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Task: Create a coherent fraining cumriculum— !
a ‘cumiculum architecture’—that will pay off for your entire organization.
Recommended construction method: Group process.

HOW TO BUILD A TRAINING STRUCTURE
THAT WON'T KEEP BURNING DOWN

By D. Douglas McKenna, Raynold A. Svenson,
Karen M. and Guy Wallace

ire fighting is a familiar routine

for training departments. The

company president gets wind of
the latest participative-management
program and wants all senior execu-
tives run through it—pronto. The vice
president of marketing suddenly de-
cides the sales staff needs an emer-
gency dose of telemarketing training.
Before you know it, the training de-
partment is racing around in circles,
attempting to douse these flare-ups
with its limited resources.

As a result, training efforts are not
directed at problems that have the
largest impact on the organization’s
performance. Instead, resources are
allocated and rushed to the scenes-of
various conflagrations according to
the importance of the person who
spotted the fire. If the fire ranger was
the CEOD, those executives will get that
Program.

Your training department can es-
cape this reactive mode by designing a
“curriculum architecture™ that orga-
nizes the company's various training
needs into a logical sequence of
courses or modules. With this coher-
ent design in hand, you will have a
blueprint to help you plan and assign
priorities to developing and maintain-
Ing your training programs. You'll also
have a weapon to stave off raids an
your resources by well-meaning but
ill-advised fire rangers.

The Group-process Method

Just as an architect designs a build-
ing so that each piece considers and
contributes to the entire structure, an
“architectural" approach to training
ﬁlizvn.:;::i a;l building a eurriculum with in.

ividual parts that add up to a logical | The group-process reach can i =
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job, a department or an entire organi-
zation.

There are a variety of ways to ap-
proach this task, but the group-pro-
cess method will help you achieve
three key objectives:

e It will produce a performance-
based curriculum that focuses specifi-
cally on what trainees need to know to
perform effectively on the job.

« It is much faster and less expen-
sive than other methods, so it will
meet time and budget constraints.

» It is particularly effective in situ-
ations where the relationship between
the training department and the rest
of the organization is less than won-
derful. When you involve line man-
agers and employees in curriculum de-
sign, you begin to break down the
“we-they syndrome.” An additional
benefit: Employees who have a sense
of ownership in the final product will
see the training department as respon-
sive to their needs.

As we're using the term, “group
process” means simply that you enlist
the aid of subject-matter experts (peo-
ple who know how to do the jobs
yvou're training for), potential trainees
and their managers in the design of
the training curriculum.

STEP 1
DETERMIKE THE SCOPE

Before you get these people actively
involved in the process, however, you
must determine the scope of the cur-
riculum you intend to build. Will you
focus on a single job? A department?
The whole organization? Since your
primary purpose is to provide a
framework for planning course-devel-
opment activities, be sure to select a
scope that will represent the training
needs of your major “client groups.”

One approach is to follow your or-
ganization's existing structure or
functions. For example, you might de-
velop a separate curriculum for the
marketing, engineering, manufactur-
ing and management functions. Like-
wise, if your company is involved in a
variety of different businesses (e.g.,
microprocessors and radios) or is
highly decentralized, you can proba-
bly save yourself some time and effort
in the long run by developing a curric-

ulum for each business or location. It
usually will be easier to build a vari-
ety of curriculums than to try to “sell”
a single version to distinctly differen:
units or divisions.

To further define the seope of your
curriculum, you must zero in on a tar-

The ‘fire spotter’s’
position tends
to determine
the resources
allocated to
fighting the fire.

get population of trainees. For exam-
ple, if you decide to focus on the needs
of new and/or experienced personnel,
you also might address basic, ad-
vanced or change-driven training
needs. Obviously, you will want to
consider the level of competence in
the work force, your organization’s
current business plans and strategies,
and existing training programs.

Two rules of thumb should guide
your decision on the scope of the proj-
ect. First, as employees' training
needs become more diverse, a nar-
rower scope usually will produce a
more accurate and comprehensive
curriculum. Second, since the eurricu-
lum must be accepted by employees
before it can be implemented success-
fully, consider whether a group is
willing to “own" the design before you
decide on a target population.

STEP 2
ESTABLISH PARTICIPANT GROUPS

The next task is to identify and re-
cruit the people who will participate
in the curriculum-design effort. Typi-
cally, three groups are established.

To guarantee employees' participa-
tion in the process, recruit key middle-
and upper-level managers to serve on
a curriculum committee. This commit-

tee oversees the design portion of the
project—it reviews, critiques and ap-
proves all recommendations. The com-
mittee also identifies subject-matter
experts who help analyze perfor-
mance and construct the curriculum.

Generally, the curriculum commit-
tee meets twice during the project:
once to review the project plan and se-
lect the group-process participants,
and again at the end of the project to
critique the results and set priorities
for training activities.

The subject-matter experts (SMEs)
the project committee selects will pro-
vide information for performance
analysis, identify job knowledge and
skill requirements, critique the exist-
ing curriculum (if any), and build the
new curriculum. SMEs should be ex-
pert in the work itself, able to deseribe
that work articulately, and represent-
ative of the departments or locations
that ultimately will use the training.

SMEs are critical to the group-pro-
cess method: They provide the basic
information on work performance and
the skills necessary to support that
performance. They should be pre-
pared to commit four to six days to at-
tending meetings; no outside work is
reguired of group members.

If you intend to address the training
needs of new employees, yvou'll need a
third group composed of recent hires,
preferably with six to 12 months of
experience. Because new employvees
lack experience and perspective, how-
ever, it's a good idea to ask the expert
group to review the performance-
analysis data they produce.

STEP 3
ANALYZE WORK PERFORMAMNCE

During a two-day meeting, the ex-
pert group systematically analyzes
the work. The goal of this meeting is
to come up with a performance analy-
sis (see Fig. 1 on page 80) that defines
these elements.

* A mission statement for the job or
function. y

= A list of mafor accomplishments
or responsibilities for the job or func-
tion.

= A list of the major “outputs” or
results produced by each accomplish-
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FIGURE 1
Elements of Performance Analysis

ment or responsibility.

e A list of the major tasks that must
be performed to achieve each result.

* Measures by which the results are
evaluated (e.g., accuracy, timeliness,
ete.).

= Typical and/or critical deficien-

cies in the results.

= Perceived causes of those defi-
ciencies (e.g., lack of knowledge or
feedback).

Performance analysis establishes g~
| fective work performance as the erite-
| rion for all training activities. It be-
comes the foundation for task-
oriented training modules because it
defines the major accomplishments,
outputs and tasks of the job.

Analyzing deficiencies and their
causes allows you to pinpoint perfor-
mance problems for which training is
a likely solution (e.g., workers lack
certain skills), as opposed to non-
training problems (e.g., substandard
equipment, poor performance-ap-
praisal system, etc.). This also is a ter-
rific opportunity for teaching people
that training is not a panacea for solv-
ing all performance problems.

The expert group’s next task is to
develop knowledge/skill matrices. A
good way to start is by showing the
group a list of categories into which
warious skills might fall. With engi-
neering groups, for example, we have
used categories such as introduction/

N1

background information, policies/pro-
cedures, tools/resources, product
technologies, process technologies,

.' technical engineering skills, generic

professional skills, management skills
and theories/concepts. The categories
you use are not critical, but they
{ should stimulate the group's thinking
| about relevant kmowledge and skills.
The specific knowledge and skills in
each category are generated by trac-
ing back through the performance
analysis. Pay particular attention to
deficiencies that seem to call for train-
| ing solutions. When the group is satis-
| fied that all major knowledge and skill

l To guarantee

employee involve-
ment, recruit
| key managers
| to serve on the
' curriculum-project
| committee.,

needs have been captured in at least
one of the categories, each item is
cross-referenced to the major accom-
plishments or responsibilities identi-
fied in the performance analysis. The
result is a kmowledge/skill matrix like
the one in Figure 2 (page 82).

This cross-referencing of knowledge
and skills to accomplishments serves
three purposes.

It ties particular knowledge or
skills directly to the work itself.

It provides specific direction for
those who ultimately will develop a
training program to teach the skill.
Rather than using a generic program
on oral presentations, for example,
the training developer, knowing from
the beginning that presentation skills
are needed only in certain aspects of
the job, can build (or buy) a program
that teaches the specific types of pres-
entation skills the work requires.

The knowledge/skill matrices also
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FIGURE 2
Sample Portion of Design Engineering W}S&iﬁ M.mrix

help when it comes to developing cur-
riculum modules and a strategy for
delivering the training. If some spe-
cific knowledge or =kill is used in all of
a job's major accomplishments, it may
be appropriate to develop a single
course to cover all its applications on
the job. Where a skill is relevant to
only one or two accomplishments,
however, it might be more efficient to
include it in a module built around
that particular goal.

Once the expert group has devel-
oped the performance analysis and
knowledge/skill matrices, the new-
employee group can meet, if neces-
sary, to review the materials and sug-
gest additions based on their needs.

STEP 4
DESIG THE CURRICULLIM

The expert group reconvenes for a
two- or three-day meeting to review
the work of the new-employee group
and to design the curriculum. At this
point, you probably will want to add
members of the training staff to the
group. Their role is to contribute in-
formation on existing training pro-
grams, potential or existing delivery
systems, and forecasts about when
the training can be delivered.

First, the group must decide upon
the general structure of the curricu-

an TO AR CEOTCAADED 7004

lum architecture. One useful outline
that can be adapted to a wide variety
of jobs and functions begins with ori-
entation and progresses to increas-
ingly specific skill/knowledge mod-
ules

The top level in this four-level
structure contains training courses de-
signed to introduce employees to the
company, its divisions, product lines,
procedures, policies, etc. The modules
at the third level provide overviews of
the major accomplishments, responsi-
bilities and tasks identified in the per-
formance analysis. Second-level
eourses teach the steps or procedures
involved in completing each of the
tasks. Finally, first-level modules sup-
port the entire structure by providing
instruction on basic or advanced
knowledge and skills. These knowl-
edge/skill programs are linked to the
task and task-overview programs ac-
cording to the group’s knowledge/skill
matrices.

Once the general structure has been
set, the group must organize all the
training content into modules and
identify logical sequences. Creating
the modules is a demanding task that
requires the group to juggle many var-
iables simultaneously. Variables re-
lated to training delivery—considera-
tions such as the number and location
of trainees, optimal timing of the
training, the existing budget and
staff—are likely to be the trickiest
problems.

If you are designing a curriculum
architecture for a target population
that is scattered across remote loca-

tions, cannot be takenh away from the
job for significant periods of time, and
is not accustomed to on-the-job -:ium-
ing, what might you do? One solution
E%uld be a currieulum architecture
containing short, mentor-delivered
modules. Another might be a structure
that relies heavily on computer-based
training.

Omce the group has pounded out a
modular curriculum architecture, it
identifies the subgroups who will need
each module, the potential impact of
each module on job performance and
the time necessary to complete each
module. The group is now prepared to
recommend priorities for module de-
velopment.

Risks V's. Benefits

Certain risks are involved in using
the group-process method for devel-
oping a curriculum design. Without a
leader who has a clear understanding

An overall plan
and a place
to begin are

more important

than perfection.

of what data must be generated, the
method probably will not succeed.
And even with a knowledgeable
leader, group process can run into
trouble if there are serious disagree-
ments within the group that can't be
resalved.

For example, if group members in a
software-development function disa-
gree on whether a particular new com-
puter language will become the stan-
dard in their work, they may not be
able to produce a curricilum that will
be widely accepted. But keep in mind
that this type of problem is not unigue
to the group-process method. If clients
can't agree on the nature of the work,
it will be extremely difficult to design
a satisfactory curriculum regardless
of the method you use.

The speed with which a curriculum
can be built using the group-process
method is one of its key benefits. But




even this has a drawback: If the per-
formance analysis is—or is perceived
to be—superficial, you've got a prob-
lem. When the comprehensiveness of
the analysis is a key concern, more
group or individual interviews are
certainly an option. For a training de-
partment with no overall plan for
course development, however, a time-
ly and relatively inexpensive curricu-
lum blueprint that identifies 80% of
the target population's training needs
may be worth much more than a de-
layed, expensive design that covers
98% of all needs. An overall plan that
gives you a place to begin is more im-
portant than a perfect one that never
gets off the drawing board.
Regardless of the method used to
produce a curriculum architecture,
the design itself provides a valuable,
broad-based survey of an organiza-
tion’s training needs. It is a "client-
driven data base that can help esti-
mate the resources needed to develop
and deliver training. And that means
you can approach senior management

with a budget request based on solid
data rather than a laundry list of
training needs.

One more benefit: Once potential
clients have been involved in a curric-
ulum-design project, they are liable to
line up behind the training depart-
ment in support of its budget requests.
These are now their needs, and they
want to see them met, m

D. Douglas McKenna is a research
psychologist at Personnel Decisions
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MN. Raynold A. Svenson, Karen M.
Woallace and Guy Wallace are pres-
ident and associates, respectively,
at B. A. Svenson & Associates in
Wheaton, IL.
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GET YOUR INDEX TO PAST
TRAINING ARTICLES

Remember a TRAINING article you
want fo refer to ogain but forget
when it was published? TRAINING's
1983 index will help you track it down,
quickly and simply. Our cross-refer-
enced index lists fitles by subject and
authar, and is a must for your organi-
zation's library.

Annual indexes also are available
for the years 1976-1982, ond a single
index covers 1964-1975.

The cost is $2 per copy for indexes
of 1980-1983 ond 31 per copy for
1979 and earlier years. Payment must
accompany order. Write Editorial
Services, TRAIMING, 731 Hennepin
Ave., Minneapolis, MN 55403,
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