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I have been training on the job since 1997. Like almost all of the workplace 
trainers that I know or have met, I fell into it purely by chance. I remember 
being a ‘run of the mill’ air traffic controller and then one day coming to work to 
find a student staring blankly up at me. 

OJT trainers tend to come from one of two places; subject matter experts who 
then take on a mentoring role, or a contemporary trainer who leaves the 
classroom and ventures out into the real world. Either way, they are usually 
thrust into the situation with little warning, no opportunity to prepare and 
limited resources to turn to for assistance when it starts to get tough. 

Over time, you adapt, you adjust and you overcome the obstacles that you 
meet. You soon find out which tricks work and what techniques to avoid as  
you do your best to lead your students safely and expeditiously through the 
training program. 

I look back now and I wonder why it was so difficult. It doesn’t take me long to 
think about the mistakes that I made and ponder whether or not I really had to 
make them. I guess I did to get where I am today.

But non-the-less, these are my 7 biggest mistakes that didn’t have to happen 
or, as the title says; the 7 things that I wish that I had known before I started 
training on the job. 
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This may be quite clear from the reactions by your student, but there is a  link 
between learning and stress. 

In psychological terms learning is defined as:

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

The interesting point is that learning occurs whenever we face a change in our 
environment and not just when we are training. Learning occurs before we begin 
and after we finish, but that’s fine because our objective is actually learning, not 
training. Training is just making the environment ripe for learning.

Stress, in psychological terms, is defined as:

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

Thus, a change in our environment is a catalyst for learning and a source of 
stress. It’s up the trainer to make sure we maximise the former and minimise the 
latter

Learning is stressful
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Lesson One



Learning will not be confined to the objectives of the exercise. The student will 
invariably pick the occasional bad habit along the way and add this their 
compliment of skills.

Remember that are actually three sources of knowledge (skills and attitudes) for 
the student: 

Observation or experience
Reading or story telling 
Create or consider. 

Either somebody tells them, they see it first hand or they figure it out for 
themselves. Some students will prefer a particular source over another and others 
will not assimilate the knowledge unless it comes from multiple sources. This 
means that your teachings may be supplemented by or conflicted with by other 
sources.

Other workers, their own assumptions and even the way your perform in that role 
when you aren’t training can send a different message to the student.

Learning doesn’t discriminate

5

“your teachings may be 
supplemented by or 

conflicted with by other 
sources”

“the way your perform in 
that role when you 

aren’t training can send 
a different message to 

the student”

Lesson Two



The most effective source of information is a variable in any learning situation. 
Some methods will lend themselves to different circumstances and how  the 
student responds to each can even depend on unpredictable elements such as 
aesthetic value or their mood on that particular day. 

However, there are four guiding principles that stand true for any person, in any 
training and under any condition. These are:

You learn better when you are motivated 
You learn better when you can observe the results 
You learn better when you can associate it with something similar 
You learn batter when you can practice. 

Obvious, isn’t it? 

The four “Golden Rules”
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Lesson Three



Making mistakes is not be the best method for improvement, but it is part of the 
learning process. It is very easy to put these mistakes down to a poor decision, 
bad luck or just ‘part of the learning process’, but typically, a mistake occurs for a 
very specific reason.

Mistakes can be classified as an error, where the student attempts and fails, or an 
omission, where no attempt is made at all

Nobody makes mistakes on purpose
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“mistakes rarely occur 
from a single cause and 
typically have several 
contributing factors”

Lesson Four

Errors

Knowledge: Didn’t know 
Skill: Knew, couldn’t apply 
Attitude: Knew, could apply
Diagnostic: Wrong solution

Omissions

Observation: Didn’t see 
Recognition: Saw, but didn’t realise 
Knowledge: didn’t know how to act 
Skill: Knew, but lacked the skill 
Attitude: Didn’t believe they could 
Prevention: Physically prevented

Mistakes can be classified based on their cause, however, mistakes rarely occur 
from a single cause and typically have several contributing factors. What this list 
does highlight though, is that a simple mistake may not be that simple after all. 



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 that we need to know  about us before we even 
begin to compare ourselves with the students that we are trying to teach. 

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. 

Obvious, isn’t always obvious
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Remedial actions differ from feed back in that they may not be an actual solution 
to the identified problem, but a path to finding resolution. In some cases, there is 
no simple fix and the student must transfer existing skills, problem solve or use 
repetition to hone the targeted area. 

However, remedial activities can extend beyond simple practice activities.

Study/Training: hitting the books and practising until they ‘get it right’. 
Organisational process: think about the weakness in the larger organisation
Discussion: Explain the processes or procedures 
Planning: Have the student continually look ahead
Control and monitoring: ask the student to verbalise actions beforehand
Add defences: Use additional checks, templates or guides
Use materials: Create handouts, tables and diagrams to assist the process. 
Procedures: Create a procedure, flowchart or checklist
Regulation: Formalise a procedure - when this happens, always do this

You may need to employ several strategies against each weakness. The purpose 
here is to highlight that ‘try harder’ isn’t your only option. In some cases, these 
alone may not suffice and not every solution will work with every student, 
however, having an array of options to try gives your more alternatives to failure. 

Don’t just “try again”
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Lesson Six



After a successful assessment, the former student will still be learning new 
knowledge and skills, but without the benefit of a full time mentor. Typically they 
now know enough to avoid most pitfalls, but may not have the necessary skill or 
experience to escape one, should they fall in. 

So if  there is more to learn, why should training be any different at this stage of 
development? It doesn’t and there is still a role for you to play in continuing their 
education. Here are three things you can do to help them in the months following 
the successful completion of training:

Encourage effective behaviours: Have them start doing things that will 
encourage their own growth. Get them to pre-brief and debrief each work session, 
invite feedback from colleagues and find a coach or mentor.

Start  them on a self-investment plan: A  self investment plan is a strategy for 
the student to broaden their knowledge of their role and the rest of the 
organisation. It starts with an extra five minutes a day on work related knowledge 
(trade mags, product brochures etc) and enrolling in relevant training

Create a development  plan: In conjunction with their supervisor, set goals and 
map out a path to achieve them.

Learning doesn’t end with training
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Lesson Seven



These seven topics are covered in greater detail in the book “Controlling Training”

Controlling Training is the result of over a decade of experience in training military 
air traffic controllers, their trainers and their supervisors in 'the real world'.

This book bridges the gap between the classroom and training on-the-job. It is a 
practical guide that explains specific techniques and strategies to immediately 
improve the effectiveness of your workplace training. It is more than just a how to, 
it is a how to right now.

Want to know more?

Available now at 
www.lulu.com

Search for
Controlling Training What's in the book?

Step by step guides to pre-briefing, OJT, debriefing and 
reporting
The four golden rules of learning
Why students make mistakes
How to work with other trainers in a multiple trainer team
How to create and implement a training plan
How to evaluate training using a post-training hot wash
Professional development tips for trainers
Strategies for continuing student development after training
How to prepare for assessment
What to do if the student fails
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