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Do you balk at the idea of

teaching technical topics to a

group of glaring adults? Our

author presents the Students’

Bill of Rights to belp you

navigate your training course.

ome networking specialists

make the conscious choice to

specialize in training. Most of the

rest of us have the training role

thrust upon us as an inevitable
part of a consulting practice. Many discover
that training ranks right up there with sex
and parenthood as things we are expected
to know how to do without ever being taught
how to do them. If you look forward to train-
ing network users and administrators, you
may be a born trainer. If you are among the
many networking professionals who would rather clean the bath-
room with your tongue than face a solid week with a group of
wide-eyed greenhorns, you may need a little help.

The good news is that there is a great deal of information about
how to teach technical topics to adults. Research on adult learn-
ing has been in progress for 50 years and some of it is truly rel-
evant to the networking trainer. Just about everyone who has
studied the data has come to the same basic conclusions about
what goes wrong and how you can make it right. Here is a brief
and practical invitation to a way of thinking about adult training
that embodies most of what successful trainers already know.
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REMEMBERING THE BAD OLD DAYS

All of us tend to teach the way we were taught as children. Surely
vou remember. The teachers were assumed to know everything.
Teachers took total responsibility for your learning. Teachers
made all the decisions about what was important, how much of
it you were required to know, how you would be tested, and
what system of rewards and punishments would be imposed on
you to encourage you to meet the standards they set. The sys-
tem was built around your fear of failure. Most of the rewards
were “extrinsic”—if you struggled through an unpleasant math
page, vou might get a smile and an “A,” or a cookie.
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TEACHING

The experienced instructor knows that the traditional model
for teaching children doesn't work with adults. (It's pretty
limiting for children as well, but that’s off our topic.) The core
problem is that if we focus the training around an extrinsic
reward, busy adults will generally become invested in the
reward rather than the learning itself. This is particularly true
if the students are going to undergo some formal evaluation
on the material. The instructor can fall victim to the same
mind-set and soon drop into a pattern of mindlessly “cover-
ing” the material for test preparation, rather than establishing
the real connection between the topic and the genuine inter-
ests of the students. Hopes of test-passing supersede learning,
and the training environment can make students sullen,
resigned, or even hostile. The only relevant question becomes:
“Will it be on the test?”

A BETTER WAY

Adults don’t have to be taught as if they were children. A bet-
ter way can be found in the books of Dr. Malcolm Knowles
and his disciples under the technical name of andragogy, which
means teaching adults (in contrast to pedagogy, which means
teaching children). To extend our discussion in this article
beyond Dr. Knowles’ original work, we can simply call this
teaching method the Adult Education Paradigm (AEP).

In its simplest form. the AEP is an attitude of service toward
the customer (vour student) and of mutual respect between
student and instructor. We can think of the AEP as a Bill of
Rights.
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THE STUDENTS’ BILL OF RIGHTS
The right to be treated as a unique
individual with a valuable base of
experience. Your students did not just
fall off the turnip truck and land in your
classroom. Typically, they function suc-
cessfully in their working environ-
ments; otherwise, their bosses would-
n’t invest in their further training, They
often know a great deal more about
their business needs than you do.

Each student will have a separate
agenda when he or she begins training,
This agenda will derive from the stu-
dent’s personality, job description, pre-
vious experience, and the circum-
stances under which he or she came
into training. That is the “macro-envi-
ronment” that the trainer must be pre-
pared to deal with. The “micro-envi-
ronment” may be harder to assess, but
is just as real. Micro-environment issues
include whether a trainee was kept up
the night before by a teething baby,
fought with his spouse at breakfast, or
is worried about the work piling up on
her desk while you are “taking” her
time for training. Both the macro- and
micro- environments matter enor-
mously to your Success as 4 trainer. You
must try to learn what each student's
situation is, as early as possible, and be ready to make appro-
priate adjustments to your content, pace, sequence, schedule,
and presentation style based on these immediate realities.

Nearly every student will come into your training program with
something of value to contribute to the collective knowledge
pool, even if it is only the story of a bad experience. They are not
“blank slates” in the way that young children are. Their contribu-
tions are critically important to the richness and positive atmos-
phere of your training interaction. Encourage them to share, brag,
complain, support, and challenge (as long as they stay reason-
ably close to the topic). Two-way, mutually respectful commu-
nication among students and trainer is the ticket to a pleasant
and fully engaged class.

The right to a fair opportunity at success. People don’t
like to compete if they don’t think they have a decent chance
at winning. If your students do not succeed in training, they
are not going to think much of you as a trainer. Even more
important, they will not feel confident in their ability to use
the technology on the job. Successful troubleshooting in par-
ticular is bound up with an individual’s confidence. If some-
one thinks he can, he is right. If he thinks he can’t, he is also
right. Your job as a trainer is to leave all of your students think-
ing they can. Your goal should be 100 percent success. This
is easier said than done, particularly when you have the occa-
sional students who, technologically speaking, couldn’t pour
water out of a boot if the instructions were written on the
heel. But they, too, are your students and deserve a shot at
something they can call success,
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