Training 101

T e n n i s A n

By Uric R Baron, president of the
Baron Group, “>~ Wilson Road West-
port, CT 06880; phone: 203/227-
7907; fax: 203/221-8411.

ur days of tennis camp provid-
Pd me with a better backhand, a
stronger serve, and a bit more
knowledge about the strategy of the
game. But ii also taught me a lot
about training and development.

For the uninitiated, tennis camp is
intensive tennis training that can
range in length from two days to sev-
eral weeks. Participants vary in skill
level, from beginners to advanced
players. The groups are large, and
there are many staff people—mostly
college students. Most of the lessons
are in group situations, but players re-
ceive private lessons as well.

As a mediocre tennis player, |
learned a lot about tennis over the
course of the four days. By the time |
left tennis camp. 1 knew | was a better
player. But when 1 went home. | real-
ized that although | had learned a lot
about the game of tennis, 1 had
learned at least as much about some
important training and development
principles. Being a participant in a
program for four days enlightened me
about some of the things we as train-
ers do that we may not even know
about—things that can have a major
effect on our trainees.

The lessons cover six important
concepts and techniques:

I the consistency of the message we
deliver

I the constant need for positive rein-
f<)rcement

ft the ability to demonstrate sensitivi-
ty to poor performance

ft the use of videotape as a training
tool

ft the intricacies of group dynamics
ft relationships between staff and
participants.

y o n e ?

Tennis camp brought al of those
lessons to my attention in new ways.
And that knowledge gave me a new
perspective on my role and my re-
sponsibilities as a trainer. In fact, | was
so impressed that | wanted to send my
entire training staff to tennis camp!
Consistency of the message. Perhaps
the thing that impressed me the most
about tennis camp was the extraordi-
nary consistency in the way all the
staff taught the same skills.

Of course, each instructor had a
personal style and a unique way of
communicating ihose skills. Some
taught a skill by using examples, oth-
ers demonstrated a right way and a
wrong way, some let the group learn
each skill through a process of dis-
covery. and others used humor when
appropriate. The methodologies var-
ied. But every instructor was talking
about the exact same principles. The
process could vary, but the content
was the same.

Each staff person explained in the
same way what skill was being taught,
why players needed it. how to apply
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For a corporate trainer four
days at tennis camp served
up afew important lessons

about running a classroom.
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it, what benefits were associated with
it, and how to use it effectively.

When we. as trainers, co-teach or
team-teach courses, it is critical for us
to be consistent. When we split our
groups into subgroups with different
trainers, we must do everything possi-
ble to ensure that each trainer knows
what information should be commu-
nicated—and. more important, why a
particular approach has been chosen.

If we bring in outside speakers, we
must be sure that they know what the
instructors and other speakers will be
saying. In most cases, presenters
should reinforce each other's mes-
sages—not contradict them. If one
presenter is offering an alternative
point of view, trainers should explain
why to trainees.

In other words, we must be very
careful to avoid confusing the partici-
pants by sending mixed messages.
Consistency of the message is some-
thing we as trainers must always
strive for if we want people even to
consider modifying their behavior as
a result of a training experience.
Positive reinforcement. We al know
the value of positive reinforcement.
When someone does something well,
letting them know about it takes little
time, but it can have great impact.
Just think of the last time your imme-
diate manager or a peer sent back
something you wrote, with a positive
comment. It feels good to know that
someone invested a few minutes on
your behalf.

The effects of positive reinforce-
ment are magnified in the classroom.
That's because the stakes lend to be
high. People in training programs are
learning new skills and new ap-
proaches to their jobs.

When | was at tennis camp, several
instructors were quick to point out
what | was doing well when 1 tried to
adjust my serve or incorporate sug-
gestions for improving my game.
Those positive comments made a sur-
prisingly big difference. | found that |
worked harder for those instructors
than 1did for the ones who focused
more on what | did wrong. And it
wasn't just me. Other trainees in the
group said they also felt more com-
fortable working with staff who took
a positive approach.

Of course, that doesn't mean that a
trainer should focus only on the posi-
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tive. It means giving balanced feed-
back. starting with the positive and
then focusing on areas that need im-
provement.

It's like a coaching session. If your
subordinate understands what he or
she is doing well—and why it is im-
portant—then his or her ability to
hear and respond effectively to the
problem areas increases dramatically.
Even people who are extremely ac-
complished like to know what they're

doing well. And that's particularly
true when they are trying something
new and different.

Sensitivity to poor performance. For
many people, training is an uncom-
fortable experience. That's especially
true for adults who were not terrific
students in their school days but who
have succeeded in the business world.
When they find themselves in training
situations, they face a common fear:
"People will find out I'm not so smart
after al." This syndrome can make the
training experience a scary one.

The importance of being sensitive
to this fear became abundantly clear
to me on the first day of tennis camp.
Each of us trainees had to get on the
court with one ol the professional
players and try our strokes in front of
everybody.

The exercise was analogous to the
"benchmark tape" that some training
programs use. in which participants
begin a training program by making a
videotape. In the tape, they give a
presentation (or make a sales cal, or
conduct a coaching session, or partic-
ipate in a meeting, or whatever the
training topic might be). The video-
tape helps the trainer and trainees
gauge their proficiency levels, so that
they can build from there.

At tennis camp, the experience was

a mortifying one. Most people per-
formed poorly. And having to do it ear-
ly in the program—and in front of the
group—only exacerbated the situation.

The need for the exercise was
clear. The staff had to be able to
judge our abilities, so the trainers
could place us in subgroups of peo-
ple with similar levels of expertise.
But it was not the best way to start a
program. The trainers should have
known that people would have trou-
ble with performing in public at such
an early point in the program.

As trainers, we need to remember
that most people want to perform
well in front of their peers. It is our
responsibility to do what we can to
minimize the risk of embarrassment.
People learn best when the stress lev-
el islow. We should treat the training
arena as a laboratory environment—
one in which people are free to ex-
periment without fear of failure.

Use of videotape. At one point in the
tennis program, the trainers video-
taped each of us playing tennis.

| often refer to the use of videotape
in training programs as a "painful plea-
sure." It isawonderful training tool
that enables people to increase their
self-awareness while learning the value
and applicability of the new skills. But
few people relish the videotape experi-
ence until it is over—and sometimes,
not even then. Even people who ap-
pear relaxed in front of the camera are
likely to be uncomfortable if they are
not used to being videotaped.

Videotape is not aterribly flattering
medium. Nobody seems to like the
sound of her or his own voice on
tape, or the way video seems to add
pounds and years and to exaggerate
receding hairlines.

Trainees will be more comfortable
using videotape for feedback if partic-
ipants establish certain ground rules:
e Set specific criteria for feedback;
for example, it should be solicited,
specific, appropriate, verifiable, bal-
anced, and helpful.

e The person on tape has the right to
focus on areas of importance to him
or her.

* The debrief session must have a
positive climate. Participants must be
sensitive and honest; they should
work together in a collaborative man-
ner. not a competitive one.

Trainers who use videotape al the



time tend to become cavalier about its
use. We forget what it is like to be
taped. In fact, we forget what it is like
to be a trainee—particularly one who
has to apply new skills in taped exer-
cises. and in front of peers.

When trainees complain about
having to be taped, we trainers tend
to play down their anxiety. We think
instead about how they will feel after
the experience—which is usually
positive. In other words, we tend to
be insensitive to the feelings ol peo-
ple who are looking to us for support
during an uncomfortable moment.

Tennis camp reminded me of
those feelings by bringing my own
anxieties to the forefront. | suddenly
found myself on the other side of the
camera—doing something | don't do
very well and trying to apply some-
new learnings. And it was a mind-
boggling. enlightening, and humbling
experience. In the end, the experi-
ence turned out to be a good one.
When | watched myself on tape, it be-
came even clearer how powerful and
useful videotape can be. And the
trainer's approach to the debriefing
was one | felt comfortable with.
Group dynamics. Quite often during
training programs, subgroups start to
form within the larger group. Rela-
tionships. both good and bad, devel-
op among the participants. Too often,
we as trainers are oblivious to this.
And that can work against us.

It all became clear to me at tennis
camp. | was assigned to a subgroup of
three other people—and | found that |
just didn't like two of them. It was hard
for me to learn in that situation. No
matter how hard | tried to concentrate,
the personalities of the people | was
with were more than 1 could handle.

You could say that it was my prob-
lem, and the trainers could not be re-
sponsible for making sure that every
subgroup was harmonious. That's
true. Luckily, when | asked to be reas-
signed. the staff person was accom-
modating. which was helpful.

Of course, such a reassignment
isn't always appropriate—as lonce
heard a trainer say in a similar situa-
tion, "1l can protect you from this per-
son here and now, but who will pro-
tect you from people like that when
you return to the real world?"

That says it all. The trainer has to
decide what to do in each situation.
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m

Nine Commandmems fOR Aduh EducaroRS
Etched by Edward H. Rockey, but derived from many prophets.

1. Thou shah nor assume ignoRance

in Thy TRamees, poR opTTitnes

They have learned OR lived Through whaT Thou hasT HOT.

2. Thou shah cneaTe a place op Learning whene TRUST abounds and

whene paRTicipams help €ach otheR.

3. Thou shah give pKoatpr,

usepuL cocnmemaRy on Thy TRainees woRk.

4. Thou shah movide panence. Thy TRamees comend Wnh kRoken

chaRWTs and clogged Roads, wnh
Them pamliesnoT
assignojems umo Thee.

5. Thou shah noT COMMN boRedom;
long noR dReaRlily.

6. Thou shah RespecT know-how which TRamees

wugh jobs, and wnh
TO memion RendeRing Taxes unw

The needs op
CaesaR and

TheRepoRe, Thou shah HOT lecruRe

can use on The job and

in Them daily sojouRn ThRough This hpe op bliss and woe.

7. Thou shah

involve Thy TRamees in Them QuesT poR knowledge;

yea,

Thou shah declaRe Them masTeRs Op Them own leaRmng.

8. Thou shah MampesT whaT Thou teacherh; VeRily,

pROveRbs.

9. ConsideR This LasT commandojein

pRacnce Thy

deeply: Thou shah neveR conTRive

a Temh commandmenT when nine aRe enough.

(Edward Rockey isin the department of management at
Pepperdine University's School of Business and Management.

400 Corporate Pointe. CidverCity.

And the trainer's sensitivity to the dy-
namics of the group can he a major
factor in the success or failure of the
training. As trainer, you should pay-
special attention to group dynamics,
early in the program. Apply your ob-
servations in the way you assign sub-
groups, role-plays, and working
teams. Those observations can even
affect decisions about whom to call
on for answers to questions.
Staff/participant relationships. An-
other lesson 1 learned in tennis camp
is that most trainers lose sight of the
way program participants regard
them—particularly when the trainers
are doing high-quality work.

When the training experience is a
good one, the bond that develops be-
tween trainer and participant can be
strong; in many ways, it becomes ex-
aggerated. This usually lasts only dur-
ing the program, of course. But until
things return to normal, a good train-
er may find himself or herself on a
pedestal that really isn't deserved and
certainly isn't necessary.
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The problem is that most trainers
don't realize this, so they seldom deal
with it appropriately. Too many of us
are not approachable or available
enough to the course participants
during breaks and after the day ends.
In many cases, this is understandable.
We may have to do our prep work for
the next session. Or we might just
need some down time. But the lack of
access can hurt the group.

This may have been the strongest
message | took home from tennis
camp. On the last evening of the pro-
gram, the staff invited the group to
join them for drinks a a local pub at
the end of the day. The group was
pleased to have the opportunity to
mingle with the staff, off the court.
About half of the training participants
showed up.

That evening, the instructors did
three tilings that taught me a big les-
son:

» They showed up late. This was
the same group that was extremely
punctual during the week, while

they were teaching tennis.

I They mingled among themselves
and made little effort to seek out the
trainees.

I When we did talk to them, they
seemed uninterested in what we had
to say.

The trainees were feeling discount-
ed—rejected, even. Later, a dinner
by ourselves, we could put it in per-
spective. We were a group of some-
what affluent people ranging in age
from our mid-30s to our mid-50s. And
we were feeling bad because some
college students weren't excited
about having drinks with us!

We got over it. But it showed me
how easy it isfor us, as trainers, to af-
fect a group. We work hard for
trainees during a program. But when
we go out of our way to avoid them
a dinner, when we don't make our-
selves available to tak at the end of
the day, or when we appear indiffer-
ent when they approach us out of the
classroom, we do affect them.

| know how important it isto have
some down time. After doing a stand-
up piece for an hour-and-a-half, the
last thing you want to do during your
break is to hear about someone's
problems. But think about how
strongly a bunch of college students
affected our tennis-camp participants
by avoiding any interaction with us.
And remember that your perceived
lack of interest can demoralize the
participants in your training session.
Bringing it back home. So | did leave
tennis camp as a better tennis play-
er—OK. so | was still mediocre at
best. But | was at least a little more
proficient at the game than when |
began. Of course, without the neces-
sary practice and reinforcement after
the program, the skills could atrophy.
That in itself is another lesson | could
relate to the training world.

But in addition to dl that, being a
participant in the program taught me
some important lessons about what |
can do to be a better trainer.

And those lessons have lasted.

"Training 101" is edited by Catherine
M. Petrini. Send your short articlesfor
consideration to Training 101." Train-
ing & Development. J640 Ring Street,
Box 1443. Alexandria. VA 22313-

2043.



