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Training

Does your staff need some refresher courses?

Individualized onsite training often proves more

useful than certificate-based training.

here are 12 eager students currently
enrolled in my basic networking course.
Nine of them are life-long telephone
management employees well into their fifties.
They are being retrained because their com-
pany is “getting into networks,” and because
they are DOS illiterate. The course and its
companion lab book require that I discuss the

subtleties of complex architectural elements of

the NOS, which I did. During this discussion,
the eyeballs of these nine students turned to
glass. Because they have no idea what a path is,
much less a UNC, they fell apart in the first lab
and have been limping along ever since.
Without the successful completion of the first
lab, the subsequent labs cannot possibly work.
These students don’t know when they will
actually work with this technology, but they
are certain that it will not be for at least three
months. The chance that they will retain any-
thing useful from the class after that amount
of time approaches zero.

The three other students are experienced
networking professionals who are attending to
brush up for the certification test. They find
my continual explanations of terms like IRQ,
cluster, and track excruciatingly elementary.
Their frustration with the course’s pace leaves
me feeling that a better way must be available.
There is a better way: tailored, onsite training.

CHOOSING A TRAINER

Deciding the best method for training network
staff is really a no-brainer. If certification mat-
ters to the organization, official curriculum
classes that prepare for certification tests are
the best choice for staff training. These classes
can supplement an organization’s in-house
training, which is more finely tuned to the spe-
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cific network and staff needs. If certification is
not an issue, the choice is simple. You can keep
the training effort entirely in-house—pro-
vided you have on-staff trainers who have the
required technical and presentation skills, as
well as time available in their busy schedules.
[t’s important to keep in mind that making
a staff member responsible for training can
lead to a variety of problems. First, not every-
one has the skills to be a teacher. In addition to
a thorough knowledge of the subject matter, a
teacher must have excellent presentation skills.
Second, it’s better to have a neutral source pro-
vide the material—office politics can some-
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times taint an otherwise good learning experi-

ence. However, most often, the time factor

weighs heavily in the decision. Who on your
staff has the extra time to plan and prepare
course work?

If your organization doesn’t have the
resources to use on-staff trainers, you will
want to bring a training company to your site
to do the job. (Table 1 on page 68 provides a
list of major training organizations.} And
there are some good reasons for choosing a
training organization that will come to your
site rather than sending your workers to an
offsite training facility.

» Onsite training is more likely to target the
specific needs of your company than open
registration courses would.

* The instructors have the flexibility to tune
the direction and pace of the training to the
needs of your network management staff.

» With onsite training, those who most need
the training can attend, yet they are still
available at the workplace to deal with any
legitimate crisis.

*Your staff is trained on the actual hardware
and software that your company uses.

Hlustration by Sarah Pyle
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Once you've established that onsite classes
are the best choice, the critical question is, how
do you get high-quality training that will
bring the results you pay for? The process is
the same as the one you face when contracting
for any other deliverable. You need to write
specifications for potential vendors to respond
to, evaluate their recommendations, draft a
final agreement, facilitate the delivery of the

product, and evaluate the results. This
endeavor takes some time, but is well worth
the energy you spend. If you were buying a
cluster of routers, you would certainly want to
know something about routers and routing
theory before you started the procurement
process. If you want a successful training pro-
gram, you need to know something about
instructional design, adult learning, and train-
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ing delivery options. The balance of this arti-
cle is a crash course in just that.

INSTRUCTIONAL DESIGN

From the moment you decide to move for-
ward with a training program, reality factors
work continuously to create distance between
your intentions for the program and the
results you will finally achieve. Instructional
design is the process by which you and your
training provider fight back to get your train-
ing effort headed in a consistent direction and
keep it there, in spite of all the distractions.
“Instruction Guidelines,” on page 70, outlines
many of the points you should address with
your training vendor.

The heart of any successful instructional
design process is accountability: Trainers fulfill
the responsibility of teaching the staff how to
run and maintain an efficient network. Net-
work management training cannot afford to
be mostly about itself, the way many people’s
college experience is mostly about going to col-
lege. In ancient China, medicine was geared
toward the prevention of illness, and the doc-
tor was fired if the patient got sick. That’s how
you should think about network management
training: The network staff is the constant and
the training strategy is the variable. If the train-
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ing does not go a long way toward assisting the
people in keeping the network healthy, it is
time to rethink the way the training is con-
ceived, structured, and delivered.

MASTERY LEARNING
Network management training must be dif-
ferent from other forms of formal education.
It should not be about beginning to contem-
plate, understand, be exposed to, or see the
beauty in computer networks. It must be
about mastery—the ability to do somethingin
a consistently excellent way. Considering how
critical the performance of network manage-
ment personnel is to the success of the organi-
zations they serve, it is clear that nothing short
of mastery will do. Fortunately, 40 years of
solid research on how to teach people to mas-
ter job skills is available. The most accepted
learning strategy to grow out of all that analy-
sis is Mastery Learning, which is most closely
associated with Benjamin Bloom and two crit-
ical documents, “Taxonomy of Affective
Learning” and “Taxonomy of Cognitive
Learning,” written in the 1950s. Three core
ideas are at the heart of Mastery Learning: the
80/80 Rule, ability grouping, and the tutorial
mode. Any network manager contracting for
onsite training services would do well to insist
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BUSINESS SENSE
ifthis arti- that each concept be incorporated into ven- required skills to address higher levels of job It’s important that the instructor recognize the
dors’ training proposals. performance must also be available to push | various levels of student ability as early as pos-
The first concept, the 80/80 Rule, is that the | and challenge the top students. sible, and that the instructor track the students
trainer moves forward only if 80 percent of the Fortunately, an onsite instructor who is | for instruction before the problems occur.
ve for- audience is comfortable with 80 percent of the operating outside the world of open registra- The third element of Mastery Learning
ity factors skills they have been taught so far. The bestway | tion, certification-based courses can center the is a strong emphasis on tutorial mode. One-
e between to make the case for the 80/80 Rule is to | presentation around the students in the class | on-one tutoring has been continually demon-
2 and the describe what happens when it is not honored. and the skills they need, rather than around the strated as the most effective teaching
structional Imagine you have a five-day training class for | requirements of a battery of certification tests. | technique, With tutorial help, the most mod-
1and your 20 network management staff members. You
our train- have structured the course so that each day’s
tection and work builds on the material you presented the
stractions. day before. Let’s assume that after the first day, 3
j0, outlines only 70 percent of those attending are really on Untll NOW’ TO
ddress with top of the content. That means on Tuesday
morning, 14 of the students are up-to-date and
istructional can profit fully from the new material that B
iners fulfill builds on what was taught Monday; six cannot. . i
taff how to Let’s further assume that of the 14 who have a
fwork. Net- fighting chance, 70 percent stayed in the game
it afford to on Tuesday, and the rest got confused. You now COUId Mean
ny people’s have 10 students who are in a position to keep NO More
foing to col- up on Wednesday. Half the class is gone. On :
as geared Thursday morning, seven are left standing. On e
nd the doc- Friday, five are still treading water. By the time i ‘
 That's how the class ends on Friday afternoon, virtually
janagement the entire class has lost the thread. i
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_ TABLE 1—TRAINING CENTERS

estly gifted trainees become more than ade-
quate performers of a task, and the average
student becomes an exceptional performer.
Mastery Learning moves naturally in the
direction of tutorial attention because even
ability grouping does not always target stu-
dent learning as precisely as the instructor
would like. While it is impossible to give tuto-
rial attention to every trainee consistently,
you should ask your training provider to
make some provision for working with your
people as individuals at least some percentage
of the time. It’s difficult to predict the correct
percentage for tutorial time; however, more is
always better.

COOPERATIVE LEARNING

While Mastery Learning provides the ideal
structure for training network management
personnel, cooperative learning provides the
ideal style. The thought behind cooperative
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learning is that if everyone collectively is
responsible for the success or failure of the
unit’s mission, which in this case is keeping the
network humming, everyone should also be
collectively responsible for learning how to do
that job. While Mastery Learning stresses the
importance of creating groups, cooperative
learning is about what happens inside them.
Following are practical examples of coopera-
tive learning.

The instructor sets the tone to help every-
one throughout the class. In some of the
networking classes I have taught, I have won-
dered whether some of the trainees suspected
that I was filing secret reports with their
employers on how they were doing. Such stu-
dents never ask a question or request help. If
they cannot do an exercise in the lab book,
they patiently sit until time runs out, with the
hope that they won’ t be noticed and that they
will have better luck with the next task.

Needless to say, they don’ t learn much.

Trainers should create an atmosphere that
is conducive to risk and the learning
comes with it by encouraging students to
questions and by clearly establishing that mis
takes are expected. Trainers should also
encourage productive tangents and reassur
students that while the training is being evalw
ated, the trainees are not. Good learning
opportunities are never grim and solita
students should expect to leave the training
with new skills and a strengthened spirit of
cooperation within the workgroup.

The initial direction of the training &
negotiated through group process. The train
ing should begin with a discussion of how th
technology being studied is going to impad
the job responsibilities of various membersa
the class. The group can then create real work
place scenarios that become the focus of
class’s work. For example, imagine that tt
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POINTS TO CONSIDER WHEN DESIGNING THE TRAINING STRATEGY

- & THE INSTRUCTIONAL DESIGN PROCESS

Needs Learner Job/task/
assessment assessment knowledge analysis
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company is installing a new NOS. A few of
those attending the class might have primary
responsibility for backup and a few others
might fill in for them on occasion. This sub-
group might wish to discuss what combina-
tion of full, incremental, and differential
backups they currently use with the existing
NOS, what they have learned from current
practice, and how they would like to set up the
backup procedures on the new system. Their
requirements could be the new focus of the
lab module on how to configure backups.

The instructor should encourage course
changes that emerge from group interaction.
In a rigid classroom structure, the instructor
covers the book and the students live with it.
Some classes are like a bad night at the movies.
You paid your seven bucks and cleared the
time, so you might as well sit there even if the
plot isn’t working. Cooperative learning
avoids this by requiring trainers to be flexible
and prepared. The group can inform the
trainer at any time that the pace is too fast or
too slow, that the content is not really what
they need to do their jobs, or that the presen-
tation style is out of sync with the way they
learn best. Trainers must have an up-front
commitment to encouraging such suggestions
and, where possible, respond to them whole-
heartedly. The teaching that results from this
willingness to adapt will certainly earn a
higher level of buy-in from the students.

Labs are presented as group projects.
Standard classroom lab procedure is that each
student works independently or with a single
partner. In collaborative lab work, the students
are divided into teams where each individual
is assigned a role: One team member may be
responsible for staying on the right step in the
lab book, two others work the keyboards at
the server and client, and a fourth is in charge
of recording the results of the lab exercise. The
roles are rotated after each task is completed.

LEARNING IS A PROCESS, NOT AN EVENT
Having stressed the importance of demanding
structure, method, and accountability when
bringing trainers to your site, you must also
realize that none of these elements pays off
like a gum ball machine. All the applied learn-
ing science in the world will not change the
fact that different people learn best in different
ways and at different rates. For each individ-
ual, the learning curve is more like a staircase,
with flat fuzzy times of not-quite-getting-it
followed by quick leaps in competence.

Work with established training vendors
who are willing to take the time to get to know
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your people as they struggle through their
personal learning processes. Establish long-
term relationships with your chosen vendors
and show the loyalty that you expect in return
when your needs are urgent and their sched-
ules get crowded. Although the availability of
a small army of trainers ready to jump off a
plane at a moment’s notice to deliver training
from canned training materials may suggest

BUSINESS SENSE

the opposite, network training will never be a
commodity. You get what you pay for and you
pay in patience, cooperation, and logistical
support, as much as in hard cash. LAN

Richard Rose, Ph. D., is a frequent contributor
to national publications on subjects related to
network training and management. He can be
reached at 75542.1372@compuserve.com.
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