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ONE KNOWS LITTLE ABOUT . . . " 

"IS THERE 
A CATALYST 

IN THE HOUSE? 

BY RAY CRAPO 

"How can I become a training and 
development specialist in a busi-
ness I know nothing about?" That 
question comes up time and again 
to those of us who make our pro-
fessional contributions as mentors 
and workshop leaders for people in 
transition. 

People exploring career change 
— or transition — into the training 
and development field come from a 
wide variety of occupations and 
professions. They not only have the 
usual concern about how their ex-
isting knowledge, skills and abili-
ties can be applied to the training 
and development field itself but 
they also have a profound concern 
about how they can function as 
"specialists" in a business in which 
they have never been engaged. 
This concern is particularly mani-
fest among those who come from 
the "non-profits." Many of them 
have had all of their adult work ex-
perience in fields such as social 
work and education, and cannot 
help but wonder how they would 
fit into anything from brokerage 
firms to zinc alloy distributorships. 

At a recent transition workshop 
conducted in New York City by the 
local ASTD chapter, it was thought 
that the principal speaker had ade-
quately addressed the question. 
As the day continued, however, it 
became evident to workshop lead-
ers that most participants had not 
u n d e r s t o o d . In one d i s c u s s i o n 
group the question resurfaced only 
a half-hour before the program's 
end, and many group leaders were 
observed in post-session conversa-
t ions a s su r ing pa r t i c i pan t s t ha t 
t hey we re qual if ied to become 
training and development special-
ists in unfamiliar industries. It was 
obvious that they had yet to com-
p r e h e n d the t r u e role of the 
training and development special-
ist. 

The answer to the question of 
how one becomes a specialist in a 
bus iness one knows l i t t le about 
may be found in one word: "catal-
yst." With apologies to those who 
have more than a scant knowledge 
of chemistry, a catalyst is a separ-
ate, unique substance that causes 
catalysis and then exits during the 
process, not becoming any part of 
the final products. Webster 's de-

fines catalysis as: "an action or 
reaction between two or more per-
sons or forces precipitated by a 
separate agent and especially by 
one that is essentially unaltered by 
the reaction." 

Let's get away from the chemis-
try set and into the world of busi-
ness. The trainer's unique skill lies 
in making programs happen. He or 
she does not need to know the 
business of the business (although 
t h a t l ea rn ing will come along 
quickly enough) but needs to know 
the business of creating, imple-
menting and evaluating training 
programs. It is not necessary for a 
person to present even one small 
part of any program! While that 
may be appropriate in some in-
stances, the trick is to get others 
involved in the c rea t ion , imple-
mentation and evaluation phases of 
each program. 

Program creation is usually ini-
t ia ted as a r e su l t of someone ' s 
perce ived need . The t r a i n e r is 
notified of this need and should re-
spond to the initiator. Interview-
ing skills must now be employed to 
determine program ob jec t ives , 
target populations and an up-front 
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evaluation of whether a training 
program is the best way to proceed 
in the first instance. If it is, then 
the ca t a ly s t m u s t work to find 
those people within the organiza-
tion who have the knowledge, skill 
and/or abilities necessary to cre-
ate, and perhaps deliver, all or 
part of the program. Should those 
resources not be available within 
the organization, then the catalyst 
must look outside, employing con-
sultant and vendor services. This 
process reveal's another important 
facet of the trainer's job. 

"Sears Catalog" File 

When people in transition ex-
plore the t r a i n i n g and develop-
ment field, their mentors should 
sha re t he i r " S e a r s Ca ta log" file 
with them. This is usually a series 
of very thick files filled with bro-
chures from vendors and consul-
t a n t s , conta in ing almost e v e r y 
conceivable va r i e ty of avai lable 
programs and additional areas in 
which customized programs can be 
created. It is important that the 
trainer shop wisely, and network-
ing through professional organiza-
t ions of ten pays gene rous divi-
dends when it comes to finding a 
competent consultant. A person 
new to training and development 
should create a "Sears Catalog" file 
immediately, and leaf through it 
from time to time to recall what is 
available. 

Whether it be through the mar-
shalling of talent within the organ-
ization or t h rough t h e use of 
outside resources, the trainer's job 
is to be sure that the program 
objectives are clear to all involved, 
and t h a t a t ru ly p rofess iona l 
design is emerging. The statement 
of objectives and the creation of 
good design — as differentiated 
from program content — are the 
skills the catalyst contributes at 
this stage of the process. Many 
training and development special-
ists deliver all or part of a program 
or programs as a part of their job 
responsibilities. This still does not 
change his or her role in the design 
part of the program process, how-
ever. 

The training and development 
specia l is t u n d e r s t a n d s the pro-
gram process better than anyone 
else. The importance of attention 

spans, the need for a mixture of 
activities and presentation styles, 
the proper selection as to whom 
should deliver parts of the pro-
gram, based upon their personal 
characteristics (as differentiated 
from job knowledge), the appro-
priateness of materials in terms of 
flow, readability and clarity, the 
selection of program sites — these 
are the trainer's contributions. 

The best material poorly pre-
sented is a waste of valuable re-
sources. Failure to vary the pre-
sentation formats, time breaks ap-
propriately, and make comfortable 
physical arrangements also wastes 
resources. The training and devel-
opment specialist prevents waste 
through good program design. 

"Language stripping" is an im-
p o r t a n t a spec t of the ca t a lys t ' s 
skil ls . He or she mus t become 
familiar with the target population 
to see if there is a "vocabulary 
match" among the potential pre-
s e n t e r s and the audience . I t is 
very, very easy — and very, very 
human — to use highly specialized 
vocabulary, jargon and acronyms 

so extensively that they are no 
longer recognized as unique by the 
users. This is where the trainer 
who does not have a background in 
the particular business has a dis-
tinct edge. The specialized terms 
are also strange to him or her, and 
thus there is a built-in advantage 
in that language used in the con-
veyance of in format ion can be 
" s t r i p p e d " — i .e . , b roken into 
terms and definitions in a system-
atic way so as to expedite the 
learning process. 

One must ask those with experi-
ence in the business to explain 
terms to a neophyte's satisfaction. 
Such definitions must be captured 
and be employed in the program. 
This is an excellent basis for con-
cise and clear communication, a 
des i r ab le a t t r i b u t e in any pro-
gram. 

"Holding Hands" 

As the program delivery time 
approaches , t he ca ta lys t should 
not only inspect the physical ac-
commodations to be used and meet 
the persons in charge of the site, 
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but should also be involved in the 
very important process of helping 
presenters make good, indeed pro-
fessional, presentations. 

Now, more than ever, the cat-
alyst's advice is invaluable. Some 
of i t may s imply be " h o l d i n g 
hands" — assuring presenters tha t 
they will do well in front of a 
group. With others, it may be an 
editing process, helping the person 
w h i t t l e down an o v e r w h e l m i n g 
amount of subject mat te r in a suc-
cinct and powerful presentation. 
Sti l l o t h e r s may need bas ic in-
struction on the use of an overhead 
projector, or how to maximize the 
impact of flip charts, or perhaps 
when it might be appropriate to 
distribute printed mat ter . 

It is during this time tha t the 
catalyst becomes familiar with the 
nature and extent of the subject 
mat ter involved. Now, another im-
portant training and development 
skill comes to the fore . . . the 
creation of an evaluation instru-
ment. As the key points emerge in 
the preparations, they must first 
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be reconciled with the program 
objectives, and then, if found to be 
compatible, some way of measur-
ing change in knowledges, skills 
and ab i l i t i e s a m o n g t h e t a r g e t 
population as a result of exposure 
to the program must be deter-
mined. 

Again, here is a skill that has 
nothing to do necessarily with the 
" b u s i n e s s of t h e b u s i n e s s , " bu t 
r a t h e r , t h e b u s i n e s s of t r a i n i n g 
and d e v e l o p m e n t . A m p l e l i t e r a -
ture exists about the methodology 
of evaluations, and good profes-
s ional n e t w o r k i n g will p r o v i d e 
even neophytes with well critiqued 
evaluation instruments . 

The catalyst provides the frame-
work and methodology for evalua-
tion and perhaps the exact work-
ing of inquiry or prescription for 
observing behaviors, while the ini-
tiator of the program delineates in 
precise te rms just what it is he or 
she wishes to measure. This is a 
t rue skill match on the profession-
al-to-professional level where the 
catalyst makes things happen. 

Program delivery time requires 
skills tha t are not unique to any 
b u s i n e s s or p r o f e s s i o n , b u t t he 
training and development special-
ist must have them all: the ability 
to make brief, accurate and enthu-
siastic introductions; the ability to 
run and perform normal mainten-
ance repairs on supporting devices 
(e.g., replacing projector bulbs); 
the skill required to terminate an-
other 's presentation tactfully to 
keep a program on time; and the 
ability to be a "guardian angel." 

Guardian angels eliminate any 
p r o b l e m s t h a t may f r u s t r a t e or 
fluster a speaker or disrupt a pro-
gram. They are sure tha t every-
thing is where it belongs and tha t 
all dev i ce s h a v e been checked , 
focused, and are ready to roll. One 
training and development profes-
sional put it succinctly: "A good 
T & D spec ia l i s t is n e v e r c a u g h t 
without a grounding plug adap-
tor ." The guardian angel makes 
sure that all the potential little 
distractions do not eventuate from 
nametags being ready to having 
coffee standing by on time. 

The catalyst keeps the program 
moving socially, whether it be at 
meals, breaks, or even at the bar, 

because the T&D specialist is the 
organization. He or she represents 
management 's interest in the train-
ing and development — and conse-
quently the personal growth — of 
each participant. Wise and gra-
cious socialization in good taste are 
important skills. When the T&D 
specialist happens to make a pre-
sentation, the s tandards of Ron 
Schwartz, director of Training at 
Merrill Lynch, apply: "The mini-
mum standard is excellence." 

Winding Down 

Winding down a program is a lot 
more t h a n s a y i n g good-bye to 
participants, thanking site hosts, 
and r e p a c k i n g m a t e r i a l s . T h a n k 
you let ters citing specific contri-
b u t i o n s , with a copy to t h e 
addressee's boss, are in order, of 
course. The catalyst 's main work 
invo lves t h e e v a l u a t i o n i n s t r u -
ment . Now that it is completed, 
what does one do with it? How 
does the program initiator benefit 
from it? How do the presenters 
benefit from it? Finally, one must 
consider its usefulness to the or-
ganization and, of course, the T&D 
specialist. 

Frequently more time and effort 
can be spent on the creation and 
validation of an evaluation instru-
ment before a program than is 
spent in using it af ter the program. 
The T&D specialist bears special 
responsibility for the dissemina-
tion of discreet and published pro-
gram feedback. Where par t of the 
instrument design might involve 
i n s t r u c t o r e v a l u a t i o n , t h e T&D 
specialist should be the bearer of 
tidings good and bad — and the 
interpreter of the results. 

The evaluation stage probably 
means more to the catalyst than to 
anyone else. At the winding down 
s t a g e a p r o g r a m ' s f e e d b a c k be-
comes par t of the input for the 
creation of the next related pro-
gram. Armed with more personal 
k n o w l e d g e of t h e b u s i n e s s and 
having won friends and influenced 
people, he or she s tar ts the process 
for the next program with a lot 
more soph i s t i ca t ion and a new 
circle of s u p p o r t i v e f r i e n d s and 
co l l eagues in t h e o r g a n i z a t i o n . 
One's catalytic role will be more 
refined for the next interaction. 

It was mentioned tha t the cat-
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alyst remains unaltered after an 
interaction, and may indeed dis-
a p p e a r . Tha t ce r t a in ly is t r u e 
when the program achieves all of 
i t s ob jec t ives , for t h e t r a i n e r ' s 
presence should not be requisite 
for the continuing operation of any 
part of the organization except the 
training and development depart-
ment. 

The object is to complete the 
mission and start a new process 
and program with another initia-
tor. 

Sometimes the catalyst does not 
quite disappear because the pro-
gram failed to meet its objectives 
or because higher standards are 
set as one program builds upon 
another. Should this compounding 
of programs threaten to become 
perpetual in a particular area or 
d e p a r t m e n t , however , the T&D 
specialist should be wary of be-
coming a permanent part of that 
department. The correct strategy 
in that instance is to make one of 
the p r o g r a m s the c rea t ion of a 
built-in training subsidiary in the 
affected unit itself, freeing the cat-
alyst again for wider use through-
out the organization. 

The training and development 
specialist's role in the organiza-
tion, then, is truly that of a special-
ist and catalyst . . . an agent of 
change eventually leaving no tan-
gible trace of continuing involve-
ment. The knowledge, skills and 
abilities the T&D specialist needs, 
as described in this article, do not 
involve the type of business the 
bus iness is in. E v e r y ca ta lys t 
should have the same answer to 
one of P e t e r D r u c k e r ' s f avo r i t e 
ques t ions , viz. , " W h a t bus iness 
are you in?" 

No matter where you work, the 
answer should be: "The business of 
training and development." You 
are the catalyst in the house. 

As an active member of the New York 
Metropol i tan Chap te r of ASTD, Ray 
Crapo mentors people in transition on an 
individual basis as well as in chapter-
sponsored workshops on the subject. His 
articles on a wide variety of subjects 
have appeared in various training publi-
cations, and he uses his travel time on 
his job as the New York State Unified 
Court System's Education and Training 
coordinator to write his articles. 
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costing YOU? 
When an unresolved grievance progresses beyond the 

first level, it becomes a costly matter. Middle and top manage-
ment time is too valuable to be spent, unnecessarily, on 
second- and third-step grievances. 
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Results? Fewer grievances, considerable savings in man-
agement time, and a substantial return on your training 
investment. 
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today. 


