Training classes for the

faint of heart
By Robert D. Grossman

If you wonder why anyone would
voluntarily listen to your expert
advice, here are some pointers that
will give you confidence.

Many times we find ourselves
the uncmfortable position ¢being
asked to share some of the drivel
has accuiulated in our heads ov
the years. Not seeing the expertk-
ing back at you in the bathroomr-
ror, you wonder why anyone wot
voluntarily listen to you tell ther
how to do thing:

Not surprisingl, training is le-
coming a bigger and bigger issue
companies large and small. As «
jobs get more complex and the ¢-
ment we work with more sophi-
cated, it is next tcmpossible to finc
and hire people who ssess the
skills we need. Expanding the-
sponsibiities of existing personn
and hiring people with Isic skills,
then traning them are often the on
two options we have. As somec
already doing the job and need|
additional resources, you are il
unique position to ensure theccess
of either optior

When a business provides train
to employees, the three options are
hire professional trainers (eithern-
tract or ir-house), look to manuc-
turers to eucate your people abo
their prcducts, or use existing peog
skilled in certailareas to cro-train
others

The hired gun

Using people dedicated to traini
is a doubl-edged sword. On the o
hand, it is expensive. Whether hiri
people in house to perform the c-
tion or having an ctside training
company handle the work, itan
added cost. In this day of declini
margins, few of us are anxious
shouder any of these. On the ott
hand, taking people away from th
jobs, where they are, presably,

Sound&VideoContractor

making you money, and putting the
somewhere else for a few days has
price. Usually the people you neec
train others are themselves atial
elsewhere. When they’re not oto-
ing their jobs, others slow dov
without the proper supervision a
lead«ship

Unfortunately, the choice of mal
ccmpanies is simply to ignorhe
training issue entirely: Save t
money, and feserve the status qu
Althougt | hate to use absolutes, tl
is alwaysa mistake. Your staff’
knowledge and experience are tr
your biggest advantage in ther-
ketplace. If you don't keep up wi
the wleels of progress, you can
back and watch your competition r
on by, or over, yoi

A second factor in evaluating t
value of prfessional trainers is tt
guestion of skill. They bring to tf
party the ability to communica
comfortably and efictively; in that
area it is tough to find |ople in-
house with that kind of panache. T
sometimes slick presentation car
times be a mixed blessing. Theo-
ple doing the training, no matter h¢
good they are at putting on a she
do not ordinarily have tt hand-on
experience that is so imrtant to
pass on. People who have been di
the job might not be as polished ¢
refined but can usually command
attention and respect of the aence
on a dfferent leve— they’ve beer
there

Going to the source

Our other outside alternativeo-
ing to the manfacturers of the pid-
ucts we sell and install, is wor
some exploration simply because i
so underused. Whether directly
indirectly, through a manufacture
representative or ctributor, maiu-
faclurers have a keen interest in y
seling, installing and servicing tt
heck out of their products. Any he
they give you flows directly to the
bottom lines. The key to getting tt
kind of help is to make it convenie
for both of you

Typically, marufacturers offer twi
kinds of classes: technical traini
and sales training. A sales class
usually cover features, operation ¢

a comparison to the competition. 1
not to limit these classes to just yc
salespeople. One of your own tei-
cians inthe audience might be able
ask the kinds of pointed questic
that bring the discussion arounc
your particular customers’ reqge-
ments. If you find that your technic
people have diiculty reconciling
customers’ expectations with t
actual equiprent sold, they woul
also benefit from this type of tin-
ing. Learning what the manufactul
prorrises to the sasperson and il
turn to the cL tomer is often an ey
opener for those who live in the la
of eledrons— and a golden opjr-
tunity to set te record straight. (n-
versely, many of your salespeo
would belefit from the nut-anc-
bolts techrcal training that is ofte
reserved for those who carry tc
boxes

Doing it yourself

Now we come to the part we've .
been waiting for. Chances aro
matter how often you use the fi
two options, a time will come whe
you need to develop your own tr-
ing class. And chances are that"
will be the one to stand up in front
those people and remember the tit
you silently ridiculed the pson wto
was tying to teach you somethir

Face it: We're not teachers, ne’
want to be teachers and probably
never be comfortable or “fished”
in front of a jury of our peers. Havir
been thrust into that sylight far too
often myself, | would likeo offer
some pointers that have kept
shickering at bay and helped |
through. Because | work for a ve
large company, | often go to remc
locations to teach mplete strangers
you may not have the same situati
but I’'m sure we’ve got some m-
mon ¢round

What’s in a name?

| prefer the name “workshoj
rather than training class.” One-
vites pirticipation and feedback: tt
other implies a lecture. When peo
are told there will be a “worksho
on a particular subject, the ima
seems to conjurep a hand-on e»-
perience. The expectation of leing
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is higher, and torance for hype ¢
abstract concepts seems to bei-
mized. Athough this might not b
the ideal enironment for learing
philosophy or economics, in oup-
plication it is perfect. \hat you cal
your class might seem trivial, b
getting people to attend in the proj
frame of mind is paramou

Before you begin, talk to as ma
people in your audience as poss
to try to determine exctations.
Even if it is a roomful of friends
your normal method of interactic
has beenltered— they will treat
you differently, and you will fee
different. Hand out a form and sot
percils, either in advance of thes-
sion or when people are arriving, ¢
make sure you get them back. F-
ing cut specific qustions will get
you through the natural lulls and gi
you an anchor when the going g
tough

Many professional talkers bec
with a humorous story. If you can t
one well, by all means go for—
it relaxes your audience, eases
tension and shows that you're ar-
around funny guy or gal. If you fir
your jokes always need to be-
plained or involve a farmer’s dat-
ter, let the professnals handle it
Look for a comic strip or «toon thai
sets the tone of your talk, and shit
on an overhead transency or slide
(Be sure not to violate any cyright
laws.) In our industry, it's hard
come up with any cccept thaDil-
bertcan’t make funn

Be prepared
As arule, the better prepared
are, the smoother things will ( This
is true in sales, installation, desi
work and training classes. fter put

together a threring binder to han
out with more than 100 pages op-
porting material. /though you migh
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not want to go that far, at a ri-
mum, you should jovide thiee
things
o Anoutline of your discussion:
Decide in advance what you w
be talking about and in what ord
You can always skip around if tl
audence warrants it, but you shot
know exactly what ground to cove
This will also allow you to dermine
roughly how long each segment
your presentation will take. Maki
sure to note all topics and spec
items you want to cover so th
aren'’t forgdten. If you can put -
gether a slide show using pres¢
tion software, it certainly can ja:
things upbut prirting the outline an
handing it out will serve just as we
| like to do both; the merial on the
screen keeps eryone fccused on th
subject at hand; the ability to los
ahead at other sjects can give |o-
ple a chance to formulate cstions
e Supporting material.

If you will be talking about <e-
cific products, prwvide copies of cu
sheets or spifications, if feasible.
hate to hear, “Let me know, and |
get you morenformation,” or “I'm
not sure, but I'll look it up for you,
and limaginemy audience does, to
Instant grafication will help you
better cove the subject and redu
the amount of fllow-up work you'll
have to do when your class is o
o A source guide:

Let people know where to goe-
sides you) for more informati.
Specific contact names, compar
and telephone numbers are alw
appeciated and reduce the amoun
follow-up support you will have 1
provide. Be sure to cdact people
you will be including in your mie-
rial to ask their permsion. The las
thing you want is for one of yot
carefully cultivated cctacts to e-
ceive an avalanche of expectec
telephone calls, each bing your
name as the culpt

Assuming that you're the pers
described erlier — strong on conter
but short on poli=— all of this
prepaation will provide unexpecte
dividends. If the presentation re-
rial shows professionalism anr-
ganizdion, so will you. You will
have a wall to hide behind if need:

and any tension and nervousness
be minimized or forgtten

Samples and examples

One of the reasons you've be
chosen to talk to these people is y1
actual hanc-on experience. Wit
that in mind, don’t be afraid to ta
about the things you have done i
the places you have seen. One of
most effective forms of adrtising is
the “before and after” picture, so te
advantage. If you want to talk abc
the importance of a neat wiring jc
show a photograph of a terribler-
ing job. To describe the importan
of labeling cnnectors, show wh
happens to a miophone tlat has
been plugged into a 500W Id-
speaker output. Whenever you w
to show a clear case of black ¢
white, right and wrong, seek owx-
treme exmples from both sides, ai
show them off. If nothing else, y«
will prove your point in a lastin
menner

If you're talking about specifi
procucts, try to have samples to p.
around. | emember one workshog
attended where cable was one of
subjects (scussed because cal
tends to be soething that is ofter
forgotten, sent to the lowest bidder
way down the list of priorities. Th
instructor made a point of peing
around a sction of higt-quality,
namebrand cable and the lousit
generic equivalent he had been ¢
to find. What had been an abstr
concept on paper soon became
accident waiting t heppen: Som-
thing that we all wanted to avoid
our projects at all co:
Similarly, my company has cak
marufactured with colc-coded jac-
eting. The value becomes more-
parent when you can put a sampli
people’s hands as you explain
benefitsof any improvemer

Improvise

It is important that you rema
flexible enough to deviate from yo
lesson plan, no matter how we
scripted it may be. As each audie!
differs, so must each fsentation.
The surest way to send an audie
to dreamlands to give the impis-
sion that you're standing there d-
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ing them a betime story. If you ge
guestions when scussing certail
topics, see where you can go in t
direction. Move to another bject or
take a break if you start to get yav
when you cowvr other grounc

Try to relate your material to e-
ryone in attendance. When you spi
the time to get to know your ai-
ence, you'll be better able to po
out belefits to people as you ¢
along. If you're talking about tr
importance of powline condtion-
ers, tell the salespeople how often
compettion overlooks it and why it’
important. The technicians may we
to know how many service calls th
can prevent; customers would like
hear about the money they can s
in the long rur

Althoughfollowing some of thes
guidelines might not make you tt
most sougl-after talker since Coh
Powell, they can make you mc
confortable and yourudience mort
responsive. As for knowing the ne-
rial to be taught, being the exper
up to you

Forethought and afterthought

At the beginning of each wk-
shop, | pavide two pr-printed forms
on colo-coded paper. The cola
don’t matter; they just need to
different from each other and t
other matrial you will be handing
out. These forms list the s name
a paagraph of text and some lin
for the person to make notes. 1
forms ask for infcmation on expc-
tations and evalttion:
o Expectations

“Before this class or workshop-
gins, we appreciate your help. Ple
indicate below what your expa-
tions are. What general subjects
areas would you likexplored? Are
there specific questions you nee:-
swered? Throughout the class, y
questions and contributions ar«
guested to help meet these exp-
tions and those of other

o Evaluation

“At the conclusion of this class
workshop, your comments are ag-
ciated. Were your expectations m
Was maerial covered that you he
not anticipated? What areas coulc
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better covered in future sessions,
where was there too much emphe
Finally, what are your suggestio
for making this class more helpt
and worhwhile to others?

Hand these out at the bnning of
the class or when people are walk
in, and ask that people take a f
minutes to fill out the “Expectation:
page before you Igin. Collect tha
form, and use it as a checklist
modify your class outline and
gauge the subjects of interest. ~
“Evaluation” form is collected at tr
end of the sssion. Neither form ask
for a name, but | mention that it
optional.

Now here’: the reason for t

color coding. If you notice peop
writing on the brightly colore
“Evaluation” form during your talk (
use pink so it will stand out), tal
stock in what you are saying at the
moments. Chances are you're givi
out too much irormation and borin
them on that subje, you're skippinc
to another subject too quickly a
they're too shy to ask questions,
your fly is open. In any case, be s
to take corrective action immi-
ately

Casting your anchors

One technique | find heful is
what | call “casting anchors
throughout the class. Although | ¢
sure a profesional term for it exist
— every time | come up with a gou
idea | find that everyone else t
been using it for yea— the concep
is simple

Throughout your sessi, put
things aside that you can refer
later. These range from matel
gathered on your expeations form,
colorful anecdotes, humorous m-
ples and subjects or cstions thai
arise during the woshop that migh
derail your train of thought at tt
moment. | keefa 3"x5” card listing
these key items on the lectern a-

ble for nstant acces

When you find that you are
tracted or unhappy with the dition
your talk on a subject is taking, ta
a look at one of the cards, and bra
off onto one f those sujects. If you
are getting bored with a subje
chances are that your aence is
too. Breiking the flow into a familia
pattern will give you time to thinl
reestablish contact with yc aud-
ence, and then defuse a diefore it
defuses yol

Self training

A final method of training that |
prokably the most common but lee
acknovledged is self training
Whether through technical pulka-
tions, pramotional liteature or
equipment manuals, the learni
process never stops. The very ac
reading this magazine proves tf
you are inteested in continued len-
ing. But if you're like most in ou
industry, it’s dfficult to keep up witt
all the matrial that is available t
you.

Consider bringing magazines w
you on trips when a spouse riend
is doing the driving and leaving sot
of the backlog in your car. This tur
wasted time— lunches alone, traffi
jams— into prodictive time

Don't be afraid to tear pages out
macazines if you're not the type 1
save issues. In my office | hatwo
3-ring binders; one with articles
think will be helpful in the future ar
one with advertisements and fo-
graphs that might give me ide
when worling on a desig

Finally, my favorite spot fo
evaluaing those tricky manuals ai
tedious journa for which | nevel
seem to make the tin— the bah-
room. If you put them there, and te
outthe Peopli magazines, sooner
later you'll find the time to rea
them

Who's really an expert?
| am reminded of a job | had a

cable TV sation while | was n high
school. We were doing a live show
the old Atlantic City Conventio
Certer, and our camera position w
right near the biggest stlight | and
my coworker had ever seen. Durin
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break in the taping, we worked up

nerve to ask the grizzly ospotlight
operator about his job. After hearil
how long he had been in the busin
and being dulympressed with hi
sage advice, we grew bolder ¢
started to ask some cstions. “How
much power does that light draw
my friend blurted ou

The old veeran took only a 0-
ment to look at the plate on the b
of the lamp before replying “Fiv
thousand Yonkers, Sonn

We had never heard ofything
that pulled that much current a
could only imagine just how pov-
ful a Yonker could be. Durincn-
other beak, when the spotlighp-
erator wandered off, we crept ovel
read the specification platerselves
And there it said, in black on silve
“Century Lighting Corpoation, 5000
Yonkers, New York, NY.

| have taken peoples’ experti—
estecially my own — with a grain of
salt ever sinc

Grossman is a senior project manage
Sensormati Electronics, West Atlantic Cit
NJ
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