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July 2006
Comments from your editor: Ted Garrison, CSP
This issue is the pre-convention issue of next year’s seminar peg’s newsletter. Two of our peg members have contributed two valuable articles that I trust you will enjoy reading as I did. The peg welcomes articles from any of its members. This provides you an opportunity for some exposure as well as a way to give back to NSA and your peg. Simply send the article to Ted Garrison at Ted@TedGarrison.com or (800-861-0874). 

There is also a tip section for people that have short suggestions – one or two sentences.

Last month we sent you an e-mail requesting your input on potential topics for the next year’s twelve issues. At the end of this issue you find a list of the topics requested by your fellow peg members. Please feel free to provide topics on any of those topics. We have a tremendous amount of talent in this peg so we invite all our members to contribute.
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Article #1: Three Ways to Enliven the Workshop When the Audience Would Rather Be Elsewhere by Karla Scott, MBA.
As a professional trainer for Miami-Dade County for several years, I had the opportunity to conduct hundreds of workshops across all 50 departments, involving employees with diverse work backgrounds and skill sets. What I learned was that often, in government, training is perceived as punishment. Therefore, I encountered participants arriving in passive-resistance mode, demonstrating through their body language they would prefer to be elsewhere. As a consequence, it required me to go the extra mile just to find ways to capture and hold onto the attention of those who were unwilling captives for the day. I always welcomed the challenge. I drew on my creativity, patience, desire to inspire and the golden rule—to optimize the outcome.

The results were positive. I received consistently excellent written evaluations, students requested to take other classes that I taught and instead of bolting for the exit door as early as possible, participants often stayed until my classes ended at 4:30—even forming a line in order to speak further with me about the class topics. I must have been doing something right.

Here are three strategies I employ that I find effective in all my training sessions. You may find they work well for you.

1. Get Up Close and Personal from the Start

Arrive early. Greet each participant individually and write his or her name tent yourself. I do this and it goes a long way in building rapport from the outset. It also helps me remember names throughout the day. Another advantage of writing the name tents yourself is that it presents a natural opportunity to inquire about the correct pronunciation of some names unfamiliar to you or of some names that don’t follow the normal rules for English pronunciation. I write in a large, clear font that is visible to me from a distance, another bonus of doing it myself. You do not have to squint to read someone else’s faint or diminutive signature. Dale Carnegie says, “A person’s name is to that person the sweetest and most important sound in any language.” Calling participants by their names helps engage them more effectively. It is simply a lot friendlier too.

While waiting for others to arrive, converse with students about their commute, the latest company news or any other relevant topic. It shows you are open, accessible and down to earth. If possible, research the backgrounds of the attendees. I used to review the employee database for demographics such as title, start date, department, salary grade and physical location. Knowing the individuals’ profiles helped me to tailor my approach.

2. Open with Relevant Content

Even the icebreaker should be relevant to the training topic. Break the ice with introduction activities that stimulate their interest in learning more about the topic. Icebreakers unrelated to the topic are a waste of time.

For example, when I conduct diversity training or teach fair employment practices policy, I use one of the following introduction questions: Where were your parents born? (In Miami, more than 75 percent were born outside the United States.) Tell us the story of your name. Tell us something about you we would not know from simply looking at you.

Stay current on your topic. Another way to be relevant is to quote that day’s USA Today. In all my days of training on the road, I always find an article or factoid tied to the topic that day, whether the topic is customer service, diversity, effective communication, dealing with difficult people, intercultural communication or marketing technology. I have passed the tips along to colleagues who have thanked me and marvel that it always works for them. Try it.

3. Involve Participants Early On

We know that adults learn best when they actively participate. Include problem-solver icebreakers, mini treasure hunts or Buzzword BINGO in your opening activities.

I like to assign group activities in the form of mini brainstorm sessions where groups create and present their list of ideas. The activity takes less than 30 minutes from start to finish. Here is an example of how it works for customer service courses: I assign a brainstorm topic to each of six groups and give them each a sheet of flipchart paper, a marker and wall tape for posting. I let them choose a spokesperson to present their group’s findings. I then instruct each group to present their collective ideas allowing the spokespersons to lead with the lighter topics and end with the stronger learning points. The six brainstorm topics I assign are: 1) good first impression, 2) bad first impression, 3) customer from hell, 4) the best service I ever had, 5) service with a frown and 6) benefits of good customer service. I keep these lists posted throughout the session and refer back to the best practices list when pertinent.

This engages everyone, helps each one feel he or she matters and builds camaraderie early on.

You, too, can transform your unhappy seat warmers into enthusiastic participants by using the personal touch, opening with relevant content and involving everyone early on. Once you have gotten off to a good start, creating a supportive and comfortable environment, you will find the participants attentive, active and looking forward to more.

Karla Scott has conducted more than 400 training workshops for Miami-Dade county’s 50 departments, The Banff Academy for Business, Simmons Associates, Kraft Foods and American Airlines. She also taught a human resources certification class at the University of Miami. She enjoys helping students sharpen their professional skills and strives to elicit the best in every participant. She has an MBA from the University of Michigan, is a world traveler, and resides in Miami. Her company is Global Ways.

Her most popular training topics include effective business communication, cross-cultural and diversity competence, customer service excellence and guerilla marketing savvy.
	


