Anchoring the Class
Dealing with wide diversity in a corporate classroom environment
 
Introduction
One of the greatest challenges to any instructor of corporate class of a technical nature is widely divergent skill levels in his students.  The expectations of the client is that all students will emerge from the class with a common baseline level of knowledge and experience.  There is also a fairly strong expectation, although often unstated, that all of the material will be covered, and that a pre-published schedule will be fairly adhered to.  When students display such a low level of technical proficiency as to be unable to absorb the material being taught at the pace of instruction needed, both of these desired goals are put at risk.  
This presentation will look at alternatives for handling the situation that preserve the integrity of the class and material, the dignity of the student, the value of time for other students, and the sanity of the instructor.  By looking at students needs, limiting concepts, motivating stimuli, and interpersonal skills, it is often possible to resolve these issues in a win win fashion.
Experience
I recently taught a class in QuickTest Pro.  The customer was a long term client whom I have worked with over three years.  It is a large government agency, so there are people that I know well, and people that I pass in the hall occasionally.  The class was composed of six students, and technical capabilities and experience spanned a wide spectrum.  There were two key students in the class. 
 The first was Mary.  Mary is a client employee, not a contractor.  She is just a few years from retirement.  She has been there forever, and is looked upon as a matriarchal figure.  She knows a lot about the business, and is reasonably intelligent.  However, most of her experience is with terminal emulator systems,  and she is leery of new technology and slow to assimilate it.  However, she is a very pleasant person.
The second was Peter.  Peter is an employee of the consulting firm that has contracted me into he account, and he is the onsite account manager.  He has strong people person skills, and decent technical testing skills.  While I realize that his role in life is to keep the client happy, I am sometimes bothered when I see him go to such great lengths that I feel our integrity as technical experts gets put into risk.
The third was Sarah.  Sarah is an independent consultant working on the assignment through a different large consulting firm.  She is a cheerful, bright, articulate, well rounded consultant who seems genuinely interested in doing well, and learning and improving her own skillsets.  
As the class, scheduled for three days, began to progress, it became obvious that Mary was having trouble keeping up with the material.  The format of the class is roughly 40 minute lecture, 20 minute lab, and as we went through the units, more and more Mary was not completing her lab, and eventually, reached the point where she was spending the entire lab time for a unit trying to catch up on the last unit, effectively spending no time working on the new material.

As the situation progressed, I spent more and more time with her, including break time and lunch, and staying late after class.  But in spite of all that, she continued to fall farther behind, and it began to be detrimental to the class as a whole.  I eventually had to press on to stay on schedule and keep the rest of the class occupied.
At the point where I began to do that, Peter began to intercede a bit, specifically asking her if she was ready to move on, and making public suggestions about giving her more time.  While I was aware of his desire to satisfy this important person in the client family, I was also bothered by his tacitly beginning to manipulate the pace of the class, and the ultimate ramifications.  It is worth noting here that the other students attitudes towards this situation ranged from sympathetic to amused, but no one seemed terribly annoyed.  This is pertinent, because in other similar situations, I have students have a very harsh reaction to slowing the class down for others less savvy than them.
As the class continued to unfold, another student, Sarah, who was assimilating the information quickly (even more quickly than Peter) began to help Mary as well, finishing her labs quickly and then walking Mary through the process; we transitioned from doing labs individually to doing them as class projects; and ultimately, we extended the class by a day.  Everyone was okay with the additional day of training.  Ultimately Mary got through the class reasonably well, although her technical level of understanding was far below par at the end of the class.

I came away from the experience deeply interested in what drove the individual behaviors of the students in the class, and why things went so differently than I am used to, and how I, as an instructor, can stimulate this behavior over the traditional “sink or swim” mentality.

Problems
The problems I faced in this situation were various sets of expectations by different classifications of stakeholders.

1. The students had an expectation that the class would proceed reasonably on schedule, and that they would get a fair amount of my time.

2. The customer had an expectation that the students would get a good educational experience for their money, that I would not waste their time, and that they would be back to work at the proper time.

3. I had an expectation that as the instructor, I managed the class, and varied the schedule as I deemed necessary for the greater benefit of all involved.

4. Peter had an expectation that no one who was contracted in through the company we were both working for would ever do anything to alienate or irritate an important person in the client organization.
Motivations
I was quite curious about the driving motivations on the parts of the various students, and how they came together to create a result that was, in my experience, uncommon.  Generally speaking, situations like these result in irritation on the part of the students who are doing well that their experience is being stunted by those who are not.
What I was specifically interested in looking at was a possible intersection of influences from traditional behavioral and educational models embodied in Maslows’ Hierarchy of Needs (see Figure 1), and Blooms Taxonomy (see Figure 2). 
My hypothesis is that in an adult learning environment, a students behavior is driven by his total ability to learn the new information, which is a combined result of her current state of knowledge, ala Blooms, and her predisposition to learning relative to Maslow.  If your motivation is more internalized and self-actualizing, you will master the material more readily;  but if your motivation is more externalized and basic, you will not do as well.  Coincidentally, if your current level of related material is high, there is a much higher likelihood of a corresponding higher level of self motivation to learn more.  So the two spiral up in tandem.
Players
Mary – Mea had the most difficult time learning the material.  Her level of mastery vacillated between the lower three levels of the taxonomy in the Cognitive Process Dimension, and barely in the first two levels of the Knowledge Dimension.

Her motivation – her reason to be in the class – was because she was told to be there, and she may have to use the tool in future job performance.  This puts her in the second level of  Maslows hierarchy, seeking safety of future employment.

Peter – Peter did okay with the material, but did not master it by any measure.  I would say he did not get passed analyzing at the procedural knowledge level.
Peter’s motivation was also safety of employment, in two distinct manners;  first, in terms of being in the class at all;  and second, in terms of his behavior towards the difficulties Mary was having.  What is interesting to note is that Peter’s motivation to preserve future employment was actually likely much stronger than Mary’s.  I believe that in this case, it had a double effect on his efforts to learn the material, not only for his own sake, but in order to attempt to help Mary as well.
Me – I have a high degree of proficiency with the material.  My motivation for being in the class was actually the betterment of the overall process and my own personal working environment…I championed the training in the first place so that my coworkers could begin to take some advantage of the tools available to them.
Sarah – Sarah displayed a much higher than average grasp of the material.  She was able to comprehend and properly execute all of the labwork, ask questions related to the class material but not from the class material, and participate in discussions about problems and solutions more advanced than the class material.  I would place her level of achievement in the Evaluative level for Conceptual Knowledge, and in some cases, Procedural Knowledge.
While Sarah was required to be there like everyone else, I believe her motivation was definitely in the Esteem category.  She had already been self taught, and displayed a high level of proficiency with the tool, and was recognized in the workplace as a hard-charging strong practitioner.
Summary
If you can gain insight into a students capabilities and motivations, you are better enabled to maximize the students experience in your class.  I think there is a reinforcing relationship between the two that if understood can help make you a better instructor.
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Figure 1: Maslows Hierarchy of Needs
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Figure 2: The Revised Taxonomy
