurniawan, an informant of the youngest generation who always manage to get construction projects in
Jakarta, Bekasi, and Tangerang, said, “I always urge the unemployed youth in my village to come and
join my work team. [It is] better than being unemployed. | am selective, though. They must be honest,
willing to learn, and ready to work hard.” Good behaviour, honesty, willingness to learn and to work hard,
and being able to work in a team are the key prerequisites for them to be recruited by the informants. Soft
skills become the most considered in the recruitment process. There has never been any skill testing due
to their principle saying, “Skills can be developed while working.”

Learning by Doing

As construction workers become teamwork on a construction project, their educational background is not
important. To them, skills can be developed while working. Mr. Kholidin said, “In construction, if you
really want to learn by doing, there is nothing to it. Skills can automatically be developed while working.”
On the other hand, the informants also admitted that the level of formal educational they received
influence their learning pace and skill development. Experienced for more than 30 years, he has acquired
and transferred skills to their subordinates who come from various educational backgrounds. the skill
acquisition stage of each worker is reflected in their gradual increasing position, from assistant and to the
chief craftsman. Empirically, skills will be more qualified if obtained through the process of learning on
the job (Gavrel, Lebon, & Rebiére, 2016). The survival of every worker in the construction industry is
determined by his awareness to always learn and readiness to change and face competition challenges.

This construction skill transfer is a process of cultural inheritance in a community, regardless of
whether this practice is still relevant with the demands of modern industry. In fact, they could adapt to the
advance of construction technology as proven by their involvement in various construction projects, from
average houses to buildings with high complexity. They acquire knowledge and skills through the process
of learning on the job and learning by doing. The skills the informants acquired through the cultural
inheritance continue to develop along the way. As a case in point, below is the illustration of how a
carpenter named Rahmat Sihabudin acquired his skills (Figure 3).
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Basic vocational training (from father)
Pardan * Introduction to local wood
Bandung, *  Forest logging technigues
1969-1970 son > Wood cutting techniques
¢ Introduction to hardwood types and classes
i * Introduction to carpentry tool types
Rahmat Sehabudin ¢ Introduction to wusage and function of
Jakarta, )
woodworking tools
1370- 1576 . . .
Jakarta, * Techniques of using woodwaorking tools
lbrahim 1976-1995 ¢ Introduction to lumber size
+  Wood planning technigues
Architect/professional
Advanced vocational training (first employer): skill development (professional):

+ Introduction to imported wood types

*  Wood cutting techniques for door/window frames
and trusses

*  Processing technigues of joints, sponning, profiles

Work attitude and discipline

Introduction to wood machining tools

Introduction to technical drawing

Technical drawing reading skill and its application to

Introduction to wood cutting terms and their woodworking

functions * Introduction to force and load calculation (mechanics of
*  Connecting technigues material)
*  Door/window frame installation techniques +  Construction strength calculation techniques
¢ Span and joint calculation *  High complexity works (multi-storey buildings, variety of
¢ Truss slope calculation wooden construction designs).

¢+ Wide truss
Figure 3: Example of inheritance pattern of vocational skills (Source: Research Data 2017)
Skills Development

Humans are ethical creatures (Kesuma, 2016), one of whose responsibilities is to transform. As
transforming beings, humans are not merely passive actors in the development of civilization. Human’s
continuous experience and experimentation bring about a tradition of instilling values, attitudes,
knowledge and skills that are different from one country to another. Transformation in a more specific
context is also related to the concept of human potentials. In this respect, Marx refers to humans as
species-beings, meaning that it is the unique human potentials that make humans different from other
species (Ritzer, 2012:79). It is essential for humans to work and to be a worker. Human basic potentials
will develop if they can adapt to changes in their work fields.

Mr. Kholidin reached the peak of his career as chief craftsman in various projects in Jakarta,
overseeing 40 workers coming from various places. With only working experience as a farmworker, he
began to come to Jakarta in 1970s following his uncle and became an assistant to skilled construction
workers. His participation in various construction projects enables him to interact with and at the same
time learn from his supervisors from professional circles. He began to change his fate in Jakarta after he
received training in project cost estimate preparation and concrete reinforcement from the Ministry of
Public Works. Like Mr. Kholidin, Rahmat Sihabudin and Eman are also actively involved in various
residential projects in Bandung. They independently develop their basic skills inherited from their parents
and by learning from architects or civil engineers at work.

Kurniawan, an electrical engineering vocational high school graduate, was recruited by his uncle

to work in construction projects. In his being an assistant for a year, he is trained the basic skills of
bricklaying and wooden truss construction. The trend shift in terms of material use and the advance
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technology require him to learn new things. Equipped with IT literacy he acquired from his school, he
managed to develop his vocational skills by learning from the Internet. His current specialization includes
light steel framing and concrete reinforcement. He said, “l am assigned by my supervisor to learn light
steel framing, welding, and reinforcement. | always learn by directly observing how the more skilful
people do things and then look it up on the Internet. His current success in administering various
construction projects convinces him that work skills can be learned by doing in the field.

Figure 4 shows the pattern of skills improvement and career development as extracted from
interviews with the informants. During the early phase, which took four months to a year, the informants
were trained as assistants and guided workers. The workers passed through the second phase, in which
they developed their skill, experienced the dynamics of career development, and achieved the peak of
their career. This phase might take 2-40 years until they had to cease working due to age and physical
constraints. Those who had transferred their knowledge to the next generation would stay in the village
and would no longer work in cities.

The dynamics of career development
and career peak (2-40 years)

Early phase: 4 months - 2 years
Skill development process:

Improvement of job types and scales

Network expansion

Personnel addition

Learning on the job and learning by doing
Masonry tool handover

The involvement of training center and
professionals (architects and civil engineers)
Technical drawing reading skills and calculation
Establishing new work value (implementation of
occupational safety and health, discipline,
communication techniques, team management)
Responses to new technology including Internet
Becoming a craftsman and chief craftsman

Post-career peak:

e Career is passed down to the next
generation

e Encouraging the youth to learn
new technology

e No longer involved in projects in
urban areas

e Going back to the village and
becoming a local figure

Basic vocational skills:

e Kinship recruitment

o Key prerequisite: soft skills

e Introduction to tools and
basic skills

e Assigned as an assistant

o Expectation of becoming a
craftsman trainee

Figure 4:Vocational skills development pattern (Source: Research Data, 2017)

Education in a wider perspective is not limited by place, time, and how learning can takes place
(Coombs & Ahmed, 2005). As a matter of fact, education is not limited to academic skills and textbooks
or school instructional materials, but includes the ability to work to survive, daily work, the formation of
attitudes, values, the mastery of certain skills and knowledge acquisition. Parents (father or uncle) become
the first trainer in every generation, transferring basic vocational skills by involving their children (or
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nephews) directly into works gradually. Skills can develop along the way when the network is expanded
and new knowledge is acquired form new supervisors, professionals, training centres, and skill
development through Internet. The informants’ skills become an important description of andragogy to
take into account for the development of vocational skill teaching and learning process (Schied, 2014).

Andragogic principles allow individuals to develop their skills in science, technology, social, culture
and economics, as well as preparing themselves to develop different skills in different areas of interest
through their knowledge and abilities (Kocak & Baskan, 2012). The instruction can take place anywhere,
anytime, and with anyone. Therefore, the learning can begin from early age phase to adult age phase in
both formal and informal education (Laal, Laal, & Aliramaei, 2104). The vocational skill inheritance
pattern illustrates informal education different from formal educational system especially in terms of
teacher-student relationships and the teaching and learning process. Practical needs in the field become
the basis of teaching process. The informants are trained and re-transfer his acquired skills and directly
put them into work.

4. CONCLUSION

Ideally, vocational skills are trained in formal education whose curriculum is oriented to meet the
demands of job markets. However, what happens in Indonesia’s construction industry is that the
construction workers acquired their skills through cultural inheritance from their previous generations.
The training begins with kinship and friendship recruitment. Basic skills are passed down through
generations by learning on the job. Educational background does not matter to them as long as the can
learn by doing and work hard to improve their skills. Their career and vocational skills development can
take place in many different work places. The training they receive from professionals and training
centres become their way of transforming themselves. This pattern is still maintained up to now. None of
those entering the job market in the construction industry begins with their formal education in the
vocational schools specializing in the field. For them, the most important thing is to involve their relatives
and local community members in their teamwork. Soft skills that are related to morality, honesty, and
willingness to hard work and the ability to work in a team are the most considered. This study contributes
to providing basic information for further research on the issue of marginalized construction workers’
vocational skill. The findings are expected to provide comprehension of construction workers’ skill
improvement, based upon which policies on their trainings should be developed.
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