I Told You
Not to Tell Me That

THE CASE FOR NOT “TELLING” IN TRAINING—
AND SOME GUIDELINES FOR DOING IT IF YOU MUST

It often seems that everybody talks and nobody listens. We
have come to think that the fault lies with the listener. But, I
fear, the truth is quite different.

One of my favorite examples of talking without listening is
in the song “Alice’s Restaurant” (if you can call it a song—it
goes on for twenty odd minutes). In it Arlo Guthrie tells the
story of his arrest for littering and its subsequent effect when
he appears for a physical examination in order to be drafted.

Throughout the song, no one is listening to anyone. Arlo
tells his story, but the listeners don’t want to hear it. My favorite
part is when the induction sergeant speaks for forty-five min-

utes about how to fill in a form, but no one listens to a word

that he says.
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This kind of rambling speech about what to 4, bef
o

do it is so common that it hardly seems worthy of re yoy
ment;

On. The
s), €Spe-
tes from
fill in the

airlines do it all the time (usually in multiple langua
cially when you are about to land in the United Sf:
overseas and they want desperately to te]] you how to
immigration form.

The problem is, of course, that listening attentively wjjj
actually help you fill out that form, no matter how nZan ant
guages you hear it in. You can’t remember what people te}l,l a: -
all that easily, especially when it comes in an unbroken sol}irloli
quy. As we will see in Chapter 7, you can’t even remember fun
stuff that happened to you all that well.

In the mind of every speaker, and every trainer, and espe-
cially every designer of training, is the idea that there is some-
thing he or she would like people to know. But . . .

Why Would Someone Want to
Know What You Want to Teach?

I once asked this question of someone who was compiling 2
set of stories about her area of expertise to provide to her
clients. She called to talk to me about storytelling and she
I asked her why anyone would want to

compiled. Why would they be listen-
them to do that? And what

said these were Very good

mentioned her project.
hear the stories she had
ing to them? What would motivate
would they learn from them? She

questions. | | -
Rather obvious questions if you ask me-

Oddly, the most obvious question———Wby

vious
to know this?—does not seem tO be so ob

would anyone WAt
to most folks who

design training:
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Some very good (if obvious) questions
e Why would anyone want to hear the stories I have
to tell?

Why would they be listening to them?
What would motivate them to do that?
What would they learn from them?

Why would anyone want to know this?

We are so used to having to learn subjects in which we have
no interest at all that we simply assume that’s what education
ought to be. Curiously, this is never what self-directed educa-
tion is. People who learn on their own learn exactly what they
find interesting or potentially useful. I assume there are those
who memorize Latin declensions because they think it is good

for them, but they are in the minority.

People who learn on their own learn exactly what they
find interesting or potentially useful.

So, while we know better when we teach ourselves, when oth-
ers teach, direct, or inform us we sit still for the boring and irrele-
vant. And, it follows, since designers of training know that students
will sit still for whatever is thrown at them, we design training
without thinking about what the student will be thinking when he
or she is subjected to whatever it is we think he or she should know.

WAanNT AN ExampLE?

I once examined the e-learning products of a large publishing

company. They had acquired them by buying a smaller com-
pany and asked me to see whether what they had acquired was
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worth anything. In the set of products I reviewed was one calleg
Handling Customer Complaints.

The course begins with an exercise in which learners idep.
tify their attitudes toward complaints. The instruction beging
with a voice-over explaining why complaints should be takep

seriously, the percentage of people who complain, results of

studies regarding customer complaints, and so on.
Presumably, the people who take this course are people

whose job includes handling customer complaints. Would

their job also include knowing the percentage of people who
complain? How would knowing that, say, 23 percent of all
customers complain help them handle complaints? Training
is often full of information. It is as if information is somehow
holy and needs to be known apart from its use. But informa-

tion that is not used is forgotten, so why bother?

We design training without thinking about what the
student will be thinking when be or she is subjected to
whatever it is you think be or she should know.

Later on in this course, learners view a hotel clerk who
must help a guest with a problem. Learners do not have to help
him solve the problem. Instead, they listen to the instructor talk
through the steps people should follow when solving customer
complaints.

At first glance this seems okay. There are a given number
of steps in handling a complaint, so someone who is learning to

han.dle complaints should learn those steps. Or should he?
This is, of course . . .
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TaE HEART OF THE ProBLEM

I call this problem LIBITI—
Learn it because [ thought it/

The L¥B1TI problem is hardly unique to trainers, of course.
In fact, trainers would never even have thought to use LIBITI
if it hadn’t been used on them. Where? In school of course.

Consider Euclidean geometry for example. Euclid thought
it up and students thousands of years later are proving isosce-
les triangles to be congruent. Of course, much lip service is paid
to why it is good for the soul to know how to do such proofs,
and no doubt there must be some value in it, but having every
student in the world learn to do it seems just a little extreme.
Why then do all students learn it? We learn it because some-
one important thought it up.

You have to agree that Euclidean proofs don’t come up
much in life. We tend to justify learning such things because we
imagine that scholars have determined that the thoughts of
great thinkers ought to be learned. Whether or not this is true,
it has nevertheless left us with the idea that theories of things
ought to be taught to practitioners of those things. We think
that if you are going to become a carpenter, for example, that
geometry might be especially useful, so we justify learning it
because it might come up some day. The reality is that if we
were really concerned with carpentry we would teach geome-
try in the context of carpentry, not worrying about proofs so
much as worrying about getting the measurements right for
something students were actually building.



LIBITI (learn it because [ thought it) leaves us with the
idea that theories of things ought to be taught to practi-

tiomers of those things.

| mmm
m to forget that LIBITT is really

Trainers, however, S€€
So they present sO
Je to learning to do customer service,

ther.
ry first and then practice . . .

_ Geometric proofs first
dents never get to the

and so’s theory of cus-

annoying to 2 student.
comer service as a prelu

.5 if one were required for the o
The motto of school? Theo
although we don’t always do the practice

and then carpentry, although most stu
carpentry. Physics first and then the use of materials, although

most people never actually see any real materials. Biology first
and then nutrition and health decisions, although . . . well, you
get the idea.

As absurd as it is in school, LIBITI is downright crazy in cor-
porate training. What is worse, not only don’t your students care
about the theory of customer complaint handling, they won't
remember what was told to them anyway.

So, my simple message is:
don’t tell anybody anything ever

Now I reali .
to understa e;hze that simple messages are often quite difficult
n :
natarally di b’ afld typically statements like the one above are
o .Y t; elieved, since they seem so out of whack with
rything that w
you meang neveri}iiwe always understood to be true. What do
: ’ ell anyone anythj .
day if they ask? No, answerin Ythlng? Not even the time of
PoInt answers is often oka g questions with short to-the-
ytod . .
0, and so is helping someone
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out when she is stuck (sometjp )
out v es
icils it gets harder to know what I’

ik meant,
i
: pirit, the rest of thig chapter
consists of me

telling you somethin
Whicl? Y. 1 g YOu may not need tq Or wan
violates my very point about pot cellic t to know—

thing ever.

Nevertheless here are . .

but yoy e once I add cod-

g an}’bOdy any-

SOoME SIMPLE PRINCIPLES ABOUT TeLLING
IN THE CONTEXT oF TRAINING

Principle .#1.- Just-in-time information delivery makes
~ information useful. . . OR, don 't tell people things
that they cannot immediately make use of

Don’t tell anybody anything that he or she cannot immediately
use. People forget what you tell them unless they can put it into
immediate use. Even then, they will forget it unless you let
them practice what they have learned a large number of times.

If there is something you are just dying to tell them, bear in
mind that you must tell them how to use that information and

allow them to use that information immediately. Telling them

how many people call up to complain is useless. What can they

do with that?

activities motivate learners . . .

Principle #2: Authentic
hing they will

OR, don't tell people how to do somet
never have to actually do in real life

s as learning asks people to do so

So much of what passe
their real lives. This

they would never actually have to do in



f the time, particularly with kig

sounds (and is) okay some O
eful with adults however.

You need t0 be especially car
T

m someone who 1 acting defensive, does that

If1ca
belp me to be Jess defensive? Will identifying a mistake

make me less likely to do it myself?
—

One e-learning course I looked at for the aforementioned

publishing company had students match what characters they
saw on the screen said with categories of the kinds of things that
were bad to say (such as making excuses O getting defensive) in a
ere being trained to handle. Now
What were the students learning?

They were learning category names for bad behavior. Actually
they were going to forget those soon enough. What they were
doing was playing a matching game that had nothing to do with
anything they would ever do in real life. Did the designers of

this software think that learning to identify someone who was

cartoon would help students not to actually be
eone

given situation that people w
think about this for a second.

defensive in a
defensive? If I have a problem with anger, will seeing som

else who is angry and saying “He is angry” help me be less
angry?

ANOTHER EXAMPLE  The course was attempting to teach
pe(_)ple to send effective e-mails. The software bad you identify
m@kes in e-mails (like forgetting to send an attachment).
Will being able to identify this mistake make you Jess likely to
make it yourself? If you became a good identifier of what are
pretty subtle e-mail mistakes as it turns out, would you
Zudjenly .become good at e-mail yourself? Why not let

ents just practice sending e-mails?
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Principle #3: Guessing is not doing. . .
OR, don’t make me guess the right answer
you were dying to tell me

Remember the TV show Let’s Make a Deal? Contestants were
constantly having to choose to take what was behind door num-
ber 3 when they had no idea at all what they were choosing. A
lot of e-learning and training programs are like that. We think
nothing of asking trainees if they would take this course of
action or that course of action. What happens when they are

asked such questions goes something like this:

1. Figure out as best you can what the people who
designed the program want you to choose.

2. Play out in your mind what might happen if you
choose that course of action.
3. Look at all the other choices.

4. See which course of action might work out best.
Now . . . compare this to the process that bappens in real life when a
course of action meeds to be chosen:
e Think up something to do.

e Do it.

In real life, you can’t go down a list of alternatives and
choose the best one. (Of course, there are exceptions—great
chess players do exactly that. They think of all the moves they
could make and try to play out as many consequences of those
moves as they can and select the one that has the best outcome
as far as they can figure. But those are chess players.) In real life
we haven’t the time or the ability to do that. We just react and
later may wish that we had reacted better.
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in this latter recapitulation of events where leaming G
hink about what we have done, and if we have

sometimes come to different conclusigp,

Itis
ke place. If We

some help, W€ can _
about what W€ might have done- This may or may not help g

10 actually do things differently next time. Thinking isn't acy.
ing, after all . .
But what we cannot do is list all the possible moves and

then choose among them, unless we have a lot more time than

we typically have.

So any training program that lets u
Jlternatives is usually just playing a trick on us. That program

is going to let us guess 2 right answer and then it is going to tell
as what we should have done. This is just telling in a rather
convoluted form. Don’t just tell him right away, make him
flounder around a little bit, convince him he really is making a
choice, and then tell him. This is not a real breakthrough in the

s choose from a list of

telling game.

In real life, you can’t go down a list of alternatives and
choose the best one. Any training program that lets us
choose from alternatives is usually just playing a trick

on us. J

Principle #4,. Identification is not recall . . .

OR, it doesn’t r
’ eally m
. that Y matter what you can

Ask any Americap if Idaho js

if you are ny¢s, Ask any A
e
or she won’ be able to do it

@ state and they will look at you as
rican to name a]] fifty states and he
- They quite often leave out Idaho
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(and Utah and Delaware and so on). They can recognize them
as states, but they can’t recall them when needed.

A lot of knowledge is like that. We know it but we don’t
know it. It is on the tip of our tongues, we just knew it only 2
minute ago, but yet it’s not there. Knowledge that doesn’t come
to mind each and every time we need it is really a different kind
of stuff. It is often the names of things, words, memories, and
such. It is not the kind of knowledge that we use regularly. We
don’t suddenly forget how to prepare the same breakfast we eat
every morning nor do we forget how to start our cars. Nor do
we suddenly become incapable of knowing that Idaho is a state.

Recognition knowledge and procedural knowledge—that 15,
knowledge we constantly use (we are always comprehending
things and doing things)—never die. We use it and we don’t
lose it.

Recall knowledge—the stuff that tests are made of—is easy tO
forget, which is why people cram for tests. They are just trying
to keep that stuff in their heads for a couple of hours.

If you can’t recall it when you need it, you don’t really

know it . . .

So it is ironic that the multiple-choice test was created.
Multiple-choice tests test recognition knowledge. You don’t
have to remember anything; you just have to recognize an
answer when you see it. For some people this is as good as
cheating. They don’t actually have to know anything; they just
have to compare answers and figure out which is the best one.
For others this is a nightmare, as all the answers look good to

them and they are left figuring out the intentions of the test
Writer.
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12 |
. 4 )
the test 1S meaningless. If you can’t recy]| it

you need it, you don’t really know it, or at least you dop,
rm in which you would need to be able to use jt,

Save your breath. If you are asking learners to choose from
Jlternatives, you are simply asking them to do something thy¢
bears no relation to anything they will ever have to do in req]
life, so you may as well not bother. You can cram all you want

for a test, but you won’t be able to pass that same test as time

In either €ase

goes by.

If you ask learners to choose from alternatives, you a7¢ ask-

ing them to do something that bears no relation to anything
they will ever have to do in real life—so you may 4s well

not bother.

Playing a role has nothing to

Principle #5:
OR, have somebody do

do with watching. . .
something

I used to think that since people learn by doing; the best way to
help them learn is to build a simulation and have them play 2

role that causes them to do some things that would be quite like

what they might have to do in real life. Practicing in a simula-

tion, as we learn from the air flight simulator, is a lot better than

practicing on the real thing a lot of the time.

But I have found that life plays tricks on you when you say
stuff that is obviously right but also is obviously hard. Simula-
tions are hard to build, but lots of folks in the training world
have heard me (and others) say how important they are to build.
So now there is e-learning that uses simulations in which you
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don't play a role at all. Instead you watch someone else pl

role and say what he or she should have done T;e - ayi'
course, much cheaper to build, since you don’.t hajes i: 1l'::;ii)d
software that accounts for anything anyone might actually

choose to do. There are no surprises.

AHA!  Some simulations = multiple-choice tests + feedback
on what you should bave dome = anather form of telling!

But yet again, we have a disguised version of a multiple-

test with feedback on what you should have said or done,

choice
lling someone what the

which is itself a disguised version of te

right answer is.

People just can’t resist telling, can they?

Practice makes perfect . . - OR,

Principle #6:
have them do it one more time

if you teach it,

at you could remember after reading

If there were one word th
this book—I mean, memory is pretty flaky: you won’t remem-

ber all that you read here—it would be

practice
achers and students show
same tune over and

d coaches show that they under-
plays over and over again.
d or done is 2 disguised

Music te

It’s a simple idea really.
n they play the

that they understand it whe
over again. Football players an
stand it when they run the same
Feedback on what you should have sai
version of practice.

Professionals show that they understand it when they actu-
ally refer to what they do as their medical practice OF they use the

term the practice of law.
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But what about school? When is practice time? Is j Whe

les? Y . Nyoy

have to do a hundred math examples? Yes, that is practi, L

. . st

when you have to do a writing assignment. Yes, that’ j; tog

What about when you are researching a paper or Preparing

presentation? Those are a form of practice as well.

What is it that students spend the most time practicing

throughout their school years?

School does indeed use the concept of practice quite often,
This is not to say that school uses that concept very well, how-
ever. What is it that students spend the most time practicing

throughout their school years?

Test taking.
But as you might guess, practicing test taking gets you to

be much better at test taking. Unfortunately, test taking doesn’t
come up all that much in an adult’ life. So there is a lot of prac-
tice for a performance that never happens.

Now . . . what about your training?
What do learners in your organization practice when they

are being trained? Recall when answering this, that practice
does not mean trying something once. It means endless repe-

tition, improving your performance with each try.

Practice means endless repetition, not just trying some-

thing once.

One aspect of the very nature of training also differentiates it from
school: Each employee actually does practice something (bis job) on a
regular basis. Therefore, training should naturally lead into that
practice. If the training isn’t stuff that then gets reinforced by the
Job itself, something is really wrong with the training.
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I have seen a lot of training that has nothing whatever to do
with practice. Training that sets up practice is only valuable if
to practice at the end. But training that has

the trainee gets
s only valuable if you are training

employees playing a game 1
them to play that game. Training that has employees memorize

s only valuable if you are training them to mem-
that entails a teacher talking and 2
ple to sit quietly and listen.

Tt is pleasant to think otherwise,
you do that isn’t practice, tO

As they say in my home tOWZ:

information i
orize information. Training

class listening is training peo

No practice, N0 learning.
to rationalize everything that
believe in the gods of transfer.

ﬁtggedaboudz't.
I realize that you might be dying

reading all this. Since this is 2 book, you can’t, but I can an

ipate the question:

to ask me a question after
tic-

is stuff when

Why are you telling me all th
doesn’t work?

the whole chapter is about how telling

Right.

Good question.

So here is what to d
tell you. Then write down the six princip

Okay.
Now.

Close the book. When you give up, 0

I bet you can’t do it, can you? Yes, I am suré
411, Even if you remem-

some of them. You just read them, after
bered them all, how many do you think you will remember next

week? Next year?
“So, why read all this stuff?” you are asking.

h " “ ]
e bother to write it?” you are wondering.

o. Close the book ;immediately after I
les you just read.

pen it again.
you remember

“And why does
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I am not operating under the illysjop, that yoy v
ber what I have written. It hardly matters, Yo proh bremem.
agree with half of it anyway. Oy oy,
What I am hoping is that T am causing yoy think
what you are doing while you are reading—th ;

ing what I am saying to your own experiences.

Yyou are Telyy

My hope for this book . . . that by readinm
you are starting to reflect on what you are doing i
training or might plan to do in training,

—

In other words you are starting to reflect on what you are
doing in training or might plan to do in training. You may wake
up in the middle of the night with an idea that I helped jump
start with what you read. That would be my goal. Remember-
ing what I said is not my goal. Nor should it be yours.

Can you do this in training? Yes, you can. You can make
people reflect on what they do by engaging them in the reflec-
tion process.

This leads to my last observation:

Principle #7: Make people reflect . . . AND, geta
dialogue started

How do you get people to think about what they do and why is
it a worthwhile exercise?

Recall that it is my view that people learn only by doing:
One form of doing is conversation. Conversation with others
or with oneself can cause one to mentally practice. Mental prac-
tice is pretty good stuff. Not everything is about hitting keys 0
running pass formations. Some practice is just thinking about
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what one does and then re-thinking. Dreaming tends to b

about this. We rehearse what we have done or thik we ivﬂ(; d:
under various conditions. Dreams haunt us when we feel we
have not done things quite right. Daydreaming is like this as

well. We imagine circumstances and think about what we might
say or do.

One form of doing is conversation. Conversation with

others or with yourself is a form of mental practice.

This kind of thing should not solely be left to chance.
Training should entail a serious effort to get employees to
reflect on what they do and to examine ways that they can do
better. By this I do not mean chastising them for mistakes.
Enable employees to teach themselves about what they do.

Socrates believed that all knowledge was already inside a
person and simply needed to be drawn out. While no one
believes this today, the Socratic method of teaching has proven
to be quite useful in getting people to come to their own con-
clusions—to think about ideas rather than listen to ideas.

Be a Socratic trainer. Draw out from trainees what is inside
them. Make them teach themselves. And don’t tell anybody

anything.
0 0 0

Jump StarT Your TRAINING

How to be a Socratic trainer? Try acting less like a teacher and

more like a mentor. Some advice:
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Be ignorant

1 asked, a good mentor claims ignorance. Your favorig,

Whe
on should be: I really dop by

’ .
response to 2 Jearner’s questl

What do you think?

Let people be themselves

Not every trainee will be good at what you are trying to teach,

If they can't do it, let them alone.

Know when to tell and when to be quiet

You can tell people the answer when the answer is a small miss-
ing fact that would mean having to spend inordinate amounts
of time attempting to figure it out on their own. You can tell an
employee the answer when following the wrong course of
action might lead to danger or a recovery period that is way t00

long given the situation.
Don’t tell anyone anything if you know they can figure it

out on their own.

Make suggestions

The real role of a mentor is to make suggestions. Of course,

t%lere are suggestions and there are suggestions. When sugges-

tions look like the gospel, they are bad. When they are pre-

sente‘;}:ns something to think about, they are good.

ing noﬂ;‘; 40 emP?Oyee is spifming his wheels and accomplish-
g, put him on a solid footing and let him start again.

) A mento
- I ne . .
eds to recognize when e pmehelpillcealy
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help and not be a crutch. This i
toring. i8 the essence of the art of men-

Lie to your trainees

Say things you don’t believe if it will advance the cause of the
students thinking harder about how to defeat you. It is not your
job to show the trainees how smart you are nor to earn the
crainees’ respect for your good ideas. It is much better to make

the trainees think hard.

Know when to hand hold

Holding learners’ hands while they attempt to do something
can be very tempting. It is possible to hold trainees’ hands too
much, to have them follow your lead and seem to understand,
only to find out that, when left to their own devices, they can-

not do it on their own. Know when to let go.

Practice, practice, practice

Practice is the essence of doing correctly. Good mentors know

d mentors also know when

skipped because the learner
reaching can’t be

when more practice i needed. Goo
the rest of what is to be done can be
got it faster than expected. If what you aré
practiced, stop teaching it.




