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DEDICATION

To those of us who left the safety of a nice, comfortable classroom and 

ventured out into the real world; whether it  was through good fortune, 

recognition or just  by being at the wrong place at the wrong time, this is for 

you.
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Introduction 

The success of any practical application of knowledge is dependent  on the 

depth of that knowledge. Without understanding why success is achieved, 

we cannot  guarantee similar results in differing circumstances or predict 

which actions will improve the efficiency or effectiveness of our efforts. 

On the job training (OJT) is no different  and effective training in this 

environment  requires a different  set of skills to that  of the classroom 

trainer. Understanding the differences between the two types of training is 

critical to bridging the gap between the classroom and the workplace. 

This book is aimed primarily at the classroom trainer who is about  to be 

thrust into the world of on the job training. However, anybody who is 

about to embark in practical workplace training should review the 

techniques within to see how they can improve the effectiveness of their 

instruction.

The first part  of this book contains some information that  I found to be 

most relevant. This is not  an extensive list of training theories, just  a few of 

the more important lessons. This is what I consider to be the minimum 

knowledge required for this type of training and what  I wish that I had 

known when I first started training on the job.

Some of these techniques will be familiar to experienced trainers, but  if 

you are new, take some time to review the information before trying to 

implement a change to your training strategies. Smaller steps are often the 

best  and it  is far better to master one technique before trying to learn 

another. Remember, it  is evolution, not  revolution that will achieve the best 

results with the least resistance.

With regards,

Duane Davis
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CHAPTER ONE

It is not about you

Lets start with the main focus of this book; learning. Although this is a 

book about  training, training is not our objective and just  a means to an 

end. Our objective is, and always will be learning. 

So what  is it? According to the Australian Macquarie Dictionary, learning 

is defined as:

“to acquire knowledge of or skill in by study, instruction or 
experience”

In OJT, we use experience and instructional technique to attain the learning 

objectives. Experience can be a double edged sword. The lessons that we 

deliver are not always confined to the goals of the exercise and sometimes 

we pick up some bad habits along the way.

These could be considered ‘accidental lessons’ simply because they had 

been unintended, but  typically they are the result  of poorly designed or 

managed training. It can come down to something as simple as 

inconsistency in the training that degrades the trainer’s best efforts.

Returning to learning, the classical definition is not  the only one available. 

Learning is also defined in psychological terms as: 

“a semi-permanent modification to behaviour as a result of adapting to 
a change the environment”

This is a more realistic definition of our learning because it occurs beyond 

the training environment. Learning occurs well before training has started 

and long after it has been completed. It  is a continuous process of 

adaptation to an ever changing world. 

Conscious learning occurs when we attend training to learn knew skills or 

pick up a book to increase our knowledge. However, most of our learning 
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occurs unconsciously just  by trying to be a better fit with new or changing 

conditions. This could be learning to work faster or adjusting your actions 

to avoid a hazard. However the result can just  as easily be unwanted or 

regressive behaviours, such as bad habits or inappropriate actions, if we 

aren’t careful with how we approach these new challenges.

All of our conscious learning includes a little unconscious development as 

a result of our forage into new realms, even if only to effect subtle changes 

in our behaviour.

This gives us three very important points for trainers:

• The objective of training is not training, it is learning

• Unwanted behaviours are as easily learned as intended behaviours

• Learning does not stop just because the training has.

Stressful learning

Consider the following definition: 

“Stress is the physiological adjustment that occurs as a result of 
adapting to a change in the environment”

So, adapting to a change in the environment  is both a source of stress and a 

catalyst  for learning. Therefore, as a trainer, you will need to contend with 

both stress and learning as possible student reactions from exposure to 

OJT. 

Some stress is necessary for performance, but there is only a small window 

of opportunity for optimal learning conditions.

Without  stress, learning is minimal and very little adaptation is needed. Too 

much stress and the body reacts by responding ineffectively and reducing 

learning capability. Excessive stress is harmful and can result in long term 

health problems.

CONTROLLING TRAINING
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Sources of stress

There are three main sources of stress in the training environment:

• Intended stress

• Unintended stress

• Environmental stress.

Intended stress: Intended stress results from the actual work conditions 

that form part  of the training environment. These are the desired, or 

‘positive stressors’ that  increase the arousal level of the student into the 

optimum performance zone. 

These include things like dealing with time critical decision making, 

complex problem solving or work-rate intensive situations that exercise the 

student’s abilities. They assist  development by challenging the student 

without  harming them and providing access to conditions that are not 

available elsewhere.

Unintended stress: Unintended or undesired stress occurs from 

uncertainty or lack of preparation for the training conditions. These 

negative stressors hinder the learning process and are caused by setting 

poor expectations, unrealistic objectives or introducing inconsistency into 

the training. 

Some of these will be unavoidable, caused by natural fluctuations in the 

training conditions, however more often than not, these impeding stressors 

are supplemented, or even caused by contradictory training practices and 

inadequate preparation.

Environmental  stress:  Environmental stress occurs from the workplace 

itself. These are the background or baseline conditions that  may be part of 

the learning environment, but can still hinder the learning process.

These are things like excessive noise or abnormal ranges in temperature, 

odours or lighting. Usually these are just complications requiring some sort 

It is not about you
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of adjustment on the student’s part  such as getting used to wearing personal 

protection equipment.

Stress and training

There are other sources of stress that should be considered as well. The 

trainer often assumes a dominant  position or role which can intimidate the 

student, especially if their career rests in the balance. The student may also 

bring stress from their other organisational responsibilities or from outside 

of the workplace, such as problems at home. 

Although these fall outside of the scope of this text, the trainer needs to 

understand the relationship and subsequent  affect  this additional stress will 

have on achieving the learning objectives.

Stress accumulates and multiple sources of inconsequential stress can 

easily combine to overwhelm a student. This can have the same 

physiological effect  as a single highly stressful event  and failing to 

mitigate, or at least account  for any of these additional contributing factors 

will result in inefficient training at best. At  worst, the training will be set  up 

to fail resulting in the loss of organisational resources and potentially 

damaging the careers of both the student and trainer.

This reveals why it  is important that  the student is unencumbered by the 

unintended or unwanted stressors. Reducing them frees up effort that  can 

be better spent  on challenges that  align with the training objectives. This 

then results in more efficient  and effective training which is the very 

premise of this book.

“Controlling Training” provides techniques and strategies that allow you to 

take control of the training environment simply by introducing practices 

that:

• Maintain consistency and reduce uncertainty in the way training is 
conducted

• Focus on preparation and planning to produce measured successful 
steps rather than recovering from errors

CONTROLLING TRAINING
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• Outline expectations clearly so that the student is in no doubt to what 
is required

• Incorporate feed back to identify what performance standards have 
been met

• Provide remedial advice and activities that identify what  is necessary 
to achieve the outstanding objectives.

Our overall objective is to decrease the unintended sources of stress so the 

intended sources can be increased and allow more training to be conducted 

in the same timeframe.

A good trainer over a natural any day

Some people have a natural flair for training, just  as some people are 

natural athletes, managers and speakers. These few individuals may have 

the right  mix of personal traits that let  them excel at transferring 

knowledge, but is that all it  takes to be an effective trainer? How many 

Olympic athletes don’t practice, despite having a physical advantage over 

the majority of human race? How many CEOs just walked in and took the 

reigns on the first day of their job?

There are many outstanding managers who aren’t  natural leaders or 

organisers that  have had to work hard at becoming one. Not  only that, they 

had to accept help from others and make plenty of their own mistakes to 

learn the skills that they have today. They also learned that  some of these 

lessons were more valuable than others and with the benefit of hindsight, 

most of those mistakes probably didn’t even have to occur. 

Becoming a great trainer is no different.

Someone with a natural gift  for storytelling or an ability to empathise with 

learners may be a desirable choice of a trainer from a student’s perspective. 

These are certainly good traits and will assist  the trainer to develop a 

relationship with the student. 

It is not about you
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The effective trainer understands that  this is only a start. Even the most 

gifted of sculptors knows it  takes a practised hammer swing to chisel a 

masterpiece. 

Like most jobs, the bulk of being a trainer is the consistent  and regular 

application of basic skills and techniques that  produce results. It’s not  the 

flair for dramatics or unorthodox styles that  educate students, despite the 

movies that glamorise otherwise. These basic manoeuvres are the simple 

steps that  must be repeated over and over again to complete the journey 

from complete novice to competent practitioner. 

These techniques need to be learned and practised, just  like any other skill, 

until expertise is achieved. Only then will the process be automatic and 

allow the trainer to focus on the content  or intent  of the techniques, rather 

than struggle with the application.

All it takes is a little work, some practice and separating the more valuable 

lessons from the cheaper ones. The second purpose of this book is to take 

the theory of training and turn it  into simple practices that will immediately 

improve your training. 

It  is not  just  the ‘what  you need to know’, but ‘what you need to know 

right  now’ about  training a student  or a small group of students in the real 

world.

Waiting for the egg to hatch

Trial and error is an effective teacher. Over time many species have 

adapted to changes in their environment  by learning new skills or 

modifying their existing behaviours or risk extinction. Those that learned 

got to face the next challenge and those that didn’t, well ...

So why do we actively train when we can get there anyway? 

There are a few answers that may leap to mind right  away. Hey, we 

wouldn’t have been doing it for this long if there wasn’t  a reason, right? 

We all know that  it  doesn’t take generations to learn a new skill, so time 
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must be one of the driving factors behind employing an instructor. It  is, but 

this is only one of three good reasons why a trainer is employed. 

All are equally important and what  it  really comes down to is the cost  of 

not using one. A trainer is employed to conduct OJT because:

• Results are achieved faster

• The chance of success is higher

• Risks can be controlled. 

This leads us to the trainer’s mission:

“get the student competent with the least amount of resources and 
without harm or risk to them or the organisation”

The trainer may see their role a little differently and will often only focus 

on the tactical aspects of the project. In other words, how they are to going 

to do it with what  little resources they have available. Their primary 

objectives are usually to:

• Educate the student

• Assess performance

• Make sure nothing gets broken along the way.

The trainer may also have additional responsibilities to varying degrees 

depending on the type of training and the level of the student. 

These are usually seen as subordinate to the main responsibilities, but 

typically include:

• Maintaining quality standards

• Ensuring safety

• Motivating the student

• Mentoring the student in other professional areas

It is not about you
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• Reporting on student progress

• Providing recommendations to higher authorities.

Both of these lists are accurate and the trainer does have many 

responsibilities to fulfil during OJT. These can be distilled into three main 

actions that the trainer will take during a training session.

These are:

• Educate the student (show them what to do)

• Assess performance (tell them how well they are doing it)

• Control the working environment  (keep you, them, the rest  of the 
team and the organisation safe).

These are explained in greater detail in chapter six.

Guess what, It is not about you

It  may seem that the most important person and focus of this book is 

missing from our list. This is not accidental and highlights a very important 

point that, as trainers, we often forget. Training has nothing to do about us. 

What am I really here for?

Trainers invariably mean well and usually have the best  interests of the 

student  in mind. Occasionally we forget to consult with the student and end 

up determining what  is best for them without  finding out  first. Successful 

training under these circumstances can be best described as ‘progressing 

despite the training effort’. 

This usually occurs for one of two reasons; The trainer has either 

underestimated or overestimated the capability of the student, or they 

cannot communicate with them. 

Many trainers, especially new ones, fall into the trap of training a student 

in the way that they themselves had been trained. I guess it is a logical 
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assumption (it worked for them didn’t  it?). So how do we avoid this 

situation? It is actually quite simple; Don’t try to second guess. 

That may leave you wondering where to start. The key is not to try your 

hand at profiling your student before you begin your training. Experienced 

trainers know that  there is no such thing as an accurate student  model and 

even the same student will respond differently when the training conditions 

vary. 

What  this means is that  the trainer will need to be flexible in their approach 

and must  be prepared to adjust or discard their current strategy if it  any 

point  it  appears to be unsuccessful. The trainer’s greatest  asset is their 

ability to observe. A trainer must observe how the student  responds to their 

methods and adjust accordingly.

In fact, it is the student who dictates the training style, not the trainer. 

What is a trainer?

A trainer is often associated with a teacher or instructor. Their role is far 

more complex and is the culmination of a larger collection of jobs. For 

example, the trainer needs to be an assessor to identify what  needs to be 

taught and a teacher to pass on that information. 

What  about coach, supervisor, motivator and counsellor? A trainer is all of 

these things serving to achieve one purpose. That  is to help the student 

achieve the required level of expertise in the most  effective and efficient 

manner.

The best descriptive word I’ve heard for this is ‘catalyst’. 

The many faces

The student  will need support from the trainer throughout the training. The 

type of support will vary with the circumstances and the trainer will need 

to be able to deliver, switch roles and deliver again if the relationship is 

going to be effective. 

It is not about you
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Some roles will be anticipated, some will be completely unexpected and 

without  doubt, some will fall into the ‘I was really hoping not to have to’ 

category. The following list is not exhaustive, but includes the major roles 

that the trainer must be prepared to undertake during the training program:

• The fixer is a pure problem solver for the student who just needs a 
solution.

• The facilitator assists the student through leading or progressive 
questioning.

• The coach  identifies weaknesses or threats and provides advice on 
remedial actions.

• The motivator provides incentive or inspiration for the student.

• The director shows the student what to do or look at next.

• The assessor observes and scores or evaluates performance.

• The supporter is an ear or shoulder to cry on and provides words of 
encouragement to reassure the student through difficult times.

• The reporter is a link back up the chain, passing on any comments, 
concerns and recommendations.

• At the other end of this scale is the spokesperson who passes on 
company stance or polices. 

• The judge  is a sentence giver who enforces the penalty for failure 
and rewards success.

• The peer recognises that the student  is a co-worker and fosters 
general teamwork and camaraderie.

• The presenter is a teacher or demonstrator who leads by example 
and shows the student how it is done. 

• The story  teller relates what  they are doing, or are about to do, with 
experience or practical examples.

Each of these roles will play an important  part in the student’s 

development. The trainer may have a natural flair or tendency toward some 
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of the roles and may shy away from others, however, the student’s need for 

a trainer’s versatility outweighs the desire of the trainer to fulfil it.

The trainer / student relationship

The success of the training will depend almost  solely on the relationship 

that forms between the trainer and the student. The relationship will affect 

how well the trainer can identify the student’s needs, motivate them, assess  

their performance and provide meaningful feed back. 

From the student’s perspective, the relationship decides how receptive they 

are to remedial advice or their openness to revealing problems. You can 

probably start to see that  the relationship has a direct bearing on how well 

the student and the trainer communicate with each other.

This level of communication will have the largest affect on the training, 

even beyond the trainer’s ability and experience in the competencies being 

taught. A very inexperienced person who is a good communicator will be 

able to transfer their knowledge, albeit  only a small amount. An expert 

with poor communication skills will have difficulty transferring any. 

Obviously this will vary with the circumstances. You may know someone 

who can watch a demonstration once and immediately replicate it with 

considerable skill. These gifted individuals are rare and the chances of 

having one as your student is small. 

What  this does highlight though is that with poor communication, luck 

begins to influence the outcome of the training. Certainly the student will 

play a part in the overall result, but what  we don’t want  is a training 

environment  that allows chance to affect whether the student prospers or 

fails.

This is why selecting a trainer who can build relationships is important. 

More important  than selecting the one with the most experience, ability or 

ego. 

It is not about you
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Communication is key

The relationship between the student and trainer will take some time to 

develop. You must  remember that the two participants have been thrust  into 

an imbalanced partnership under stressful conditions. Even if they know 

each other well, the balance of power has shifted one of them into a 

subordinate role and time will be needed for both members to adapt 

(remember adaptation is learning, is stress). 

The rate of development  of the relationship will vary depending on the 

personalities and the training situation. Regardless of how far the 

relationship has developed, effective, open communication is the only tool 

that can stop it regressing.

Relationship hurdles

The relationship can stumble or falter for a variety of reasons and 

understanding why can help you to combat or avoid these problems 

outright. Invariably, the relationship will suffer minor setbacks throughout 

the training and this can usually be attributed to the additional stress placed 

onto the student. 

In some cases, the relationship may suffer a more permanent  regression or 

plateau early and result  in slower student progress. Action is required to 

remedy this problem and intervention from an external mediator may also 

be necessary. 

This is usually the result of one or more of the five main hurdles to 

building and progressing the relationship. These are:

• Miscommunication

• Ego vs empathy

• Loss of credibility

• Poor expectations

• Unprofessionalism.

CONTROLLING TRAINING
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It  is essential that a trainer is aware of these so that they can take the 

appropriate action to avoid them or minimise their effect on the growing 

relationship.

Miscommunication: This is the most  common relationship malady and 

can easily end up in a catch-22 situation. You need the relationship for the 

communication to prosper, which of course, is the main problem to start 

with. The only solution is to take a proactive role and instigate open, 

honest interaction between the two of you.

Ego vs empathy: The trainer has to be confident  in their own ability and if 

this confidence is massaged often enough, ego will grow in its place. The 

trainer neglects the obvious signs for attention and places the emphasis on  

their training over the student’s learning. Look out for comments like “you 

won’t understand this until you have more experience” or “when you’ve 

been doing this as long as I have …” .

Loss of credibility: This may not have any bearing on the trainer’s 

aptitude for the task and is often based on intangible evidence such as 

social status (e.g. your trainer isn’t well liked by their peers). Unfortunately 

for the trainer, this is a case of being guilty until proven otherwise. 

Students may be difficult  to sway and the only remaining choice is to rely 

on coercive power to have them complete the tasks with some enthusiasm.

Poor expectations: The trainer has misread the ability of the student and 

set goals that are unrealistic or provide little to no challenge. Unachievable 

goals can lead to despair, but  if the student  is not challenged, they may 

become bored or frustrated with the training. Seek help before the student 

quits - it will be harder afterward if this occurs.

Unprofessionalism: This covers the trinity of honesty, integrity and 

sincerity. Honesty means tell the truth, the whole truth and nothing, but the 

truth. Integrity means do the right thing even though you think no-one is 

watching. For sincerity it  is simple; say what  you mean and mean what you 

say. Any one of these professional sins can affect  the relationship and if the 

student feels morally compromised, irreparably so.

It is not about you
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Remember, we see things that the student cannot

On a final note for the trainer, consider the student. One of the biggest 

challenges I faced as a trainer was not  understanding why the blatantly 

obvious is overlooked or not understood by a student. It  wasn’t  until I went 

from being a trainer to a student  again that  I realised that sometimes these 

things aren’t actually that obvious after all.

Sometimes we expect results that  may not  be possible at  the current  stage 

of training. Even a student  with extensive experience will be facing new 

uncertainties and need to expend additional effort  to achieve comparable 

results. They will tire quickly and become frustrated with the failures that 

you seem to avoid with relative ease.

A trainer has a different  perspective on the environment based of an 

abundance of experience. There a four things we need to know about 

experts (us) before we even begin to compare them with the students that 

they (we) are trying to teach.

This disparity occurs because:

• We are familiar with common scenarios 

• We know the critical elements

• We know the criteria for success and failure

• We have practised applying the solution.

We are familiar with common scenarios. We have seen most, if not  all 

the regular situations that occur in the work place. We know what  the most 

likely outcomes are and what the flow-on effect to the rest  of the 

workplace will be. 

We know the  critical elements. We know how each action or decision 

affects the outcome and can predict the results of taking a particular course. 

Likewise, knowing what  is irrelevant  allows us to concentrate on the 

crucial aspects without wasting time and effort on the lesser ones.

CONTROLLING TRAINING
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We know the criteria for success and failure. We know when we are on 

the correct path or when we are about to fail. This knowledge allows us to 

recognise and avoid failure conditions early, well before the situation has 

degraded beyond recovery or requires considerable effort to resolve.

We have practised applying the  solution. We have practised solving most 

of the problems to the point that we don’t  even need to think about  the 

process, just how the problem is responding. Even if this is a new problem, 

it is likely that we can use part  of our well practised solutions with enough 

confidence to only focus on the newer elements.

Any of these factors may cause friction or even resentment  in the 

relationship. It may be frustrating for the trainer, but  is equally trying on 

the student. The only defence against the relationship breaking down when 

these vexations emerge is open, effective communication.

Conclusion

Trainers have a variety of parts to play in the training process and to 

deliver the most  effective training, we must determine what  works best  for 

each individual student. 

This can mean adjusting your current training style or taking on a 

completely new one to get  the best  results. It is literally a case of what 

works best  for the student is the best  option and what worked for one 

student, may be completely ineffective on another.

A trainer who cannot adapt to the demands of the student  will force the 

student  to adopt theirs. This is achievable, but  it  comes with a cost. The 

trainer will spend more time and effort  on the task of learning itself and not 

on the learning outcomes. 

It is not about you
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