
IN THIS ARTICLE 

Secretarial & Clerical Skills, Retraining. 
Case Studies 

Instant Secretaries: Just 
Add Training 

I B M ' S UN IQUE T R A I N I N G 

P R O G R A M OFFERED 

E M P L O Y E E S THE O P P O R T U N I T Y 

TO ENTER A NEW CAREER 

PATH FROM L INE W O R K E R 

TO S E C R E T A R Y IN ONLY 

S E V E N W E E K S . 

BY CAROL HENNEBACH 

Is it possible to train blue-collar 

workers to become secretaries in 

only a matter of weeks? IBM thought 

so, and set out to prove it with a 

pilot training program. 

The program started with a prob-

lem. IBM's Austin, Texas, site had a 

critical shor tage of secretar ies ; 

headquarters had declared a hiring 

freeze. As a solution, the adminis-

trative services depa r tmen t in 

Austin decided to recruit candidates 

f rom overs ta f fed depa r tmen t s— 

including manufactur ing—and to 

train them for six weeks. Presto! 

Instant secretaries. 

Retraining IBM employees to fill 

the vacant secretarial posi t ions 

would offer new job opportunities 

and save hiring costs. But the solu-

tion raised questions. How would 

the company de te rmine sui table 

candidates? What should be the cur-

riculum? Was it realistic to expect an 

employee to make the transition 

from assembly-line worker to secre-

tary in just six weeks? 

The administrative services staff, 

headed by Lillian Davis, led the pilot 

program. Class managers Sally Ward 

and Pat Knudsen moved quickly to 

recruit suitable candidates for training 

and to develop a curriculum. They 

disseminated information about the 

program to managers at the Austin 

site and announced it on company 

bulletin boards. Each candidate was 

required to have administrative expe-

rience, a high-school diploma, a 

manager's recommendation, and a 

typing speed of at least 35 words per 

minute. Out of 45 applicants , 10 

employees were selected to be candi-

dates for secretarial training. 
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Developing an appropriate cur-
riculum was more compl ica ted . 
Trainees would need more than 
basic orientation and a few computer 
classes. They needed a soup-to-nuts 
curriculum that covered every aspect 
of secretarial pe r fo rmance . IBM 
asked several external training sup-
pliers in Austin to submit bids and 
suggest training goals and content. 

Those suppl iers ' sugges t ions 
showed widely divergent views on 
what a secretary is or does. After 
cons ider ing the proposa ls , IBM 
selected a program proposed by the 
Business and Technology Center of 
Austin Community College. The cen-
ter would provide two weeks of 
courses in basic skills, customized to 
IBM's needs. IBM would follow up 
with four weeks of in-house training 
on software usage, keyboard skills, 
and company procedures. 

A customized curriculum 
The Business and Technology Center 
contracted Alice Moseley, of the 
Business Training Source in Austin, 
to design and teach the initial two-
week course. Moseley spent two 
months deve lop ing 14 d i f ferent 
workshops and customized manuals. 
IBM staff members were involved in 
the design process. They reviewed 
drafts of the materials and suggested 
content. 

The 68-hour curr iculum was 
divided into the following workshop 
segments: 
» automated office procedures (2 
hours) 
» keyboard skills (6 hours) 
» t e l ephone communica t ion (6 
hours) 
t time management and organiza-
tion (6 hours) 
» filing and records management (2 
hours) 
* business writing, grammar, proof-
reading, and editing (10 hours) 
I business madi (6 hours) 
» professional communication skills 
(8 hours) 
I introduction to personal comput-
ers (4 hours) 
> introduction to MS-DOS (4 hours) 
» business manners and corporate 
etiquette (4 hours) 
» dealing with difficult people (4 
hours) 
» problem solving (3 hours) 

» stress management (3 hours). 
"I built in a lot of practice and dis-

cussion time," says Moseley. "I had 
to be sure that participants mastered 
the skills. There would be no time 
for relearning once they started their 
new jobs." 

To ensure accountabi l i ty , IBM 
requested that trainees pass written 
exams on the content of the work-
shops that required technical knowl-
edge. The training manuals were 
pr in ted and a c lassroom was re-
served at Austin Community College. 
All of the participants were ready to 
begin. Or were they? 

Surprising developments 
The participants would have to make 
many changes in a short time. It was 
clear that successfully making those 
changes depended greatly on the 
class managers. They would have to 
know each trainee's strengths, weak-
nesses, and preferences and how to 
adapt the training to each person's 
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abilities. What IBM knew—and didn't 
know—about the 10 part icipants 
became critical as training progressed. 

When training began, the partici-
pants didn't know each other. They 
came f rom di f ferent areas of the 
company. They were assembly-line 
workers and payroll clerks. One was 
a food-service worker, one was a 
solderer, and another was a drafts-
person . Two had pos t -secondary 
education in junior colleges. 

Only two participants had secretarial 
experience, but they all felt they could 
handle a secretarial job. A trainee said, 
"I like administrative work. I like to 
deal directly with people. IBM offered 
me the chance to be a secretary, so I 
jumped at the opportunity." 

What IBM didn't know was that 
most of the trainees ' reading and 
math skills were below the 12th-grade 
level, the level at which the training 
materials were written. Also, some of 
the part icipants hadn ' t been in a 

classroom for 20 years and were 
apprehensive. At least half of them 
weren't comfortable with closed-book 
tests and initially resisted taking them. 

Several participants were heavy 
smokers and requi red a smoking 
break every 20 minutes, particularly 
when they felt unde r stress. One 
t ra inee had a b roken arm and 
couldn't type. Another was drowsy 
from taking sinus medication and fell 
asleep in every class. One participant 
didn ' t own any clothing that was 
appropriate for the professional sta-
tus of an IBM secretary. 

The p rob lems weren ' t insur-
mountable. But they had to be dealt 
with quickly, before they became 
full-blown crises. 

Good news/bad news 
The first week went well. Trainees 
developed a camaraderie with each 
other and with the trainer. Despite 
their unfamiliarity with a classroom 
setting, they quickly adapted to varied 
learning styles such as role play, dis-
cussion, lecture, and written exercises. 

"Trainees brought a lot of humor 
to the classes," says Moseley. "They 
immediately determined how their 
job experiences applied to the secre-
tarial field. And they figured out how 
to adapt to being in the front office." 

The training participants did well 
in keyboard skills, office automation, 
telephone communication, and time 
managemen t . But they star ted to 
have t rouble w h e n the training 
turned to academic subjects. 

Moseley explains: "Some of them 
could handle academic tasks, but oth-
ers struggled. Four of the participants 
always completed the written tests in 
15 to 20 minutes. The other six took 
90 minutes. Five of the trainees 
wanted to use their notes and to con-
fer with others during tests. They 
were surprised and unhappy when I 
stopped them. 

"We really hit a wall when we got 
to the workshops on business writ-
ing and business math. The posttest 
writing scores were low; the math 
scores were worse. Only two partici-
pants passed the math tests. We 
were running out of time and mak-
ing no progress." 

Trainees were afraid that failing 
the writing and math tests would 
cause them to be dismissed from the 
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