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An Executive Secretary Seminar

A Report from the

Internal Revenue Service

Paul O’Rourke and Pearl Goldbloom

In retrospect it is always easy to
see how any undertaking could
have been better; perhaps conducted
more simply; more productively, or
more forcefully, Even in retrospect,
however, our Executive Secretaries’
Seminar still looks good! With one or
two minor exceptions it appears, even
from this perspective, to have been
successful in every way.

The motivating thought behind our
Seminar was expressed in a pre-semi-
nar memorandum to the executives.
The memorandum pointed out the
well-known fact that, no matter how
good a secretary may be, or through
study and experience might become,
if the person to whom she is respons-
ible does not utilize all her abilities,

Paul O’Rourke

and does not delegate responsibilities
and duties to her that she is capable
of performing, then nothing would be
gained from this Seminar, nor from
any other educational pursuit.
Further, the memorandum stated
that up to now the executive had ap-
parently failed to avail himself of all
the assistance his secretary could give
him if she were allowed to use her
skills and her abilities to the fullest
extent; nor had he attempted to en-
hance her usefulness by expanding
her knowledge of the broader aspects
of management and by encouraging
her to take advantage of the many ex-
cellent self-improvement aids avail-
able to her either within the Service,
in schools, or through membership in
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professional organizations.

Preparation for Seminar

Our preparations included the send-
ing out of advance reading material
—but not only to the participants. It
was also sent to the executives, for
them and their secretaries to read and
discuss together. The executive was
constantly reminded that his executive
secretary could only be as effective
as he would permit her to be. In a
smaller way, the Seminar was for the
executive also, pointing out to him, as
it did, that just how much of his less
demanding work he could turn over
to his secretary was entirely his deci-
sion; that it was his responsibility to
recognize the extent of her abilities,
and his responsibility to utilize them.

Much of the pre-Seminar reading
was along these lines—stressing ways
to determine the extent to which the
executive secretary was already in pos-
session of knowledge which perhaps
was not being used, as well as ways
in which her knowledge could be
strengthened so that she would be
capable of taking on more of the exec-
utive’s work than she had before, Of
course, some of the pre-Seminar read-
ing was for the boss alone, some for
the secretary alone, but most of it was
for both. Post-Seminar reading will
also be provided to insure that goals
set up at the Seminar are not allowed
to disintegrate through non-use.

Seminar Content

Our Seminar was a forthright at-
tempt to correct a weakness in our
managerial chain, by encouraging our
Executive Secretaries to take a more
professional view of their role. Our
theme was “Understanding,” as it per-
tains to our jobs, our co-workers, and
to ourselves. The speakers were au-
thorities in their respective fields.
These high-caliber professionals were
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asked to instruct the participants in
such subjects as “Cultural Relation-
ships,” “Adjusting to Change,” “Man-
agement Processes,” “Advancement to
Professionalism,” etc.

At the same time, they were specif-
ically requested not to talk down to
the participants, but to project their
views at such a high level as to cause
them to reach for understanding and
knowledge that was perhaps just a
little beyond the point of easy under-
standing. We strenuously rejected and
refrained from discussing subjects
which were at the ground level of
every good secretary’s basic awareness
of her position. Secretarial skills such
as typing, shorthand, spelling, punctu-
ation, telephone techniques, etc., were
ignored. These make up the broad
base upon which the executive secre-
tary builds, and were not considered
as meriting discussion by the group
making up this Seminar, all of whom
had progressed far beyond the need
for instruction of this type.

Current Awareness

Stress was laid upon the “need to
know something about everything that
the executive must know.” In today’s
constantly changing environment, the
need to know about such things as
equal employment opportunities for
minority groups, for the mentally or
physically handicapped persons, and
for the elderly, is of extreme impor-
tance. Participants were made aware
that in our present day society they
are indeed their brother’s keeper; the
future must hold promise for an ever
more determined effort to share with,
and assist, our less fortunately en-
dowed fellow men so that they may
become productive members of so-
ciety. Executives must know how to
meet and deal with problems of com-
munications, the impact of electronic
data processing, lines of authority,



June 1968

etc.,, and, if the executive secretary is
to be of true value to her executive,
then she, too, must be aware of the
problems which exist and of the steps
necessary to bring about their solution.

Among the subjects discussed in
depth were “adapting to change,” “the
hazards of communications,” “advance-
ment to professionalism,” “understand-
ing our organization,” “understanding
our cultural relationships,” and “un-
derstanding management processes.”
“Communications,” in the context of
this Seminar was not the art of using
a telephone, or of writing a letter, but
rather the art of making oneself clearly
understood by others and, conversely,
the art of listening receptively . . . to
the end that it could honestly be said
that one had heard and understood
that which another had attempted to
convey.

Seminar Leaders

Our leaders were chosen because of
their outstanding ability to impart
knowledge to others in an interesting,
challenging and stimulating manner.
They were psychologists and sociolo-
gists, as well as management consult-
ants and other representatives of the
business world. One speaker came to
us as the representative of the Urban
League of a large city; one woman
speaker was chosen because she had
been particularly successful in a posi-
tion of management in a field pri-
marily dominated by men—the bank-
ing industry.

Seminar Location

Of major importance was the choos-
ing of an off-site location for the Semi-
par . . . the idea being to get the par-
ticipants away completely from their
every-day routine; from ringing tele-
phones; from incoming and outgoing
mail baskets; from the boss who needs
“just one moment of your time,” and
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from any and all of the numerous day-
by-day distractions of an office. This,
as it turned out, was one of the most
successful features of the Seminar, and
one very much appreciated by those
involved, both from standpoints of the
learners and of the teachers.

Without distractions, the away-from-
home atmosphere leant itself to com-
plete absorption in the work at hand.
Classes started promptly at 9:00 a.m.,
and continued well into the evening
hours. The close proximity afforded
by the live-in arrangements allowed
the women, who were from widely- -
separated cities, and who, until this
Seminar, had known one another only
as voices on a telephone, to become
at first realities and then friends to
one another. No longer would their
conversations take place between two
shadowy persons having only names
and voices. Now they would be be-
tween friends and co-workers, with
whom they had talked together, stud-
ied together and laughed together.
Through this greater familiarity and
understanding, would grow a greater
desire to coordinate, collaborate and
cooperate in all phases of the work of
the Region.

Results

Participants were asked to submit
evaluations of the Seminar. Their re-
plies were informative and encourag-
ing. Almost without exception they
said they had learned a great deal
about how they could add to their
present usefulness and be of greater
assistance to their executives. They
discovered knowledge gaps which they
took immediate steps to eliminate; they
felt more secure in their positions be- -
cause of their new insight into their
actual and very important place in
the scheme of things; their relation-
ships with their fellow workers at all
levels improved, and they became a
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part of the entire organization, as op-
posed to their previous feeling that
they were important only to their own
small segment of it.

The Seminar, to all intents and pur-
poses, was successful. Without excep-
tion, participants were stimulated and
enthusiastic, as proven by their defi-
nite decision to do something about it.
It broadened the outlook, increased
the knowledge, encouraged continuing
self-training, and assured respect for
and by the organization as a whole,
and for and by their immediate super-
visors in particular.

We point with pride to the fact that,
of the 23 participants, four have en-
rolled with the Institute for Certifying
Secretaries and will sit for the Certi-
fied Professional Secretaries examina-
tion. As so much significance was
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placed on the importance of “profes-
sionalism” throughout the Seminar, we
feel that these members of our or-
ganization have shown their accept-
ance of the theories expressed, and
have taken a big step in the right
direction.

In passing, it might be added that
two of the participants were already
possessors of the Certified Professional
Secretaries Certificate. If the number
who are to take the examination are
successful, this would make a total of
six Certified Professional Secretaries
in a field of 23. We believe that 25%
is an excellent start on our road to
professionalism, and we are quite con-
fident that this percentage will be in-
creased as other secretaries follow in
the footsteps of their predecessors.

New AMA Center

The 51,000-square foot Manager Learning Center built by The American
Foundation for Management Research near Hamilton, N. Y. The American
Foundation for Management Research was founded by the American
Management Association. The new Learning Center will enable top
management teams to study specific problem areas of their own organizations,
arrive at specific solutions and put those solutions into practice. The Center
houses the Donald W. Mitchell Memorial Library, a microfilmed information
system. It also incorporates advanced electronic data storage and retrieval
systems and the most sophisticated audio-visual devices.
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