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Instructional technologists, whether
they are on the staff of universities, train
ing departments, or independent consul
tants, share a common mission: to pro
duce effective learning systems. How
ever, despite this common goal, the
strategies used may be very different,
depending on how the technologists as
individuals perceive their role and how
they approach a request for training.

One popular view is that the person
requesting the instructional system is
"the client" whose needs must be satis
fied. Usually the instructional tech
nologist then works to meet that
client's request exactly as stated. This
"reactive" view is often characterized by
a "we are here to serve as requested" at
titude. Forexample, a manager will often
make requests such as: "We are making
too many errors in the processing of
widgets. Put all those people through
a class on widget processing."—or:
"People can't answer the phone cor
rectly; make me some overhead trans
parencies so I can give them a talk on
how to do it." A reactive "instructional
support group" will use its writing
and/or graphic talents to deliver the class
or transparencies as requested. The ques
tion of whether a lecture with trans
parencies is appropriate for teaching
telephone answering, or whether a class
on widget processing will reduce the
error rate, is never raised.

This reactive approach puts the deci
sion as to what kind of training is needed
and the form that training will take in the
hands of those who are not necessarily
qualified in that area.

Proactive Approach
However, another approach, which at

tacks the problem from a completely
different angle, is gaining more wide
spread acceptance. The instructional
technologist using a proactive approach
operates on five basic assumptions:

First: Neither the problem nor the solu
tion can be known until a needs and per
formance analysis is conducted.

Second: The ultimate user of the in
structional product or system is the
learner, not the requestor.

Third: Instructional approaches must
be described in terms of outcome. For
example, say "learners will be able to
solve the following kinds of problems,"
as distinguished from "learners will re
ceive a two-day workshop."

Fourth: The instructional technologist
must have final responsibility for the in
structional system design.

Fifth: All questions regarding the qual
ity or the effectiveness of instruction
must be stated in a way that can be em
pirically answered through a validation
process.

Clearly, anyone working for a business
organization is bound to encounter dif
ficulties upon adopting this, proactive
position. The idea that the learner is the
person who "must be our focus" is radi
cal enough. But the assertion that in
structional technologists, not the mana
gers, have the knowledge and skills for
designing instructional programs or de
livering a certain performance is often
unacceptable. No wonder instructional
technologists tend to be reactive.

Is it worth the effort to go against the
common reactive method and adopt a
proactive approach? From a standpoint
of the institution or organization, the an
swer is almost always yes. The primary
mission of the business organization is to
produce quality products and services
most efficiently. The proactive approach
can best facilitate these goals for several
reasons:

First, it results in a better understand
ing of the real performance problems that
exist, because they are always the first
task tackled.

Second, it focuses the attention on the
training recipient's performance instead
of a third party's perception of a solution.

Third, it creates programs which direct
all the activity to producing a specific
performance, instead of programs whose
function is simply the activity itself.

Fourth, it indicates a wide range of

strategies which can affect learning and
performance, and which result in more
cost-effective approaches to promote
learning.

Fifth, it permits testing the instruc
tional system to determine whether reli
able results occur, and it provides the
opportunity to analyze components of
the instructional system to isolate the ef
fective components.

The major problem with a proactive
approach is its potential impact on staff
members other than the instructional de

velopment group. For example, the divi
sion manager may assert, "I know what
kind of training my people need!" And a
trainer may say, "I've been lecturing for
20 years. Do you really think you can tell
me anything about how to get my subject
across?" In such a climate, it is often im
possible for the management to separate
truth from emotion. So, unless there is
some powerful stimulus for change, in
structional technologists in these situa
tions maintain a reactive position.

As a rule, independent consultants
find it much easier to use the proactive
approach. They are usually called in
only after there is considerable internal
dissatisfaction with the present state of
affairs.

However, despite the resistance, the
ranks of the proactivists are growing.
This growth is partly due to the many
successful experiences that proactivists
can report. But more importantly, it is
because instructional systems have
evolved to the point that the technology
is easier to communicate and implement.

Another factor favoring proactivists is
that there are fewer "media fans" around
today. Although some people still make
massive purchases of video equipment,
teaching machines with branching CB
radios, etc., the "media madness" that
periodically sweeps the instructional
world seems to be easing off. The em
phasis today is more and more on results.
Companies want instructional programs
that not only look good but that teach
reliability.
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Changing from Reactive to
Proactive

There are a few tactics instructional
technologists can use to move the or
ganization in a proactive direction:

First, require a performance analysis.
Make it mandatory that the instructional
design group be allowed to conduct a
needs and performance analysis before
the final direction and details of the pro
gram are decided.

Second, secure final responsibility for
the design of the instructional system. It
is usually easier to obtain such responsi
bility in a business organization, but it
nevertheless carries with it a high risk.
An axiom in business says: If you take
responsibility for something, then you
had better deliver the goods or else!
Proactive trainers, therefore, can look
forward to more interesting and chal
lenging careers.

Third, take on external work assign
ments. Wherever possible, contract for
work outside the organization. This is an
unusual solution, but it works. One
company, for example, established a pol
icy of doing 20-30% of its instructional
development under contract for other or
ganizations. As a result, the training staff
sharpened their skills to meet the exter
nal customer demands. This process also
increased the credibility of the training
department, which could now say, "This
is the technique we used for Company X
with great success."

Fourth, when appropriate, bring in
outside consultants. Hiring an instruc
tional consultant to develop a portion of
the instructional system produces three
positive effects:

1. They are likely to bring in new
ideas;

2. You can demand that they produce
results; and

3. The in-house people become famil
iar with the features and benefits of a
more proactive approach as a result of
managing the project.

One Bank's Experience
One large California bank recently de

veloped a proactive training department,
following several basic guidelines:

First: Only the training department
can produce or purchase any training
programs.

Second: The training department
makes an annual needs assessment for
the entire organization. A priority list
and budget is proposed, which is then
reviewed by management.

Third: A performance analysis is con
ducted by the training department or an
outside instructional consultant, to de
termine the nature of the performance
problems, specify required changes, and
determine specific objectives if appro
priate.
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Fourth: The responsibility of the vari
ous departments ends at content specifi
cation. They can indicate what should be
taught to meet a specific objective, but
not how it should be taught. Any role
they take in determining the form and
style of instruction is advisory.

Fifth: The effectiveness of the entire
program, including training, is deter
mined through validation testing.

The training director of this bank be
lieved strongly in the proactive approach
and took a strong position in favor of its
use. Management supported the idea be
cause they believed in their staff of expe
rienced instructional technologists, and
because they had a history of success
fully using qualified consultants who
advocated this approach.

Why the Proactive Approach
Works

It is only when the instructional
technologist takes a hard look at what's
going on in the teaching-learning proc
ess, knows the environment where the
performance is to occur, and tries out
various approaches to determine what
works and what doesn't work that real
gains can occur. Perhaps the best feature
of a proactive approach is that everyone
can benefit from it—the requestor, the
instructor, the administrator, the instruc
tional technologist, and most of all, the
learner. §3
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