“Managing Adult Ed in the EHS Arena or How to Survive in Trying Times!”
Why write an article on managing adult education?  Funny you should ask – let me tell you! I was at the National Safety Congress (NSC) in Anaheim, CA to teach a train-the-trainer course and I bumped into Chris Gates, Administrator for the ASSE’s Management Practice Specialty (PS).  We chatted and Chris supposedly asked if I’d be willing to write this article for the newsletter.  Honestly I don’t recall specifically agreeing to write it, but Chris insists I did and that I wasn’t on drugs at the time (but may have been stressing a bit about my training course). So, beware of PS Administrators who “chat you up” and give them your full and undivided attention – it may be important later!  
Seriously, why should I write this article at all?  Well, training doesn’t happen in a vacuum and it needs strong management to be successful. I’ve been in training for over two decades during which I developed, delivered, and managed the process in various settings – higher ed., large consulting company, industry, and (very) small consulting company. I’ve also found that training can be either a boon or a bane in trying times. It can be a reason to keep me employed or a reason to give me the old heave ho. I even went back to my notes and papers from my graduate class in “Managing Adult Ed.” (yes, there is a course in it)!  I’ll share with you some of my professor’s words of wisdom on the subject, too. 
Relevance and Meaningful Adult Ed. 

Adult ed. (or training) needs to be meaningful, relevant, and to make a difference. It also needs to be self-sustaining if it is done for a fee (be it for profit or non-profit). The management of it is equally about adult learning and running it. We need to discuss both of these, so let’s start with adult learning. 
For adult learning to make a difference it must be directly applicable, flexible, of an immediate need, engaging, active, and participative among other things. We as adults learn better when we are allowed to be self-directed and involved in the training including the setting of goals, topic selection, and delivery of the actual training. These and other adult learning principles (ALPs) (including actually having fun!) play vitally important roles in any quality training or adult ed program. All of this becomes even more important from a management of said program perspective if we think in terms of whether it is meaningful and relevant. Okay, let’s look at some examples. 
The Dry and Boring Instructor 
I was contacted recently by an asbestos abatement contractor who was looking for a quote on some annual refresher training.  As background for those of you not familiar with the asbestos abatement training rules, both the fed’s and the states require annual refreshers for certified persons involved with asbestos abatement.  This mandated training has had the effect of lowest cost training in some areas and/or situations. 
I had not done their training before in spite of marketing to them. I knew that this contractor had another trainer (who charged a bit less) and I respected their business arrangement, so it was a pleasant surprise to get the email.  During our emails I politely inquired why they were looking for someone new rather than their existing one. The response was that while they got the training and certificates that allowed them to continue to work, the trainer was quite dry and boring (although obviously knowledgeable in the subject) and they had finally become tired of it. 
So, even though the trainer provided a mandated service it was not well-received by the students and he eventually became the reason to get another trainer. The training was meaningful – the workers got recertified – but it didn’t follow good ALPs and arguably wasn’t likely relevant either. It clearly wasn’t “value-added” to the contractor and ceased adding to the trainer’s bottom line. 
Entertaining, yeah sure – but was it relevant? 
Boy, do I love an entertaining speaker and trainer as much as the next person!  In fact, if they are too dry or boring I’m more likely to get fidgety and possibly leave (if at a conference as opposed to a course I’ve registered for). I’ve noticed others do the same at conferences and often ask them their thoughts. If the speaker has very relevant information to share I’m more likely to put up with poor delivery while wishing it were better.  
Other speakers or trainers can have the opposite problem – they are great entertainers but it seems to be just for the effect with no direct relevance or context. I’ll be the first to admit that I too enjoy providing training in a fun and entertaining way. But I always strive to be sure that there is a context to it, that I communicate what it is, and that it adds to the value of the training in helping meet the learning objectives. 
I was at a conference and asked a fellow attendee what they thought about the very entertaining speaker.  They said that they were definitely entertained and captivated by the jokes, videos, and magic, but really didn’t learn anything. “If he’d at least shown me how to do the magic trick, I’d have learned that.” 
So, what is the lesson in these two examples?  Good ALPs (including entertaining and engaging trainers) and a meaningful context and relevance are all important for effective training. Either without the other is likely to “lose” the students, be poorly received, and be ineffective and irrelevant. 

“If managing adult ed. is the answer, what was the question?” 
Dr. Will Callender (yes, spelled this way), one of my professors in the University of Southern Maine’s (USM’s) graduate program in Adult Ed., had a discussion technique based on this proposition.  So, if whatever the discussion subject happened to be was the answer, then what was the question? We got used to it and knew one was always coming – and it worked. It was arguably a derivative of the “Socratic Method” of teaching.  If you think you’d like it, then try using it. I’m sure that Will would be honored. 
So anyway, let’s get back to the section’s titular question – if managing adult ed. was the answer, what was the question? One possibility is that the question was “How can we assure that an adult ed. (or training) program continues to have a “life” or exists?” While there are many other good possibilities, I tend to like this one. The overall goal of managing adult ed. is to assure of its continued life – to maintain it, keep it going, give it some structure but also plenty of flexibility. Who takes care and charge of all this?  Usually the Training Director or Manager does. Want to look at their role? Sure you do! 
The Training Director (TD) typically does a lot. S/he often markets, promotes, coordinates, arranges, develops, delivers, evaluates, improves, etc. training and directs, manages, supports, mentors, etc. trainers. Like I said – that’s a lot of responsibilities. Now you may be wondering if I’m just thinking in terms of outside, consultant-type trainers. Actually this laundry list of duties applies equally to in-house trainers – even marketing and promoting training.  I’ve spoken with many in-house trainers who bemoan the difficulties of getting persons to attend their (mandatory) training sessions. So marketing and promoting training, similarly to outside trainers, is vital to a vibrant and robust training program. 
One way to look at all of this is in a chronological fashion.  The start of it, therefore, is often when an interested party contacts the TD and asks, “Can you provide (fill-in-the-blank) training session?”  Instinct is to automatically to say “You bet!” or “Sure we can!” But this may not be the case.  Again, a pearl of wisdom from my former professor Will Callender is to ask oneself, “Am I the right person to do this course?”  Will espoused a philosophy of always trying to meet the needs of the trainees as best he could – even if it meant that he didn’t “get the job”. Let me give you a couple of personal examples. 
A few years ago I was contacted by a fellow industrial hygienist (IH) who wanted me to put on a CIH-preparation (prep) course overseas. Being a CIH and someone who has taught prep courses before I felt able to do the course.  Overseas travel for a week or so wasn’t in of itself an impediment to my doing the course either, but I felt that I wasn’t the right person to do this course for two reasons which I expressed to my contact and colleague. First of all, there are very good CIH-prep course providers doing the courses regularly and successfully and any one of them would perhaps be a better choice. Secondly, the course was to be held in Saudi Arabia and my religious “affiliation” might not be a good “fit” and left me with some serious reservations regarding my personal safety.  There was a “pregnant pause” on the phone.  My contact finally suggested that I could just not be “obvious” about it, not “advertise” it, and be vague (or actually lie) if someone asked.  I thanked him for asking me, but politely declined. Clearly I was not the right person. 
Several years ago I was contacted by a conference group who asked me to do a session on Culturally Appropriate Training (CAT).  Although I was qualified to provide the training there is an unwritten rule that white men don’t do diversity type training – we’re just not real obviously or “outwardly diverse”. So I mentioned this to my contact person thanking them for the kind request but suggesting that the session might be better or at least well received by the trainees if the trainer were more obviously diverse or a person of culture.  The polite reply I received was although that might be the case, they wanted me to do it (provided I felt comfortable doing so).  I delivered it for them and several more groups successfully. It’s been well-received and so far, no one has questioned my “apparent lack of outward diversity”.  Perhaps part of that is that culture or diversity is not entirely obvious based solely on outward appearance. Anyway, the point I’m making is that I offered to them that they get someone else whom I felt would be more appropriate, but they just as soon preferred I do it which was fine and pretty much in keeping with another of Will’s theory of knowing when it is “meant to be”. 
So what about managing adult ed. in “trying times” you say?  Good question. Back when I taught OHS full-time at a technical (now community) college, I was also the Training Director for our program which was on “soft” money.  “Soft money” means we were on grants and didn’t get money from the state system. Basically, we had to be self-sustaining. This of course put pressure on us to generate training that brought in money. We put on contract training, conferences, and in-house training as well. We had a committee of persons from the business community who helped us put on the conferences.  It was quite enjoyable, rewarding, and successful. It also had the effect of vastly “growing” my network.  When the college started downsizing instructors and programs and I was almost “bounced” from my position by a more senior instructor in another program, I took the hint and “shopped” my resume around.  I got “picked up” by a large consulting company looking to broaden their services into the training “arena”. I was “saved” by virtue of my experience as a TD. 
Cut to a year later or so and training hadn’t panned out as well as hoped for by the large consulting company. I wasn’t as “billable” as they wanted me to be.  For any of you unfamiliar with the concept of “billability” it’s the metric used by consultants to measure your “value” and is expressed as a percentage of your time.  If I am 50% billable in a given week it means I had 20 out of 40 hours that were “billed” to client projects (as opposed to administrative duties which are non-billable as they do not generate revenue. So, here I was less billable than they wanted and this close to being let go (picture two fingers held microscopically close together).  My doing mostly training and managing it put me at risk of job loss.  What happened? Funny you should ask.  I got my CIH and instantly became more billable than seemed humanly possible.  My CIH snatched job security from the jaws of unemployment.  The moral of my stories?  Managing adult ed. (or being a TD) can be both a boon and a bane.  So go get other skills and credentials to be as “billable” and valuable to potential employers as possible.  In business HR is often hit first when it comes to lay-offs and a TD position is likely at least thought of as being within HR (even if it isn’t actually so). 
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