Shiftingto an HMD
Systems A pproach

More and more, HRD professionals find themselves managing learning
resour ces—instead of only planning, scheduling and conducting instructional

activities.

By MALCOLM S. KNOWLES

I he HRD practitioner who simply
provides instructional activities is

a quaint reminder of the old in-
dustrial age. As corporations concentrate
further on information and services, a new
player has entered the field: the HRD
specialist who manages asystem of learn-
ing resources.

Several well-known forces have been
responsible for this transformation of
HRD functions: an aging workforce that
switchesjobs more often and retires later;
revolutionary changes in educational
technologies; and a knowledge explosion
that is expanding our understanding of
adult learning. By the end of this decade,
most educational services will be de-
livered electronically, and they will be
tailored to individual differences in
learners' backgrounds, learning styles, ex-
periences and goals.

Another force, more difficult to docu-
ment, is the growing realization of
business and industry leaders that their
most important asset is their human
capital, and that productivity isafunction
as much of the quality of their workers as
of the quality of their machinery. This has
resulted in increased willingness to invest
in human resource development.

Finally, the last 20 years have seen the
rise of systems theory in al disciplines.
Thinking interms of "wholes" or systems
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has become a necessity in an increasing-
ly complex world. The traditional linear,
fragmental approach to planning, problem
solving, managing and evaluating no
longer functions.

A few good questions

For HRD to adapt, the field must re-
conceptualize the corporation as asystem
of learning resources. The first question
we have to ask is, "What are all of the
resources for learning in the system?" In
atypical corporation, the list might look
like this:

e All instructional programs planned,
conducted or contracted for by the HRD
department.

¢ All line supervisors and managers.

e Print and audio-visual materials and
computer programs in the media center.
¢ All work groups.

¢ All of the individuals in the system, in-
cluding various specialists.

¢ Individuals and programs outside the
system but available to the system.

The second question we have to ask is,
"How can we use these resources to op-
timize human growth and development
within the system?" Resources include:
» Scheduled instructional activities. Are
they congruent with modern principles of
adult learning? If not, they would have to
be modified considerably to: involve the
learners actively in a process of self-
directed inquiry, use the learners' ex-
periences as aresource for their learning,
gear the programs to the learners' de-
velopmental tasks and to the learners' ap-
plication orientation, and involve the

learners in evaluating their successes and
failures.

Are they available to the learners at
times and in places that are convenient to
them? If not, reschedule.

Are the teachers, trainers and resource
people trained to work specifically with
adults? If not. change should be made in
the recruitment, orientation and training
of these personnel.

» Thelinesupervisors and managers. Do
they understand they are responsible for
facilitating the growth and development

of their workers? Many now see them-
selves responsible primarily—if not
exclusively—for supervision. Job descrip-
tions should spell out development re-
sponsibilities.

Do they understand the principles and
techniques o adult development? Most
understand education only in the way they
were taught in school: teaching as telling.
Units on the principles of adult learning
and skills that facilitate learning (some call
them coaching skills) should be built into
supervisory training and management de-
velopment programs.

Do they use the corporation's person-
nel appraisal system for assessing learning
needs as well as assessing work perfor-
mance? Some corporations that have
trained their supervisors and managers to
do thisreport it isthe single most produc-
tive source of information about training
needs.

» Printed materialsand media. Do dl per-
sonnel at dl levels and in al shifts have
easy access to them? Often, only higher
level personnel use them; media centers
frequently are closed during the hours that
many workers could use them.
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Do a4l personnel have information

about what materials and media programs
are available and how to use them effec-
tively? One media center | know distrib-
utes information about materials ap-
propriate for different categories of per-
sonnel periodically and has skilled media
consultants available to help them select
and use them.
« Workgroups. Istime set aside for them
to assess periodically their learning needs
and plan ways to meet them? Several cor-
porations that use quality circles (or adap-
tations) stress educational improvement
as well as work improvement.

Are work groups used for peer help and
phvchic support in learning? One corpora-
tion | know incorporated sessions on help-
ing skills into its training program.
¢ Individuals in the system. Has informa-
tion been obtained about the special
knowledge and skills dl individuals
possess that they might share? One cor-
poration periodically sends a form to its
personnel asking them to identify such
knowledge and skills and enters this infor-
mation into a computer data bank. The
HRD manager told me that the first time
he did this he was amazed at the quantity
and quality of information volunteered.

Does a mechanism exist for linking
employees who want to learn something
with those who can help them? T he above
corporation put the information about its
employees' special knowledge and skills
into a data bank and notified dl person-
nel that an educational brokering center
was established in the media center for
such linkage. (During avisit to the center,
loverheard aman telling the educational
broker that he had learned he was being
transferred to the company's Brazil plant
in six months, and that he would like to
learn Portuguese. The broker keyed a
code into the computer and out came a
printout with about 40 names. The broker
called someone the inquirer knew and ar-
ranged for the two to get together (on
company time) several hours a week.
 Individuals and programs outside the
system. Does information exist about pro-
grams available in institutions in the
community—schools, community col-
leges, colleges and universities, govern-
ment agencies, voluntary organizations
and commercial providers—that are open
to members of the system? This informa-
tion can be obtained by a simple com-
munity survey, but may also be found in
a public library.

Is this information readily accessible to
employees? (In the above corporation,

Training and Development Journal, May 1985

this information is entered into the educa-
tional brokering center's data bank.)

Making HRD systematic

If nothing more is done than what has
been described so far, the quality of
human resource development in a cor-
poration probably would be improved.
But learning still would be episodic,
fragmented and disconnected. It can be
made more systematic, incremental and
continuous through the use of learning
contracts or plans. (Some corporations
shy away from the term "contract," in the
belief that adollar sign and alawyer usual-
ly are attached to a contract).

A contract simply specifieswhat an in-
dividual's objectives are for agiven learn-
ing project, what resources will be used in
fulfilling the objectives, what evidence will
be collected to demonstrate that the ob-
jectives have been fulfilled, how that
evidence will be judged or validated and
the target date for accomplishing each
objective.

In one corporation the contract is
negotiated between the individual and the
HRD staff; in another, it is between the
individual and his or her supervisor; in
another, it is between the individual and
a team consisting of the supervisor, a
representative of the HRD department
and apeer. Progress toward fulfillingthe
contract is monitored, and the evidence
isvalidated by these same parties. Several
corporations with a management-by-ob-
jectives program have incorporated the
contracting process.

Several things happen when a systems
approach is adopted. A heavier respon-
sibility is put on line supervisors and
managers for the development of their
personnel than traditionally has been the
case. After al, they are available every
day. This integrates the HRD function
more closely with the operating function.
And, line supervisors and managers derive
added self-esteem and satisfaction from
their development role once they become
adept at it.

Employees find that their personal and
professional development are more in-
tegrated with their work life. A much
wider range of resources for learning is
available, and employees are more direct-
ly involved in planning and achieving their
own development—adding to their self-
esteem and satisfaction.

For HRD professionals, the systems
approach represents amajor shiftin role.
They are less concerned with planning,

scheduling and conducting instructional
activities, and more concerned with
managing a system. One of their major re-
sponsibilities is to serve as consultants to
the line supervisors and managers, a
closer and more functional relationship.
The special skills required for this new
role are consulting, organizing resources
and systems management. This role shift
also requires increasing emphasis on the
continuing professional development of
the HRD professionals, as new knowl-
edge about adults as learners emerges, as
new resources are developed and as new
techniques are invented.
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