"HOW TO KEEP YOUR MOUTH SHUT
AND LET LINE SUPERVISORS TRAIN THEIR OWN FOREMEN."

MAXIMIZING
INSTRUCTIONAL
RESOURCES

BY JACK HOPKINS AND
DICK LEATHERMAN

In 1976, we began to think serious-
ly about using line supervisors to
train foremen who report directly
to them. Since the training was in-
tended to change supervisory be-
havior, the utilization of second-
level supervisors as trainers ap-
peared to offer several advantages.
First, it would facilitate transfer of
learning from the classroom to the
job. Second, it would add credibili-
ty and relevance to the instruction.
Third, it would provide the in-
structional manpower necessary to
complete the training throughout a
large trainee population within a
relatively short period of time. But
frankly, using second-level super-
Visors as trainers also scared us to
death.

We discussed our rationale with
a number of other training and de-
velopment professionals. They all
agreed on one point: second-level
supervisors could not be expected
to perform effectively as trainers
in alearning design of the type we
were proposing. This for the fol-
lowing reasons:

1. They lack the skills necessary
to carry out atrainer rolein an ex-
periential, group-centered training
design.

2. It was unrealistic to expect
that required competence levels
could be developed with the time
and resources available.

3. Little evidence existed to sug-
gest the presence of the motiva-
tional factorsnecessary to induce a
large group of second-level super-
visorsto accept the burden of a de-
manding trainer assignment in ad-
dition to already heavy operational
responsibility.

4. Second-level supervisors can-
not be expected to effectively
handle instructional responsibility
where training content runs coun-
ter to deeply entrenched organiza-
tion norms, as would be the case
with this program.

Even though this assessment
was supported by our experience
with supervisory training, we felt
strongly that involvement of the
second-level supervisors in the
trainer role could lead to a pay-off
which justified the risk. With con-
siderable trepidation, we plunged
ahead. The remainder of this arti-
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cle describes the training design
and our experience in using sec-
ond-level supervisors as trainers
for this program.

Our unionized manufacturing
plant of more than 2,000 employ-
ees was feeling the impact of an in-
dustrywide business environment
marked by sharply accelerating
energy, materials and labor costs
and relatively fixed product price
levels. Immediate improvement in
operating efficiencies was requir-
ed. While significant progress to-
ward this end continued to be
made in terms of manufacturing
process improvements and reduc-
ed energy consumption, similar
gains in employee productivity
were also necessary. A consistent,
plantwide improvement in the s+
pervisory effectiveness of our fore-
men was determined to be a neces-
sary first step in accomplishing
this objective.

Interview data and analysis d
prior management training results
indicated that any training under-
taken to improve the supervisory
skills of our foremen must meet
the following criteria:

1. It must focus on the develop-



ment of effective supervisory be-
haviors.

2. While the design must be
soundly grounded in behavioral
theory, the instruction itself must
be relatively theory-free.

3. It must provide for transfer-
ence of the classroom learning to
the job.

4. Classroom experiences must
have high face validity.

5. It must be perceived by the
participants as relevant to their
| jobs and as being fully supported
by higher management.

6. It must accommodate the
need to train 130 foremen, in
groups of six to nine participants,
over a period of six months.

In view of these requirements
we felt that utilization of the
second-level supervisors as train-
erswas indicated and proceeded to
develop the following design on
that basis.

Gathering Design Data

We conducted in-depth, individ-
ud interviews with a representa-
tive number of foremen. They
were asked to describe incidents in
which they personally had taken
action to resolve a significant su-
pervisory problem and to describe
the results of the action taken. In
analyzing this data, we found that
the problems or situations chosen
by the foremen as "significant”
grouped into categories around
such issues as absenteeism, job
performance, follow-up action and
discipline. We also found that
those actions yielding positive re-
sults were consistent with sound
employee counseling principles.

Thetraining was structured into
eight modules based on the prob-
lem types described by the fore-
men as significant. Behavioral ob-
jectives were delineated for each
module and the content developed
around key action steps. The ne-
cessary visuals, participant work
books and other instruments were
then prepared. Videotape vig-
nettes were also developed to
serve as positive models and three
caerole-playswere written as ve-
hicles for application of the train-
ing content in each module.

The vignettes and case role-
Payswere developed from and ad-
hered closely to the incidents de-

scribed during the foreman inter-
views and reflected the operational
and socia environment in which
the foremen work. Each of the
eight modules followed essentially
the same learning sequence: cogni-
tive understanding of the key ac-
tion steps; application of these
steps by means of the case role-
plays; application to on-the-job
problems by analysis and role-play
of actual situations faced by the in-
dividual participants. Training
time of 32 hours was estimated for
completion of the eight modules.

Program Development-
Trainer Training

Objectives of the training re-
quired that each supervisor/train-
er develop a thorough knowledge
of the program content and profi-
ciency in the mechanical and pro-
cess skills necessary to effectively
utilize the training design and to
productively deal with the person-
al concerns of the foremen train-
ees. These objectives were con-
verted into Task Detailing Sheets
and preparation of highly detailed
Instructors Manuals. Program
structure provided maximum op-
portunity for each supervisor to
practice the mechanical and pro-
cess skills and demonstrate the
proficiency levels required.

We introduced the program to
40 supervisors (including those
who would later be selected to act
as trainers) and top managers by
means of a 16-hour seminar. Parti-
cipants worked in two organiza-
tionally heterogeneous groups. The
seminar was designed to provide a
common understanding of the
training objectives and an over-
view o the program content.

Participants also experienced
the utilization of positive feedback
as a supervisory tool to provide on-
the-job reinforcement of the be-
haviors established as the objec-
tives of the foreman training.

All participants identified desir-
able behaviors, determined where
these behaviors might occur, de-
veloped strategies for reinforcing
these behaviors and tested these
strategies by means o role-play
and feedback from other partici-
pants. Four members of top man-
agement modeled appropriate be-
havior by taking substantial train-
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er roles in various segments of the
seminar. Participant concerns re-
garding management support for
the training and program rele-
vancy were openly discussed and
productively handled by the total
top-management team in atten-
dance.

At this point 23 supervisors
were selected as trainers of the
foremen reporting to them. All
second-level supervisors responsi-
ble for the supervision of foremen
were chosen. While consideration
was given to such criteria as com-
munication and interpersonal
skills, the ability to model the be-
havior propagated by the training
and prior instructional experience,
we did not elect to eliminate any of
the selected supervisors for these
reasons. This resulted in a highly
diverse group of trainers in terms
of these criteria, as well as age,
work experience, level and type of
education and personal commit-
ment to the project.

Over a period of 36 classroom
hours, the supervisor/trainers re-
ceived instruction in the required
training techniques and informa-
tion regarding learning theory ap-
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plicable to these techniques. Each

supervisor developed content

knowledge and the required mech-

anical and process skills by practic-

ing with successively larger and

more difficult segments of the pro-
am.

Process skills were further de-
veloped through the identification
of the negative behaviors likely to
be displayed by the foreman train-
ing groups and by injectng these
into the practice segments. Each
supervisor/trainer received con-
tinuing feedback and positive rein-
forcement from peers and from the
program leaders. Videotape re-
cordings, which permitted trainers
to see and hear themselves inter-
acting with a training group com-
prised of other participants, were
also prepared and proved to be an
effective tool. The degree to which
program objectives were met was
tested when each participant dem-
onstrated his or her competence
level through presentation of one
complete training module.

Twenty-one of the 23 supervi-
sors clearly demonstrated the com-
petence levels necessary to carry
out the training. Two required
additional practice and coaching.
We found we had completely un-
derestimated the ease with which
they would develop the content
knowledge and mechanical skills.
Process skills developed at a
slower rate but accelerated rapidly
as the participants became more
aware of the utility of these skills
and as the concept of a group-cen-
tered trainer style gained accep-
tance.

Both the platform and process
skills were valued by the supervi-
sors and were seen as transferable
to other work-related environ-
ments, such as formal presenta-
tions and meetings with peers and
superiors. The degree to which
participants “bought in" to the
training, its objectives and the su-
pervisory concepts espoused in-
creased steadily throughout the
training. While we considered
these results to be excellent, the
acid test was yet to come.

Foreman Training
The foreman training was con-
ducted in groups ranging in size
from six to nine participants. Su-
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pervisors acted as trainer for those
foremen reporting directly to
them, insofar as operating require-
ments made this possible. The
eight, four-hour training modules
were scheduled over a period of six
months.

In spite of the excellent results
realized in the trainer training, the
risks incurred by our decision to
make extensive use of second-level
supervisors in the trainer role ap-
peared to loom larger as the time
approached to begin the foreman
training. We monitored the first
module presented by each supervi-
sor but resisted the urge to be-
come involved in the training. Our
only input was to provide verbal
and written feedback to each train-
er upon completion of the class-
room session.

The effectiveness of the supervi-
sor/trainers surpassed our expec-
tations. Several of them consis-
tently demonstrated trainer skills
equal to our own. All of them re-
lated to the participants effectively
and gave the training a relevancy
and credibility that could not have
been achieved with an “outside”
trainer.

Follow-Up and Redesign

By the time each supervisor/
trainer had completed the first two
modules, the need for adjustment
in the original design became evi-
dent. The 23 trainers met with us
in two groups to identify and share
problems already encountered or
anticipated in the future, to priori-
tize these problems and to develop
solutions.

The predominant difficulty was
determined to be the repetitive na-
ture of the training which was
causing a loss of interest on the
part of both trainers and foremen
trainees. This stemmed from the
design itself, which was highly
structured for ease of handling by
relatively inexperienced trainers,
and because development of the
supervisory skills on the part of
the foremen required a somewhat
repetitious round of practice and
feedback. The supervisor/trainers
developed over a dozen viable
ways to handle these problems.
These included such methods as
different participant / instructor
mixes, utilization of more sophistl-




cated role-play techniques, greater
use of small groups, and involve-
ment of the foremen themselvesin
the instruction.

Once again, we found we had un-
derestimated the ability of the su-
pervisors. They were entirely
capable of making those innova-
tions necessary to meet the needs
d their trainees. We backed off at
this point and gave them the lati-
tude to deviate from the establish-
ed format in any manner that was
consistent with the objectives and
content of the training and re-
stricted our role to that of a pro-
gram resource.

Expected Results

The end results o this training
effort will not be known until De-
cember of 1978. At this time, data
should be available which will indi-
catethe degree to which on-the-job
supervisory behavior at the fore-
men level of the organization has
changed. Shiftsin such indicators
as absentee rates, overtime hours,
grievance volume, accident rates,
labor productivity, product quality
and yield data will also be analyzed
and compared with the behavioral
data.

Since an empirically sound eval-
uation design utilizing appropriate
experimental and control groups
was not possible due to operating
requirements, the degree to which
shifts in the behavioral profile of
the foreman population correlate
with changes in labor productivity
datacan only imply a possible rela-
tionship between the two. While
wefind the ambiguity of this eval-
uation method somewhat dissatis-
fying, it does use as its primary
measure perceived changes in on-
the-job behavior. In short, it at-
tempts to measure utilization of
learned supervisory skills, rather
than cognitive gain.

Severa synergistic and norma-
tive effects are also expected.
More productive relationships be-
tween management levels and be-
tween departments within the or-
ganization are now evident, in
terms of greater openness in com-
munications, commitment or or-
ganization objectives and reduced
Parochiglisn. Supervisory princi-
ples propagated by the training
aply to al supervisor/subordin-

ate relationships. These have been
strongly reinforced and reduced to
writing in the form of 25 key su-
pervisory behaviors that are ex-
pected of al management levels.
While the jury is still out on this
issue, evidence is developing to
suggest that these behaviors are
becoming the supervisory norm at
al levels of the organization.

The most noticeable immediate
change has been the improved
capability of the supervisor/train-
ers. This change is reflected not
only in the application of their
newly acquired trainer skills to
other aspects o their jobs, but aso
in the improved day-to-day super-
vision of their subordinate foremen
and in abroader view of their man-
agement role and influence within
the organization.

Necessary Conditions

While the evaluation of the total
training effort cannot be made at
this time, we are convinced on one
point — under certain circum-
stances second-level supervisors
can effectively fulfill demanding
trainer roles in management train-
ing programs! We found the exis-
tence o the following conditions to
have a greater impact upon their
effectiveness than such selection
criteria as communications and in-
terpersonal skills, evidence that
the supervisor personaly utilized
the principles espoused by the
training content or prior instruc-
tional experience.

1. The availability of adequate
training staff resources to design
appropriate program structure,
training materials and to develop
those trainer skills necessary to
utilize the design.

2. Program objectives that are
perceived by trainers as relevant
to the needs o the business.

3. A total implementation strat-
egy that evokes trainer commit-
ment to the program.

4. Behavior on the part o higher
management that supports the
training and is consistent with the
program content.

5. Payoff to the trainers in the
form of valued developmental op-
portunities, positive feedback from
higher management and tangible
benefits from the organizations
reward system.

Training and Development

On a personal level, our work
with these 23 second-level supervi-
sors has proven to be a valuable
experience. Astraining and devel-
opment specialists, we had become
so entangled in the esoteric under-
brush of our professionthat we un-
derestimated the capability of
"nonprofessionals’ to perform ef-
fectively as management trainers.

Wefound that, given reasonable
support from the organization of
which they are a part, most middle
managers can do an effective job
without "benefit" of prior trainer
experience, graduate study and
seminars. As this became evident,
we redefined our role as that of a
training resource in support of
their program and in so doing
learned the value of keeping our
mouths shut. A most useful, and
on occasion, a painful lesson.

Jack Hopkins is responsible for train-
ing and management development at the
location and division levels of Allied
Chemical and RCA Corp.

Dick Leatherman, president of Indus-
trial Training Consultants, Inc., is a
broadly experienced management con-
sultant with both an industrial and aca-
demic background.
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