Teaching Your Teamto Think

By Ji m Pal uch

Il around the country, on the same day of

the week, at the same time of day, successful,

progressive garden centers are gathering

their entire teams together to train. The

topic that everyone is training on this partic-
ular day is “ldentifying and Greeting the Different Styles of
Customers.” The session begins with one of the team mem-
bers standing and reading the company mission statement, fol-
lowed by the introduction of another team member chosen to
lead this training session because they were one of the best at
greeting customers. The session is conducted from a well-
thought-out and prepared agenda and facilitator’s guide that
was printed off the Internet, allowing the instructor to give a
personal touch to the topic and making it interesting and fun
for the entire group participates. The session concludes
approximately one half hour later with another volunteer
offering an inspirational quote from Cal Ripken and next
week’s trainer and topic being introduced. To even tax your
imagination a little further, this happens each week — 52
weeks each year!

The above scenario may be hard to imagine, but the reality
is that it is already taking place in the landscape industry and
has recently been introduced to the garden center industry
through the Massachusetts Nursery and Landscape
Association (See “Action Zone” on page 56).

Two and a half years ago, my firm, JP Horizons Inc., con-
ducted an experiment with 14 of our best clients. They were
landscape companies ranging from $500,000 to over $12 mil-
lion in annual sales and all with a mix of services and types of
employees. With their input, we created a 52-week calendar
with a variety of training topics, ranging from technical to
interpersonal skills, and challenged them to see who could
train for 52 weeks straight.

With the help of the Internet, there was opportunity
for constant communication between the companies and
weekly updates on who was training and how they were
doing it. The results? Thirteen of the original 14 compa-
nies trained for 52 straight weeks, with most of the origi-
nal group still training — 135 straight weeks. Today, hun-
dreds of landscape companies are training thousands of
employees across the company with the systematic and
effective techniques of the Training Challenge.

TEACHING YOUR TEAM TO THINK
Probe behind the scenes of any successful company, and an
atmosphere of learning will be part of the corporate culture.
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These successful companies have
committed to doing far more than
just throwing information at half-
interested people and then com-
plaining a week later that nobody cares about anything and
that training does not work. These successful companies are
teaching people to think!

Critical thinking goes beyond just learning a skill. It helps
individuals process information received from all available
sources and apply that knowledge to gain a desired outcome.

Are you wondering how all of this keeps your crew from
over-watering or a new salesperson from driving
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away a customer? Does the concept of educating
employees on how to use information make sense
to you? Would you like to know how to integrate
the elements of critical thinking into your educa-
tional programs? The first step is to do what | have
done in this paragraph...ask questions!

When information can be blended with well-
thought-out questions that draw all the partici-
pants into the thought process, then critical think-
ing is taking place. The instant a question is asked,
our onboard computer goes to work and starts the
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critical thinking process. When questions become
a planned and implemented part of training, then
people are being taught to think!

CAN YOU CHANGE?

Over the years, we have discovered several mis-
takes that well-meaning companies make.
Mistakes like staring at videos, reading or memo-
rizing facts, training with no clear purpose and
just not having fun always lead to short-term suc-
cess and long-term frustration with training.

If any of the items in the above list describe your
training efforts, you now have to ask yourself
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whether or not you can change. The Training
Challenge has been a success because the participat-
ing companies have been able to systematically
change their approach to training. This is evident in
the training reports coming in each week. We often
see statements like, “This was a fun session that

Wndsor, Gonn.

Aoril training topics:

“Garden CGenter Sales Srategi es,”
‘The Val ue of a CQustoner,”
“Teanwor k and Team Bui | di ng”

everyone gave great input on,” “We had a hands-on
experience that allowed people to see exactly what
happens if...” These companies have discovered what edu-
cational researchers have been telling us for O
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a number of years: “For learning
to take place, training must be
fun, interactive, results-oriented,
timely and have a purpose or goal
in mind.” Consider using this
statement as you evaluate your

you should be fortunate enough
to attend a regional Training Jam,
contrast the Training Challenge
approach to your present
approach and ask how a process
like ours can make a difference in

JimPaluch is a popular author, speaker
and coach for businesses across the coun-
try. Hs firm JP Horizons Inc. has devel -
oped the processes that support the
Training Chal l enge and has nade training a

participating. Hs degree in |andscape
architecture and passion for the green
industry has had a trenendous inpact on
hundreds of |andscape firns, nurseries
and garden centers. To find out nore
about the Training Challenge, E-nail
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present approach to training. If

your company. ¥,

OVERCOMI NG _TRAI NI NG OBSTACLES

positive experience for every conmpany bet h@phori zons. com cal| (877) JPH

CK, you’ve overcome your own resistance, and you're com
mtted to setting up a consistent training program The first ses-
sion is about to begin, and you can tell by the chilly silence,
crossed arns and downcast eyes that getting everyone fired up
is going to be nore than a chall enge.i.t’lIl be an act of heroi sm

Wy do we feel it takes such a valiant effort to inpl enent a great
training progran? It’s sinply because our experience wth conven-
tional training nakes us feel this way.

So, here’s how the si x MNLA Founder’s G oup garden centers used
their first session to turn these negative perceptions about training
into energy and action in less than 30 mnutes. FHrst, the trainers did
sonething a little out of the ordinary —they didn't give a speech.
They invited everyone to think about training wth questions |ike:

Wiat don’t you appreci ate about traini ng?

How nany reasons can you corme up with NOTI to trai n?

Wien you think of trai ning, what thoughts cone to mnd?

In response, the crew at Laughton’s Garden Center,
Chel nsford, Mass., cane up with the follow ng Iist of obstacles
and wote themdown on a flip chart:

e just want to criticize us;

e no one wll show up;

e we're too busy; and

e it’ll be boring

Then they di scussed ways to overconme each obstacl e. According to
Laughton’s Trai ning Gordi nator, Mrk B sher, “all of us realy cane

up wth positive feedback to counter the negatives, for exanpl e, open-nind-
edness, teammork, attitude and letting go of negative feelings.”

This “team approach” to trai ning engages people fast because they see
right anay that they are val uabl e contributors to the outcone of the session
and, inthe long term to the success of the business. B sher adds, “I saw a
narked difference in just 10 minutes from sl eepy people to a sniling, con-
tributing group.”

Now let’s inagine a different scenario where the trainer tal ks and tal ks
about the inportance of training —“blah, blah, blah.see you next week at
8: 00 sharp!” Wat would be going on in the participants’ mnds? “Aghh! Let
ne out of here!” That’s precisely the expectati on we’ ve created over years
and years of “unl oadi ng i nfornati on” on peopl e i n educati onal sessi ons.

Training is so nuch nore than dunpi ng know edge on others. 1'Il have
nuch nore to say about training in future articles, but for now | offer that
the best possible role for the trainer is “thought catalyst.” The well-pre-
pared trainer arrives early for the session |loaded not wth notes, but wth
great, thought-provoking questions and a nental roadmap for reaching the
obj ectives of the neeting. They generate discussion wth open-ended ques-
tions, listen and guide the neeting toward the | earni ng obj ecti ve.

Ater their lively first session on |eaping over those training obstacles,
Harmon Buck, owner of P ants Whlinmted, Rockport, Miine, reported that an
enpl oyee said, “this training pronotes an opportunity for an individua to
nake a difference and add to the conpany by maki ng them nore know edge-
abl e and confident.” o

Mbst obstacles to training are serceptions that you can mini mze by

JuNE 2002



