
Training 101 

S T R A T E G I E S F O R L E A R N I N G 

Of t en , t he ha rd part abou t 
training isn't the presentation 
of the program content. With 

p repara t ion and pract ice, we can 
learn the content thoroughly and 
become proficient at presenting it. 
What's harder is facilitating the learn-
ing process. 

In "I Can Recite the Program 
Content in My Sleep," Steve De Valk 
examines three group dynamics that 
are sure to challenge every trainer at 
s o m e po in t : g r o u p s that a re too 
large, g roups that are reluctant to 
talk, and groups that talk a mile a 
minu te abou t every th ing but the 
issue at hand. Preparing to handle 
such groups is just as important as 
preparing the program content. De 
Valk describes some practical strate-
gies for managing these dynamics so 
that they don't impede learning. 

In "Inquiring Trainers Want To 
Know," Rodney Beary looks at 
another strategy: asking questions. 
He descr ibes n ine ways in which 
trainers can "ask before they tell"; in 
o ther words , use quest ions to en-
hance the learning process. 

"I Can Recite the Program 
Content in My Sleep. Now 
What?" 

By Steve De Valk. De Valk Associates, 
475 Central Park West, Suite 5C, New 
York, NY 10025. 

We can never predict with 
any certainty the "baggage" 
that people bring into the 

training room. Trainees filter pro-
gram content through that baggage, 
inc lud ing their l ife e x p e r i e n c e s , 
background with the training topic, 
upbr inging , h idden agendas , and 
personal and work relationships with 
other program participants. 

All that baggage guar-
an tees that the t ra in ing 
process will never be 100 
percent predictable. But 
the re are s o m e g r o u p 
dynamics that a new 
trainer can generally ex-
pect to face whi le de-
livering programs. Let's 
look at three common sit-
uat ions that all t ra iners 
should prepare for: 
ft unwieldy group size 
l group silence 
I overly fast group pace. 

Rather than be caught 
off guard by these dynam-
ics, new trainers can 
increase their self-confi-
dence and enhance their 
effectiveness as group facil-
itators by anticipating prob-
lems and preparing strate-
gies for managing them. 
Two's company; 75 is a 
crowd. Presenting training 
to a large group can be frustrating for 
trainees and trainers. People tend to 
want their feelings, experiences, and 
thoughts heard. But in a large group, 
trainers tend to hear the loudest and 
most aggressive trainees, sometimes to 
the exclusion of other input. People 
speak over one another. And we lose 
s o m e of their c o m m e n t s in the 
chaos. 

As a result, stress levels rise. But 
there are ways to manage a group 
that is larger than you'd like. 

If t r a inees pe rce ive you to be 
unaware of the unwieldy group size, 
they will act out their frustration in 
unhealthy ways (such as attacking 
the trainer, being especially rough 
with other trainees, or heightening 
a l ready-exis t ing res is tance to the 
content of the program). 

Prevent that behavior by verbally 
acknowledging the large size of the 

f 

How do you handle a 

training group that's too big, 

too quiet, or too talkative? 
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group. Tell participants you under-
stand that everyone has a lot to say. 
Sometimes trainees need only to know 
that the trainer is aware of the situa-
tion. Once they are aware that the 
trainer understands their frustration, 
they are more likely to lie patient. 

With a large group, it is important 
to establish a structure for discus-
s ions that is s t ronge r than what 
you 'd u se for a small g r o u p . Let 
trainees know that you want every-
one to be heard. But remind them 
that the only way you can give them 
all the oppor tun i ty to speak is to 
work your way a round the room, 
beginning on one side. 

This strategy eliminates the need 
for trainees to sit for long periods 
with their hands in the air. It also 
allows them to hear what everyone is 
saying, rather than waiting to get the 
trainer's attention and blocking out 
wha tever is being said by o the r 
trainees. And it reduces the number 
of interruptions. If you set this strat-
egy- as a ground rule, you may find it 
necessary to remind trainees of it fre-
quently. And once you've established 
it, be sure to stick to it. 

Another advantage of this kind of 
s t ruc tu re is that it e n c o u r a g e s 
trainees to listen to viewpoints that 
may be different from their own—a 
critical skill for e v e r y o n e in the 
workplace—rather than jumping into 
a discussion and cut t ing off each 
others input. 

When trainees are speaking, stand 
on the oppos i t e side of the room 
from them. In large groups, people 
may have a difficult time hearing 
commen t s , and t r a inees tend to 
a d d r e s s their c o m m e n t s to the 
trainer. If you stand across the room 
from the trainee who is speaking, he 
or she is more likely to speak loudly 
enough so that everyone can benefit 
from the input. 
You can hear a pin drop. At o n e t ime 
or another, we've all been afraid of 
putting our foot in our mouth during 
a discussion. Every time we speak in 
public, we risk having someone label 
us or disagree with our views. 

Trainees are no different. Many 
are afraid of what people will think 
of their input. In addition, they are a 
part of the politics that exist in every 
organization or work unit—politics 
that trainers may see for one day. 

but that trainees live with after the 
training program. With this in mind, 
it is easy to understand why some 
trainees are afraid of speaking out— 
and why it is so important to them to 
save face in front of co-workers. 

But the result can be a training 
session in which participants refuse 
to participate. There are some strate-
gies for helping them open up. 

First of all. make sure you spend 
enough time warming up the group 
before you start delivering the con-
tent of the program. Think of your 
interaction with the group just as you 
would any of the one-on-one inter-
actions you have every day. We usu-

D O N ' T B E A F R A I D T O 

A D D R E S S T H E G R O U P ' S 

S I L E N C E H E A D - O N 

ally don't jump right to business in 
such interactions. Instead, we break 
the ice by asking how the other per-
son is doing, letting the person know 
a little about ourselves, and creating 
a comfortable environment so that 
we can concentrate on the content of 
(he interaction. 

The same goes for a group. If you 
jump right into your content, group 
members are not likely to hear your 
message. And they are unlikely to 
have anything to say. Even in a large-
g r o u p you must take the t ime to 
break the ice. This can be done sim-
ply by asking each trainee to give his 
or her name and position with the 
company . An added advantage to 
this strategy is that it can help you 
learn about the different organiza-
tional levels in the room and antici-

pate how people 's positions might 
affect the discussion. 

Many t ra inees try to interject 
humor into their introductions to the 
group. This helps loosen up every-
one—and it takes much of the ice-
breaking responsibil i ty off of the 
trainer. 

Don' t be afraid to add re s s the 
group's silence head-on. Ask partici-
pants why they are so quie t . Let 
them know that some of the other 
g roups you 've t ra ined have been 
very vocal w h e n d i scuss ing the 
issues. If you haven't done the pro-
gram before, rely on your experi-
ences as a trainee when discussing 
similar program content. You may 
not get the response you want from 
the group, but it lets trainees who 
want to speak up know that you are 
aware they are out there. 

After breaks and lunch, ask the 
group "Would anyone like to share 
any d i scuss ions from dur ing the 
break abou t what we covered so 
far?" If g roup members are silent 
before a break, they usually can't 
wait to leave the classroom to share 
what they really wanted to say with 
people they are comfortable with. 

You may be tempted to ignore the 
silences and move quickly ahead on 
the agenda. Resist the temptation. 
Respect s i lences and maintain an 
even pace, allowing trainees oppor-
tunities to participate if they would 
like. 

Trainees who are uncomfortable 
with a topic may breathe a quiet sigh 
of relief when they notice the trainer 
filling in all the silences and moving 
forward. They become comfortable 
with the trainer doing all the work, 
knowing they don't have to partici-
pate . But this k ind of comfor t is 
unl ikely to p r o d u c e changes in 
trainees' knowledge level, behavior, 
or job performance. 

Treat trainees fairly when they do 
make comments . Thank them for 
their input. Of course, this is a good 
skill for trainers to practice all the 
time. But it's especially important in 
a class in which trainees are reluctant 
to talk. It shows silent trainees that 
the trainer will make sure they don't 
lose face in front of others if they do 
speak up. 

Sometimes trainees who are silent 
verbally are actually quite "talkative" 
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in nonverbal ways. Be sensitive to 
nonverbal communication. Are they 
rolling their eyes? Did someone ' s 
eyes light up w h e n you raised an 
issue? Did a trainee suddenly sit for-
ward in his or her seat? 

You can encourage participation 
by telling trainees that you noticed 
their reactions and asking them if 
they have anything to say. If you 
don't think a trainee is comfortable 
being spotlighted in the group, you 
can approach the person on a break 
and do the same thing. If the trainee 
d o e s have a c o m m e n t abou t the 
issues on the table, you can invite 
the person to share the comment 
with the group after break. 
" I c a n ' t hear myse l f t h i n k . " T h e 

t ra iner ' s ob jec t ive is not only to 
ensure that everyone who wants to 
con t r ibu te can cont r ibu te , but to 
guide and focus the discussions so 
that people learn. 

Sometimes a trainer walks away 
f rom a p r o g r a m fee l ing good 
because everyone said a lot. People 
may have said a lot, but they may 
not have heard each other. Or they 
may have sk immed over some 
important issues because every new 
comment represented a change of 
topics (a form of group denial). 

In such situations, the process is 
happening too quickly. People may 
have felt as if they said their "two 
cen t s wor th , " but little c h a n g e 
occurred. Some useful strategies can 
he lp s low d o w n the p roces s and 
facilitate a useful discussion. 

When trainees jump in with com-
ments that change a topic you aren't 
finished with, don't let the group go 
off onto the new issue. Acknowledge 
the importance of the trainees' com-
ments , assure them that you will 
come back to their issue, and then 
rephrase or summarize the original 
topic. Ask the group if anyone has 
any fu r the r c o m m e n t s about the 
issue at hand. And always make sure 
you get back to the new topics 
raised by other trainees. 

Rely on your aud ience to keep 
discussions focused. If you feel a dis-
cussion is going off course, turn to 
the trainee that raised the original 
issue and ask if the group is address-
ing that issue. If the trainee thinks 
the group is not. ask the trainee to 
restate or clarify the issue. Then invite Circle No. 102 on Reader Service Card 
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the group to comment. 
Sometimes trainees are so intent 

on getting their comments heard that 
they block out everything else that's 
be ing said. In this case , you can 
allow the trainee to make the com-
ment. acknowledge it by paraphras-
ing it, and then politely ask if the 
trainee heard the comments of the 
trainee who spoke before. 

Inquiring Trainers Want To 
Know 

By Rodney P. Beaiy, Beary Consulting 
Gmup, 2037Mustang Drive, Naperville, 
1L 60565. 

Ask before you tell. In other 
words, use questions to enrich 
your training programs. 

Questions have been used since 
the time of Socrates to investigate, 
solve problems, make decisions or 
plans, and teach. Knowing how and 
when to use questions can make a 
huge difference in the effectiveness 
of any trainer's programs. Properly 
constructed questions can be used to 
establish rapport, assess participant 
knowledge and perspectives, identify 
barriers to learning, and customize 
material to an audience. 

Questions should be an integral 
component in the accomplishment of 
your training objectives. And. they 
add no cost to the design of the pro-
gram. Well-crafted questions can serve 
at least nine purposes in a training 
program: 
I to function as an icebreaker 
I to determine knowledge levels 
I to expose attitudes 
I to deflect misdirected hostility 
• to stimulate discussion 
I to demonstrate and share knowl-
edge 
I to provide smooth transitions 
I to enhance learning 
I to facilitate team building. 

Let's look at those nine functions 
in greater detail. 
Break the ice. Many trainers use ice-
breakers of some kind to begin ses-
sions. One purpose of an icebreaker 
is to make participants feel comfort-
able with each other and with the 
upcoming training experience. If that 
is the goal for your icebreaker , a 
question can be the perfect start. 

Ques t ions can help customize 
generic icebreaker formats. After all, 
warming participants to the topic of 
training is just as important as making 
them feel comfortable. An icebreaker 
that does not relate closely enough to 
the subject matter might succeed in 
loosening up the group. But when it's 
over, you have to start over again 
when moving to the subject of the 
day. It's a little like telling a joke at 
the beginning of a speech. The joke 
may have been funny, but what are 
you going to do next? 

Use quest ions to integrate your 
warm-up period with the content of 
the training. For instance, assign par-
ticipants to small groups to discuss 
and answer questions in as concrete 
and basic terms as they can. 

In a session on managerial roles, 
for example , you could ask such 
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questions as these: 
• "What is the purpose of having a 
leader over a group of people at work?" 
• "What are four human-relat ions 
skills that you think are most impor-
tant for success in your job?" 

Participants should think about the 
questions, discuss the topics in small 
groups, and present their answers to 
you and the class. Then you have 
accomplished at least six tilings: 
l Everyone is involved. 
I People start to get to know each 
other. 
I You have established your exper-
tise on the subject and can empathize 
with the group. 
I The g r o u p is w a r m e d up and 
comfortable with the task ai hand. 
» You have data that are unique to 
the group, so you can customize your 
presentation to meet trainees' needs. 
* You are launched into the context 
of the session without having wasted 
time on superfluous exercises. 
Determine knowledge level . F a i l u r e 

to determine the knowledge level of 
your group can be hazardous to your 
success. If you underes t imate the 
participants' level of expertise, you'll 
seem like a lightweight. If you over-
es t imate their level of exper t i se , 
you'll seem like a pedant. 

If you "ask before you tell," you 
can eliminate those pitfalls. Questions 
can help you gauge the knowledge 
level of trainees, so you can more 
fully utilize their talents. 

For example, in teaching a course 
on problem-solving techniques, you 
could ask the class: "What formal 
training have you had on problem 
solving in the past five years?" 

The answers enable you to adjust 
the level of your presentation to the 
level of the group . They can also 
help you match the group members 
who are knowledgeable with those 
who are less so. This can minimize 
l ea rn ing f rus t ra t ion for the less 
skilled and make the course more 
interesting for those asked to serve 
as resident experts. 
Expose attitudes. In addition to their 
knowledge levels, the mental state of 
the participants can make or break 
your presentat ion. Do participants 
have underlying negative attitudes— 
toward you, the subject, the organiza-
tion. or life in general—that could 
affect learning? If so, it is important to 

unearth those attitudes, especially in 
a lengthy session. Carefully worded 
questions can help do the trick. 

For example, say you are to pre-
sent the new salary-administration 
plan for the year, and you don ' t 
expect it to be well received. You 
could start the session with a ques-
tion such as this: "How would you 
describe the economic environment 

in which the organization is operat-
ing today?" 

Asking the question first might not 
make employees like the salary plan 
any better. But their involvement in a 
discussion of the business environ-
ment that necessitated the change may 
give them a greater understanding of 
the reasons behind the new plan. 

Sometimes group members want a 
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chance to "vent" before they are in 
the proper frame of mind to get into 
a subject. If you sense pent-up frus-
tration. consider using a question or 
two to p r o v i d e some relief. For 
example, say you are teaching effec-
tive employee discipline to a group 
of first-line supervisors who feel that 
the company is much too lenient. 
Ask the following quest ion: ' How 
many of your employees actually 
cause you serious problems?" 

This will put the issue in perspec-
tive and allow the group to focus on 
the objective of learning effective 
disciplinary techniques, instead of 
dwelling on a perceived lack of sup-
port from upper management. 
Deflect misdirected hostility. S o m e 
negative at t i tudes manifest them-
selves as pe rsona l at tacks on the 
trainer. The trainer can be treated as 
the proverbia l Greek Messenger , 
who is punished for the content of 
the message. This is especially true 
when participants believe they were 
sent to t ra in ing to "get f ixed" or 
when the content of the program is 
not consistent with actual company 
practices. 

The trainer's objective under such 
circumstances is to reduce the hostil-
ity. A trainer who can defuse hostile 
fee l ings can p reven t them f rom 
impeding the effect iveness of the 
session or aggravating any organiza-
tional stress. 

The best way to handle die situa-
tion is to focus the attention of the 
group on the real issue by asking a 
few well-chosen questions: 
» "What issues or concerns do you 
have about ( the subject of today's 
presentation)?" 
» "Why do you think the company 
wants you to take this training pro-
gram?" 
Stimulate discussion. If y o u app rec i -
ate the value of guided discussion as 
a learning technique, you probably 
use questions as part of that process. 
A question can draw out of people 
what they really think, in a balanced 
and representative fashion. That's not 
true of s imple s ta tements . People 
may ag ree wi th a s ta tement and 
remain quiet. People may disagree 
with a s ta tement and argue. With 
quest ions, you can get a group to 
explore a subject fully—before polar-
ization sets in and the d iscovery 

stage of a discussion closes down. 
If you tell a group of operators 

how they are supposed to operate 
their equipment, they may be more 
argumentative than accepting. But if 
you ask them about proper operating 
techniques, you can generate a dis-
cussion and bring out addi t ional 
points on operating efficiency, qual-
ity. and safety. And everyone benefits. 
Demonstrate and share knowledge. 
Adults have a great deal of knowl-
edge, experience, and opinions. You 
may be the expert. But if you allow 
participants to learn from each other 
as well, they may enjoy their learn-
ing experience more and gain valu-
able insights. Asking questions of the 
g roup will enab le you to create a 
learn ing e x p e r i e n c e from which 
everyone, including you, will benefit. 

To allow trainees to demonstrate 
and share knowledge, you can incor-
porate questions into your presenta-

Q l l E S T I O N S C A N D R A W 

O U T W H A T P E O P L E 

R E A L L Y T H I N K 

tion or assign them q u e s t i o n s to 
work on. For instance, say you are 
teaching a group how to fix a piece 
of equipment. You might ask partic-
ularly ski l led g r o u p m e m b e r s to 
explain how they do it before you 
make your presentation. That pro-
vides an opportunity for people to 
be recognized for their contributions, 
but the trainer still has control. 

By provid ing ques t ions for the 
group to discuss, you offer people 
the opportunity to learn from each 
other as well as learn from the pre-
pared text. For example, as part of a 
training session on conducting per-
formance reviews, you might break 
participants into small groups and 
have them discuss such questions as 
the following: 
> "Describe the most effective per-
formance review you have ever con-
ducted, and explain why it worked." 
I "How effective have performance 
reviews been in the past? Give a bal-
anced explanation of your answer." 

Whether it's a public seminar or 

an in-house session, participants like 
to talk to each other. They enjoy the 
camaraderie, and they learn things 
from each other that supplement the 
structured presentation. It may be 
the one occasion for some people to 
get recognition for what they know. 
Smooth transitions. Q u e s t i o n s c a n 
be used to make a smooth transition 
from one subject to the next within 
the body of a training session, in the 
same way that they can be used at 
the start of one. Smooth, carefully 
planned transitions are especially 
important if there is no obvious and 
clear connection between the previ-
ous subject and the next one. 

You can bridge the gap by asking 
trainees questions that link what they 
learned in the last section with what 
they will be learning in the next. 
One example is in the switch from 
teaching problem solving to teaching 
problem prevention. You could ask 
the group this: "What two problems 
previously worked on do you feel 
could have been prevented? How?" 

Tliis question links the old material 
to the new in a way that minimizes 
confusion. 
Enhance learning. Q u e s t i o n s c a n 
facilitate learning by involving the 
participants in the data gathering. 
This is particularly true when citing 
the results of other surveys, experi-
ments, or studies. It is relatively easy 
to involve seminar participants in 
data-gathering processes by includ-
ing an appropriate study or survey in 
your program, in which you ask par-
t icipants about their own experi-
ences or views. They benefit from 
greater understanding and can more 
readily identify with the results of 
other studies. 

It is a wasted opportunity to have 
access to a group of people and not 
tap into the wealth of information 
and unique perspectives gathered 
there. If you ask the right questions, 
you can leave a training session hav-
ing learned as much as you taught. If 
you ask questions of different classes 
over a long period of time, the infor-
mation accumulates impressively, 
and you end up with a wealth of 
data for use with succeeding groups. 

For example, a 30-item survey of 
"what motivates a supervisor" has 
been a very effective adjunct to a 
seminar about motivation. People 
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tend to ascribe different motives to 
other people than they do to them-
selves. When you can show group 
member s as a who le how they 
responded to a survey, it is easier to 
get them to understand and accept 
other survey results. 
Facilitate team building. Y o u r ses -
sion gathers a group of people who 
normally work together, and puts 
them into the same room at the same 
time. In other words, it's a chance to 
do team building. Most work groups 
are limited in how much meeting 
they can do in the course of their 
normal jobs. So it is important to 
maximize any team-building oppor-
tunity that presents itself. 

Effective teams consist of individuals 
who are in Synchrony with each other. 
In order for them to be in sync, they 
have to come together on key issues. 

Let's look back at the example of a 
training session on employee disci-
pline. A common problem is the lack 
of consistency between managers in 
applying discipline to employees. The 
best way to address that lack of con-
sistency is to have the stakeholders 
agree on what they will do and how. 

You can work on team building in 
the training session by having the par-
ticipants discuss and answer such 
questions as this one: "What are five 
of the most common or most serious 
employee infractions that you en-
counter? Be specific in your de-
scription of each problem and what 
you think management should do in 
response to the infraction." 

A training session is an opportu-
nity for work groups to attack in a 
controlled environment the problems 
that confront them at work. 
R-E-S-P-E-C-T. Ask before you tell is an 
effective maxim for trainers of all sub-
jects. Properly composed questions 
provide an excellent forum for partici-
pants to get the most out of their 
interactions with each other and the 
trainer. And the act of asking a ques-
tion shows respect for the participants 
that reflects back onto the trainer. 

In short, questions provide a win-
win experience in the classroom. 

"Training 101" is edited by Catherine M. 
Petrini. Send your short cuticles for con-
sideration to Training 101." Training 
& Development, 1640 King Street. Box 
1443. Alexandria. VA 22313-2043. 
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in-house workshops in: 

j 

Business Writing and 
Presentation Skills. 
• Writing Letters & Reports 
• Writing Business Proposals 
• Business Presentations 
• Scientific/Technical Presentations 

Call or fax us lor details. 

We'll send you an Information package. 

IWCC 
Training in Communications 
30 East Beaver Creek Road. Suite 209 
Richmond Hill. Ontario, Canada L4B 1J2 

Tel: (905) 764-3710 
Fax: (905) 764-3712 

IMMUNICATIONS 
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