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Professional development is a key concept used by organizations to enhance their staff’s abilities within their respective trade.  It allows staff to become better equipped with the skills necessary to complete their job and provides important resources for those interested in advancement within the organization.  Mel Silberman writes “Training is a method of enhancing human performance.  Whenever a person’s ability to perform a job is limited by a lack of knowledge or skill, it makes sense to bridge that gap by providing the required instructions.” (2006 Pg. 1)  Most organizations have training and professional development programs available through their departments, or access to them so they are readily available.  These programs may be small and specific to certain departments, large and companywide programs offered by the organization’s human resource department, or outsourced by the organization to an independent organization.  The desired result for all these scenarios is to better prepare staff in their day-to-day, on the job activities.  The world of higher education federal lending is no different.  I currently work for the Office of Financial Aid at Michigan State University, and although we are a part of the larger university community, we are a unit that requires training and professional development specific to our office mission, goals and to federal lending practices.  
In my office there are several different types of training and professional development programs available to staff.  When it is felt that staff needs a refresher course or when new regulations are implemented, an in-house program is set up by the director of a specific unit.  We also have complete department training programs when federal guidelines are enacted that will affect the entire office.  There are also training programs designed on an individual basis for a single employee who may be qualifying for a specific classification.  In addition, classes are offered through our human resources department that individuals can take advantage of to improve a certain skill set.  There are also department wide training programs that management will set up through the human resources department to provide the entire staff with a retreat program as a refresher.  We also have many outside organizations, such as lenders and guarantee agencies, which provide training on different federal programs that we can in turn present to our students as programs they may find helpful.  All of these training programs and professional development programs are available for our benefit to enhance our skills and provide opportunities to learn new ways to make our office run more smoothly and efficiently.  

The purpose of these programs, as I see them, is to give our staff the best programs available to make our organization the best it can be and to promote success among our office.  As an office that provides federal lending to a very large student population, my organization has some very important duties.  We must always stay in compliance with federal lending laws, while at the same time juggling the politics of a major university.  We must pass several federal audits each year to ensure we are staying in compliance with federal lending laws, as well as university wide audits that make sure we are protecting the privacy of our students.  It is a delicate balance that can sometimes seem overwhelming in the face of the everyday office routine.   By having the proper training and professional development programs in place, we can ensure that our staff is receiving the best training possible, and that proper procedures and methods are being practiced.
Professional Development Programs: The Process
There are several factors that go into making a professional development program successful within my organization. These key concepts need to be in place before the program can take place.  These concepts are:  assessment, the presentation, conclusion with questions and answers, and follow up with the participants.
There are some conceptual and philosophical meanings behind each professional development program undertaken within my organization.   When reviewing the concepts of setting up trainings and professional development programs, there are some variables that we need to take into consideration that will affect the nature of the training.  Three of the most important issues to be taken into consideration are:
A. What are the learning habits and traits of the staff?  (Assessment)
B. What is the nature of the training program? Is it Individual based, unit based, department based, or organization based?  (The Presentation)
C. What do we know about our staff and how they respond to training programs?  (Conclusion and follow up.)
The Staff and Their Learning Habits
ASSESSMENT
The first thing our organization must do before any professional development program can take place is assess the needs of the staff, as well as the needs of the organization.  Completing a thorough needs assessment is critical for any program to have success.  As Mel Silberman writes, “Many trainers decide what they want to teach (or receive orders from management) without sufficient regard for what the participants need to learn so that the organization can succeed.    All of this can be avoided by making an effort to assess the need for training and the training participants prior to training.”  (2006 Pg. 21)  In order to make sure that every program that we implement has successful results, we must go into that program with a complete assessment of the trainer, the topic of the training, and the learner themselves.  If anything gets left out of the program, or is left unanswered, then we could jeopardize complete compliance within our office procedures.  Before each program is begun, there are certain criteria that need to be addressed in our assessment of the learner.  We need to know the specific roles of the learners participating, how many participants will be involved in the program, what do the learners know about the material, and what, if any, expectations do the learners have from the program.
What are the specific roles of the learners participating?
Determining the specific roles of the participants involved will help establish how each participant will be using the newly learned material when it is time to implement it.  Assessing the roles of the learners also helps the trainer to evaluate what materials they need to focus on and what can be covered lightly.  Respect is another reason for the trainer to do a proper assessment of the participants involved.  It shows the learner that the trainer wants to make the particular program beneficial to everyone involved, and by assessing their needs they can assure that.  As Jane Vella describes, “Respecting learners as decision makers of their own learning is a principle that involves the recognition that adults are in fact decision makers in a large part of their lives.” (2002 Pg. 15)  Conducting a proper assessment of the specific role of the learners of a program is very important to the training program as a whole because it helps direct the way in which the program will go.
How many participants are involved in the training program?
The training program should be set up according to the number of participants.  Assessing the size of the group is very important for what kind of conceptual ideas may be implemented into the program.  If the group is small, the trainer can use specific examples and hands on techniques to keep the training moving in a productive direction.  If the group is large, the trainer must utilize a more general approach to keep the participants engaged with the program.  As Silberman states, “Some designs simply don’t work well with large groups.  For instance, dyadic role-playing practice is very hard to monitor when the training group consists of more than thirty people.  On the other hand, some designs require a critical mass.  For example, it can be uncomfortable to participate in a mental imagery exercise in a very small group (fewer than seven people); the anonymity of a somewhat larger group helps participants relax.”  (2006 Pg. 159)  A proper assessment of the number of participants will help the program coordinator develop a good strategy for a successful program.
What do the learners know about the material?
When the trainer is assessing the participants, he/she must find out how much the participants know about the material being presented.  The last thing the presenter wants to do is conduct an entire program that contains information that is already known and practiced.  Most of the content disseminated to us in training programs is about government regulations that we have heard of, but the training covers how we are to implement them.  Since we have an understanding of the material, the training is an overview on an implementation process.  Doing a proper needs assessment in this area can aid in the overall presentation.  As Queeney writes, “..only when used properly can the data gleaned from a needs assessment produce satisfactory results.  Proper use precludes generalizing from a convenience sample to a total population...”  (Queeney, 1995 Pg.21)  
The Nature of the Training Program
PRESENTATION
The presentation is the heart of any training program and it is no different within my organization.  We have strict federal laws that we must adhere to so our presentations are usually extremely thought provoking and very detailed.  The trainer or presenter in our programs must have a good understanding of the material being presented due to its sensitive nature.  If the presenter is successful in training and relaying the message to the participants then the learners will be able to apply what they have learned once they are practicing at their own work stations.  As Mel Silberman point out, “The challenge of delivering an active training program is most apparent during the middle section of the program, where the majority of your content is covered. Here, you have two different roles as a trainer: as a stimulator when you give presentations and lead discussions and as a facilitator as you guide participants through structured (and often team-based) activities.  At this point, your success will depend on how well you present information, lead discussions, direct participants through exercises, and make effective transitions from on event in the program to another.” (2006 Pg. 208)
Since the information being reviewed in our presentations is very technical and detailed, it is not uncommon for us to have the overhead projector on so the trainer can show complete examples of how to implement the new information.  It is very helpful to participants if they can actively take part in the training in this manner.  All our staff uses the same operating system and having the ability review and see the new material performed in our system is extremely helpful in aiding the training process.  Mel Silberman describes that using this form of technology can aid the trainer in a presentation, but it must be used in an effective manner and the trainer must know the limitations of the technology. “While technology has provided many great advances for learners, it is important for trainers to know when and how to use that technology most effectively.” (2006 Pg. 191)  
How Our Staff Responds To Training Programs
CONCLUSION AND FOLLOW UP
After our training and professional development programs conclude, the trainer opens the forum for a session of questions and answers.  This gives attendees the opportunity to address issues that may have come up earlier in the program, but there was not sufficient time to delve deeper into the issue.  Any problems or issues that were not resolved during the training session itself should be brought up and addressed in the questions and answer session.  Because of the material being addressed in my organization’s training sessions, our trainers usually leave a lot of time for the questions and answer sessions.  The reason being is that we may spend a lot of time discussing the correct way to handle a specific issue from the presentation to ensure we can stay in compliance with federal lending regulations when in the application process.  Clarity is a key component when we wrap-up a training session so it is very important that all questions are asked and answered.  This allows us to implement the new strategies correctly.  As Jane Vella writes, “What was proposed to be taught must be taught; what was meant to be learned must be learned; the skills intended to be gained must be visible in all learners.”  Vella continues by saying that, “They are accountable to themselves to recreate the content so it really is immediately useful in their context.”  (Vella 2002, Pg. 25)
Following up with the participants from a presentation at a later date will give the presenter a good idea if their presentation was successful.   As Mel Silberman writes, “When you find out how participants have been impacted by the training, you have the opportunity to assess how well the existing program works  and what modifications may be necessary to make it more effective.” (2006 Pg. 315) There are different ways a presenter can elicit feedback in the form of a follow up.   This can be done in a questionnaire, an e-mail or a survey.  For the purposes of feedback from our training programs, we utilize an e-mail follow up with participants.  This gives the trainer feedback on what was successful in their presentation, and what could be improved.  It also helps the staff to make sure that the processes that were implanted are still being followed.
Brief summary of a training program
I would begin my training program with an icebreaker to get the participants comfortable in their setting and with each other.  This is also a great way for the participants to get to introduce themselves to the entire group.  At each table I would have a hand-out describing the objectives for my training program and what I hoped the participants will learn from my program.  As Mel Silberman states, “Be specific about the kinds of learning you want the participants to experience and the results you want to achieve.” (2006 Pg. 17) The lecture portion of my presentation would involve the main materials I am teaching the participants and what I want them to achieve.  After I finish the lecture portion, I will split the participants into groups so they can engage in the materials in a team setting and utilize each other’s knowledge to formulate different approaches to the materials covered in the program.  Vella states, “Teams examine another new potential in the learning situation, however, as different people learn how to work together generously and efficiently.” (2002 Pg. 24)  This sort of collaborative learning, I believe, is an important part of every presentation.  It allows the participants to engage with each other over the materials, gain insight from others on the material, and also works as a nice alternative to the lecture of the presentation.   As K. Patricia Cross states, “...both pedagogies seemed modern and enlightened in their agreement about the virtues of active learning, students teaching students, learning the skills of teamwork, benefiting from diversity, and most of the other advantages embedded in small group learning, cooperative and collaborative pedagogies had very different ideas about the nature of knowledge and how students should go about achieving knowledge.” (2005 Pg. 4)  I wrap up my presentations with a question and answer sessions where the participants can raise their concerns about the material presented.  The participants have the opportunity to have me go back over any material that they felt needed more clarity or needed to be reviewed a little deeper.  At the conclusion of the program I have surveys for the participants so they can give feedback on my presentation.  I also ask them to leave their e-mail address so I may follow up with them a few weeks after the session has ended to elicit feedback after the program has concluded for some time.
Effective Strategies
There are a few training strategies I find very effective in my training programs that translate to the context of my organization.  I find that utilizing a projector during my training programs is an effective way for me to show the learners a live implementation of the material being trained.  I use this method often and it has effective results.  Another very important strategy I utilize in my training program is relying on group participation from the learners.  Usually the learners participating in my training programs are peers in my field.  I rely on their feedback and opinions during my presentations so other participants and myself can benefit from seeing other effective manners of implementing the material.  This strategy is highlighted by Jeffery Cantor, “Promote an exchange of opinions among learners.  Encourage them to use the comments of others, as well as their own, in the discussion.” (1992 Pg 131)  Holding more than one training session at varying times during a set period is also another effective strategy that I employ.  In my specific career context, many of my peers are busy at different times and often have a hard time attending a training that may be scheduled during a busy time for them.  By holding more than one session, and by varying the times, I can ensure that all of the people that want or need to participate can find a time that will work with their schedule.  This also helps to divide the participants up so we work in smaller groups which makes the learning more enhanced.  As Vella writes, “...allowing small groups to find their voices enhances the power of safety.”  (2002 Pg. 9), or as Silberman states, “Although independent study and full-class instruction also stimulate active learning, the ability to teach through small-group cooperative activities will enable you to promote active learning in a special way.” (2006 Pg. 8)  I utilize these strategies because they are effective, and because they enhance my training programs.
Training and Professional Development Program Evaluation
When I evaluate a training program, there are specific criteria I use to determine if the program was effective.  Accessibility to a program is a very important key in an evaluation.  The program must be able to be easily attended by the participants that will use the material being presented.  Is the program engaging?  The program must be able to get the participants involved grab their attention.  A good icebreaker is usually a very effective tool in getting the participant involved in the program.  Did the program have a strong presentation that gave the participants useful information that they can apply to their organization?  The material being presented must be clear and informative to the participants so they can utilize it in an effective manner.  In my opinion, every training program must have a question and answer session at the end.  This gives the participants a forum to ask the presenter questions that they feel need more explanation.  Evaluating a program is an important step because it gives the presenter the ability to see what participants thought of their program, and what changes need to be made to make it more effective.  As Silberman writes, “....trainers must acknowledge their duty to measure results and convince others that, without doing so, one never knows what in the training program should be changed, what kinds of assistance participants may need after they return to their jobs, and what obstacles still exist that prevent transfer of training.” (2006 Pg. 315)
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