Learning disabilities are an every-
day reality for ten percent of the
population. Luckily, trainers who are
sensitive to learning problems can
eadly adapt instructional methods to
help make training meaningful for
LD learners. A vocational-education
expert tells how.

Sometimes, trainers have to adapt
training programs to meet the needs
of dl learners. Many off-the-shelf in-
structional programs are excellent
and economical, but include role-
plays, case studies, and self-
assessment exercises that aren't quite
relevant to the organization, the
trainees' jobs, or the training objec-
tives. Customizing a packaged train-
ing program may be the solution;
here are some guidelines for achiev-
ing a perfect fit.

Maybe you're developing your
own program, but need to bring in
an outside writer. How do you en-
sure a successful match between
your training needs and the writer's
approach and abilities? Many gov-
ernment agencies use Requests for
Proposals; you can too.

Don't Overlook the LD
Factor

Jeanne M. Aguirre isa graduate as-
sistant in the department of voca-
tional-education studies, Southern
Illinois University, Carbondale, IL
62901-4605.

Learning problems are not new.
Losing track of the twelves in multi-
plication tables, confusing 12:30
with 6:00, and putting e before i
except aftery are problems that
most of us eventually sort out with-
out permanent damage. But for
many people—one in 10, in fact—
learning problems don't get better
and don't go away. Such problems
are caled "learning disabilities," and
they affect trainers' jobs as much as
they affect the jobs of math and
English teachers.

The best known learning disabil-
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A Perfect Fit

ity is dyslexia. To a dydexic, a
printed page may seem like a scram-
bled maze of letters—a serious prob-
lem in any course of study. Treating
dyslexia and other serious learning
disabilities is best left to experts. But
less severe disorders can also
hamper learning success. Trainers
need to be sensitive to such prob-
lems; alittle fine-tuning can go a
long way toward adapting instruc-
tional methods for LD learners.

Common learning problems

Trainers can easily identify three
kinds of learning problems:

» Probably the most common
learning disability is simple memory
deficiency—not being able to recall
steps that were explained before a
lesson, written on a blackboard, or
taught in sequence. A closely related
problem involves confusion of pri-
orities and performance standards—
ared drawback in the work setting.
 Performance-processing diffi-
culties cover a range of weaknesses;
let's call them problems in learning
from experience. For a skilled
learner, deductive reasoning and ap-
plying such concepts as relative
weight, mass, force, distance, and
energy are intuitive. An LD learner
requires much more time to inte-
grate those components. To such a
person, solutions to problems in the
work setting—even familiar prob-
lems—are simply not apparent.

» Perceptual disorders affect the
ability to make judgments. Learners
with such disorders may be unable
to gauge distances, budget time,
make comparisons, and anticipate
outcomes. Interpersonal relation-
ships suffer when disabilities extend
to socia perception, impeding both
role-playing and communication
skills. The LD worker doesn't initiate
tasks, spends too much time on a
single task, or cannot coordinate
process steps.

Road maps for learning

Skilled learners carry road maps in
their heads that help them toward

their destinations; LD learners need
to have the maps in their hands.
With a little planning and an under-
standing of the specia needs of
trainees with learning problems, the
trainer can help provide those maps.

Adapting your instructional tech-
niques for the LD learner is easier
than you may think. First you have
to get past the notion that adapting
isaform of oversimplifying.

Here are five ways to keep in
touch with the LD learner.
» Besurethe learner isfollowing
presentations and directions. Eye
contact and proximity are impor-
tant. Get the learner accustomed to
giving you nonverbal signs when he
or she ison track. Fill out blank
prep-sheets with simple steps to
guide the learner through the task
ahead. Have the learner tape a prep-
sheet to awall or piece of equip-
ment in the work area for easy
reference.
* Include visual references, but
keep them simple. A page of dia-
grams is of no use to aworker with
perceptual disorders; neither isa
whole folder of diagrams. One well-
placed image at atime is the key. If
the worker cannot explain a proce-
dure using the diagram you've
created, the visual reference is use-
less. Throw it away and try again.
» Relate, relate, relate. Obvioudly,
direct explanation is necessary in
training, but telling is not teaching.
Make sure that dl new information
iswell grounded in memory by re-
lating it to learners' past experiences
and understanding. Use compari-
sons and contrasts. Be sure learners
understand sequential elements.
Check for appreciation of cause-and-
effect relationships to be sure
workers understand the "what-ifs"
of an operation.
» Get feedback. Asking for ques-
tions is never enough; on the other
hand, asking someone to explain
how all the small steps fit into the
big picture is often unnecessary.
If learning has taken place, the
learner should be able to enumerate,
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demonstrate, or illustrate the ele-
ments of the task. Be sensitive to the
ways people feel comfortable about
relating that information to you and
judge accordingly.

» Show and listen. Thisis not the
same as "show and tell." Show and
tell isastrictly one-sided event;
show and listen is a process of mu-
tual comprehension. Be alert to
whether learners are picking up
whole/part relationships, conditions,
generalizations, coordination or
subordination of elements, relation-
ships of time and place, and con-
cepts of quality. Listen to body lan-
guage and probe for understanding.
Avoid impatience.

More than atraining show

A popular axiom says that trainers
should "assume the worker knows
nothing." From the aspect of thor-
ough preparation of materials, that
makes sense, but no matter how
basic the training program or how
simple the task, each individual is
uniquely relating the material to a
personal road map of experience.
For aworker with learning disabili-
ties, that road map is constantly
under revision.

Trainers who appreciate the com-
plexity of the struggle to learn will
do more than deliver atraining
show. They will help organize mean-
ingful learning experiences for al
learners, and will take pride in the
design of those experiences.

How to Customize a
Training Program
Paul Taylor ispresident of Paul

Taylor Associates, 217 Lakeside
Drive, Glassboro, NJ 08028.

Many firmsbuy packaged training
programs because they cannot de-
velop programs in-house that match
the quality and economy of prod-
ucts from outside suppliers. They
have decided that the skils taught in
the packaged training programs
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match their needs relatively well—
even if the specific case materials
that accompany the programs do
not precisely fit their organizations
(or even their industries).

Such organizations can enhance
the relevance of packaged training
programs by customizing the case
materials provided by suppliers. Cus-
tomization makes training more in-
teresting to learners and more rele-
vant to their jobs. It helps prevent a
"Yes, but my job is different” reac-
tion, because learners can clearly
see how the skills presented in train-
ing apply to their jobs. Customizing
case materials takes time, but it is
usually worth the effort.

Case by case

Severd kinds of case materials are
provided in packaged training pro-
grams. The more common types
include

» role-play or ''skill practice" sce-
narios, which provide background
information on asituation to be
enacted by learners (for example, su-
pervisors role-play a performance
appraisal with an employee who has
demonstrated less than satisfactory
performance);

* case studies, which demonstrate
the use of analytic techniques or
provide learners with opportunities
to practice them (for example, learn-
ers are asked to practice decision-
making techniques by choosing a
word-processing system using back-
ground information provided);

* self-assessment exercises, which
provide feedback to learners on
their approaches to specific situa-
tions (for exemple, before being
taught delegation styles, learners
choose responses to alist of delega-
tion situations, and then score their
responses to determine their own
delegation styles).

Of those three kinds of case
materials, role-play scenarios are
generally the easiest to customize,
since they usually consist of just a
few paragraphs of background infor-
mation. Case studies on analytic

techniques usually include more de-
tailed facts, and require more careful
customization. Some self-assessment
exercises can be tricky; those doing
the customizing must be careful to
maintain the validity of the feedback
provided to learners.

Some training professional s cau-
tion trainers not to use case studies
or practice exercises that match
trainees' organization and jobs too
closely. They warn that learners may
focus too much of their attention on
the content of cases and too little on
the processes being learned. That
problem usually results from unclear
learning objectives, ambiguous or
misleading factswithin the case
materials, or case situations based
on real and "hot" issues facing the
organization. At such times, learners
may focus attention on aspects of
the case materials that are unrelated
to the learning objectives. You can
avoid that problem through careful
planning.

The following guidelines will help
an organization reap the benefits of
customizing packaged case materials
and minimize potential problems.

Get permission

If needed, secure permission from
the supplier beforeyou try to cus-
tomize a packaged program. If your
contract prohibits or restricts altera-
tion of materials, approval must be
obtained first. Many training sup-
pliers welcome customization, but
some may raise objections, espe-
cidly if they provide customization
for a fee, or it an organization’s use
of its own customized case would
reduce the quantity of materials pur-
chased. It's best to negotiate permis-
sion before you buy the materials.

If you're having trouble getting
permission, consider offeringto
make the customized materials avail-
able to the supplier for sale to other
companies of the same industry. Of
course, you'll need to remove any
clues that would link the case situa-
tion to your company, and make
sure that sharing the case with
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others in your industry would not
give other companies a competitive
advantage.

Decide what to customize

The next step is to determine which
case materials within a packaged
training program should be custom-
ized. That decision should depend
primarily on the complexity of the
existing case materials and the avail-
ability of such resources as time and
expertise.

Background information for role-
play exercisesis rarely complex.
Most case studies for the demon-
stration or practice of analytic tech-
niques are complex only in the
amount of information and analysis
required. Self-assessment exercises
can be complex if they measure sub-
tle differencesthrough sophisticated
computations of learners' responses.

The self-assessment exercises that
lend themselves most easily to cus-
tomization are those that present a
series of situations (usually 10 to 25)
with multiple-choice responses. An-
swers are totaled for each category
of response.

For example, a self-assessment ex-
ercise on conflict-resolution styles
might present 20 situations with five
possible multiple-choice responses
for each. After completing the
exercise, learners are given a key
matching five styles of conflict
resolution to the five responses for
each question. The learner uses that
information to determine his or her
predominant style. Customizing
such assessments is rather essy, pro-
vided the trainer understands the
differencesbetween the styles and
can determine which factorsin each
multiple-choice response make it
represent a particular style.

For some companies, limited time
and expertise may make it impossi-
ble to customize dl of a program's
materials. In such cases, you should
determine which parts of the pro-
gram will be more meaningful to
learners if they include demonstra-
tions of job relevance. Also, consider

Training & Development Journal, May 1989

Traning 101

where in the program you may need
to peak learners' interest.

Learn by objectives

Establish the learning objectives of
the case. Effective case materials di-
rectly support the learning objec-
tives of the training. For example, in
a training session on how to disci-
pline employees, each customized
case situation must indicate disci-
plinary action. Learners will prob-
ably raise objections to a case that
describes a situation that would war-
rant only an informal discussion be-
tween supervisor and employee.

Sometimes, the supplier does not
make clear the specific learning
objectives for a case study or prac-
tice exercise, even if most major
learning points are covered in the
case. At such times, the trainer must
review what will have been learned
by that point in the training, and rec-
ognize any nuances of the skills
being taught that are introduced in
the case. Trainers must also be aware
that case studies may introduce learn-
ing points not previously taught in
the training session.

The trainer should determine
which learning objectives the
original case exercise was designed
to reinforce. That information can
serve as aroad map for the devel-
opment of the customized case.

Ask an expert

Enlist the support of a content
expert to develop the customized
case materials. In order to develop a
case that is relevant to learners and
accurate in content, you must be
sure that someone who is familiar
with the learners’ work will be in-
volved in the customization. The
content expert could be yourself,
someone who will later be a partici-
pant in the training seminar, or a
manager of the trainees.

Choose ajob situation

Once you know which case materi-
als need to be adapted and who will
do the customization, you must

choose and develop ajob situation
to replace the prepared case exer-
cise. Make sure the situation you use
is not one that the organization is
currently resolving or has recently
addressed. If a case encourages
trainees to place blame, or if learners
believe management is not taking
proper action in the real-life situa-
tion, they will surely get absorbed
in the content of the case to the ex-
clusion of the skills to be learned.

If similar training has already been
conducted in the organization,
learners may have been asked to
apply the skills to their own job sit-
uations. ldeas for customized case
situations can be generated from a
list of job situations brought up by
previous classes.

The situation chosen should be
one that would typically be faced by
the trainees. If you ask a group of
first-line supervisors to conduct a
decision analysis on whether to
close a manufacturing facility, you're
inviting the response, "but someone
in my position would never be
asked to make such adecision.” It
would be more appropriate to ask
first-line supervisors to analyze de-
cisions on how to cut expenditures
in their own work areas.

In developing the customized
case, attempt to include facets of the
case that make or reinforce as many
as possible of the learning points in
the original case. Look at your ligt of
learning objectives. You may not be
able to include dl the objectivesin
one case, but you may also be able
to include some learning points not
addressed by the original case.

While trying to include as many
learning objectives as possible,
remember to keep the case simple.
Learners should not have to do too
much reading to complete the case.
Balance the desire to include dl
learning points with the practical
need to keep the case brief and
unconfusing.

Frequently, the content expert can
write the preliminary draft of the
case, using as a guide
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* the learning objectives you have
identified;

» the original case materials;

* the trainer and participant
materials that lead up to and follow
the case exercise;

* the rule of keeping the case con-
sistent with organizational policies
and procedures;

» the "keep it simple" rule.

Review the case

Before using the customized case
materials, have them reviewed by at
least two other people. Reviewers
should include a least one other
content expert and one other per-
son who is knowledgeable about
training methods. You may aso wish
to ask the training supplier to review
the customized case materials. Re-
viewers should assess each custom-
ized case by asking the following
guestions:
» Does it serve the learning
objectives?
* Isit asituation likely to be ad-
dressed on the job by the workshop
participants?
* Isit accurate? Does it contain
anything contrary to organizational
policy or procedure? If a case reso-
lution is provided, isit the only ade-
guate resolution, or should others
also be mentioned?
» Have we addressed dl potential
pitfallsin using this case? (For exam-
ple, the case may be so closely
based on an actual situation in the
company that learners might guess
to whom the case is referring, or
may want to discuss what actually
happened.)

Different reviewers will be able
to contribute more or less to each
guestion. Based on their input,
you can decide to use the case with
no revisions, to make minor revi-
sions, or to scrap the situation and
start anew.

Look before you leap

Plan ahead for the first time you use
the case exercise in atraining ses-
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sion. Do a pilot test of the cus-
tomized case materials, with an
evaluation. Include a section in the
evaluation for participants to com-
ment on how well the customized
case study helped them practice the
skills on arelevant job situation. Use
that information to make any revi-
sions to the case exercise and to
plan future customization efforts.

Give them some credit

Remember to acknowledge any peo-
ple involved in developing the cus-
tomized case material. That recogni-
tion may be well-deserved by your
content expert and reviewers, and
will also encourage future line-
management involvement in your
training efforts.

| The Right Writer

Constance R. Smith is a Nashville,
Tennessee, curriculum ad-
ministrator for a government HRD
agency.

More and more, employers are
relying on writers from outside their
organizations to meet their training
needs. But hiring an outside course
writer can be tricky; you can min-
imize rewriting and editing by selec-
ting the best writer for the job. But
how do you pick the most appro-
priate person from apool of writers
who appear to be equally qualified?
A device used in government offices
is the Request for Proposals.

Requests for Proposals, known in
the public sector as RFPs, are bids
for service provision. Government
agencies have limited resources, and
can be held accountable by public
scrutiny for each outlay. The RFP
helps ensure that the agency is mak-
ing the best use of tax dollars. When
applied to HRD concerns, especially
something as sensitive as curriculum
design, the RFP is avalid tool that
helps ensure a close match between

your trainees and the course
materials.

A development proposal can
reveal more about the kind of train-
ing document you will receive than
can a mere writing sample. A writing
sample gives you an idea of the
writer's style and training methods.
It does not give you a hint about
how well the writer can adapt his or
her style to suit your training group.
The proposal gives you apreview of
what awriter can provide—tailor-
made for your trainee group—in a
specific subject area. A close match
between the course writer and the
training group and objectivesis
imperative.

Eight steps to effective RFPs
Here's how to put together an RFP
to increase your chances of getting
the perfect proposal.

* 1 Assemble atask force that
knows the trainee group, their learn-
ing needs, and training in general.
Choose task-force members who
have different interests in the train-
ing outcome. Collaboration on the
front end ensures that dl vantage
points are considered in the design.
Poorly stated directives are costly to
correct.

» 2. Describe the trainee group.
Describe pertinent prerequisite
courses or other tangible learning
experiences trainees have had. In-
clude a demographic overview of
the group.

* 3 Formulate and list objectives
of the course.

» 4. Determine the learning needs
of the trainee group, specifying the
kinds of learning activities that are
desired. That may include experien-
tial activities, case studies, role plays,
computer-assisted learning, and
simulations.

» 5. Describe the environment or
physical setting in which the train-
ing will take place.

» 6. Draft an example of agood
proposal, one that you would
accept. A clearly stated guide will
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help prospective writers to adhere
to the style you are most likely

to use.

M 7. Ask to receive proposals in

a format that is conducive to objec-
tive review. For example, a pro-
posal’s cover page, with the title and
the writer’s personal data, should be
detachable from the rest of the
proposal.

B 8. Specify the length of pro-
posals. You may want to solicit only
queries, if the writing task is simple.
For other jobs, you may want pro-
spective writers to submit detailed
outlines for the first hour of the
course. Or, you may ask that they
describe the methodology for the
entire course. Base that decision on
your training needs and the com-
plexity of the writing assignment.

Satisfaction

Many technical experts can tell you
how something can be done, but
few can actually draft the ideas in a
logical format conducive to the
training environment, The RFP pro-
cess can help you learn which writ-
ers may work best for you. The
more information you are able to
secure through the proposal, the
more satisfied you are apt to be with
your final selection. H

"Training 101" isedited by Cathy
Petrini. Send your short articlesfor
consideration to Training 101,
Training & Development Journal,
1630 Duke Street, Box 1443,
Alexandria, VA 22313e
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