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Training Extension Staff 
With Pre-Developed Resources* 

Lloyd R. Bostian 

W I-I AT GOOD DOES a leaching and research program do in 
training people in information and communication? Let's start 
with what you have to work with . What resources does a leaching
research program provide for training purposes? 

Teaching provides three obvious resources: 
* teaching materials, previously prepared, tried and evaluated; 
* leaching techniques related to leach ing objectives, tested and 

evaluated; 
* teachers themselves, experienced and evaluated. 
/?esearch provides results which tell you something about: 
* how to anaLyze communication problems and situat ions ; 
* audience information needs and usc of information; 
* efficiency and effectiveness of media services; 
* the appropriate Jorm of messages. 

Some Assum ptio ns 

Before we talk about applying these resources to a training 
program, we ought to make some assumptions abOLlt the ideal 
organization of information training activities. 

We can make three assLlmptions. The first is that there is central 
administrative control and direction over the information, train
ing, and teaching functions. Either the chief edi tor ought to have 
admi n istrative responsibility for training programs, or someone 
over him in overall information support should have . It is difficu lt 
to organize effect ive training where teaching, information pro-

*This talk was presented by Dr. Bosti~n at the 1972 AAACE meeting, Tucson. Ari· 
zona. 
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grams and training functions are separately administered. I try to 
coordinate these functions at Wisconsin, but to gain additional 
intra-department coordination, another staff member, John Feu, 
serves as training leader. 

A second assumption is that staff members doing the training 
ought to have joint appointments in information offices. Put an· 
other way, the trainer ought to be the information worker, or he 
ought to be the regular classroom teacher, or preferab ly both. A 
classroom teacher's head is assumed to be full of ready·to-apply 
communication theory and principles. The information expert is 
expected to have working knowledge of media and message prepa
ration. The teacher-editor, as an expert in both areas, has a unique 
base of knowledge and skill for training_ 

We certain ly cannot afford to have trainers separate from regu
lar information and teaching personnel. Yet at Wisconsin that at
tempt was made wit h the formation of a separate p rogra m and 
staff developmen t unit in extens ion. The unit was given unilateral 
and complete responsibility to develop and coordinate all training 
programs. This delegation of authority could have left agricu ltural 
journalism h igh and dry . It required us to revita lize our training 
program and to seek training opportunities in order to maintain 
contro l and input. We didn't mind revitalizing our tra ining to do a 
better trai ning job, but we hated to do it just to protect our 
interest and control. 

A third assumption is that communicat ion pathways between 
cooperating units ought to be direct, not via administrative hier
archies. The trainer must be able to draw d irectly on expertise in 
the information program, the teaching u nit, and the research unit 
without going th rough his admi nistrator. But if such forma l ar
rangements arc necessary, we need long-term agreeme n ts to help 
training programs get access to information and staff, instead of 
having to make such arrangemen ts on a one-at-a-t ime, ad hoc basis 
whenever training opportunit ies present themselves. 

Relating Research to Training 

Back to the topic- let's apply communication research ap
proaches and results to our training needs. What kind of research 
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and evaluation ought you to do, or what can research and evalu
ation tell you that will give you a stronger t raining program? 

First of all, before beginning a training venture or sess ion , you 
ought to research the trainees. Whether the trainees are state-based 
faculty or specialists, county-level staff or agents, mass media per
sonnel, or othe r communicators, you need two types of informa
tion from them before planning a training session. 

You need to know what their current status is regarding infor
mation abilit ies and habits. We try to find out answers to such 
questions as the trainees' mass media use, their attitudes toward 
media and information work, the need fo r specific types of infor
mation, their preferences for forms of messages and frequency of 
usc, etc. 

Second, you need to know what trainees want in a training 
session- what do they prefer to receive training in? To get this 
information for planning training sessions, we send a one-page 
questionnaire to the list of prospective trainees, asking their train
ing preferences and we also request samples of their previous 
work. We then analyze both what they say they want, and what 
their prev ious work says they need. Thus the training they receive 
is automatically more relevant, and more effic iently given. This 
type of research and evaluation gives information that is ex tremely 
useful not just in training but in admi nistering an information 
program. A year ago, Nellie McCannon of our staff recognized that 
home economics extension state specialists at Wisconsin were not 
participating fully in our media-serv ice work. We th ough t perhaps 
they needed a training session, so we did some research to find out 
wh y they were reluctant to help prepare news or use other media. 
The study showed t hat these specialists had a lack of understand
ing of where news went, the extent to which media actually used 
news, and the benefits perceived by media personnel and readers . 
We decided that regular feedback to these faculty concerning 
media use and reader interest should make them feel more like 
investing time in message preparation. This research told us to 
invest tra ining t ime not in how to prepare messages, but in why 
they should be prepared. 

A second example of how research aids our training program. 
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Before planning recent trammg for county agents, we ana lyzed 
their use of newspaper co lumns. We content ana lyzed all Wis
cons in week ly newspapers for a one-month period, counting the 
number of columns, the column inches, subjects, source of the 
information, column iden tification, etc. T hi s information helped 
us decide how the columns could be improved, and we worked 
this d irectly into our traini ng sessions. We also were ab le to quan
tify an information job well done. 

Often we have exist ing research results that relate direct ly to a 
trainee group. One area concerns audience understanding of tech
nical terms. Research on audience unde rstanding of techn ical co
operative terms helps us teach cooperat ive editors which terms to 
usc. Research on pest icide, soil, dairy and economic terms helps us 
in training extension personnel in app ropriate levels of writing. 
You can thin k of other areas of communication research that have 
d irect ap pl ication in a t raining program. We counted the types of 
research results we had used in a week 's t raining session for fore ign 
extension information leaders recent ly-ten different areas of com
munication research had been worked into the training course 
with no conscious attempt at doing so. 

Re lating Teaching to Trai ning 

Our teaching program gives us ready-to-use materials, methods , 
and teachers. Since our agricultural journalism department teaches 
courscs covering a variety of communication theories and prin
cip les, media and methods, we have an accumu lation of materials 
easi ly adapted to a particular training session. 

If we wish to teach newsw riting, for example, we can take our 
newswriting course examples and, if subject matter needs chang
ing, qu ickly adapt the examples to the communicat ion problems 
our pre-train ing investigation has shown the trainees are most in
terested in . If we wish to teach visual preparation, we already have 
prepared a list of principles to consider in judging the effectiveness 
of a visual and ac tual samples showing app lication of the pr in
ciples. And so on . T he po int is, if you don't have an agjournalism 
unit or other journalism unit connected wit h your editorial opera
tion, look for the nearest one as a source of already prepared 
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materials you can adapt for training p urposes. Start ing from 
scratch to develop your own materials is time-consuming and cost
ly. 

From t he teaching program you can borrow know ledge of 
methods. Do you know when to use the lecture, or programmed 
learning, or demo nstration, or wo rkshop, or d iscussion? Do you 
know whe n and how to video-tape , or use other methods of feed
back in the learning process? People who have daily or regular 
experience with these methods in t he classroom know some of the 
answers here, and they also know something of what makes a 
student tick. They can anticipate trainee prob lems and questions . 

Thus you have teachers or trainers who already k now how to 
tra in~not only regular staff me mbers, but a lso med ia people, com
mercial experts and others who have proven their teaching ab ility 
in the classroom. You can thus expand your training staff with 
some certainty in the skills and effec tiveness of the teachers. 

What we are suggesting here is that a trainer with ex perience in 
research and class room teac hing will do a better job than an editor 
without such experience. I am certain that this is not always true, 
however, and it certain ly doesn't have to be. Anyone can learn to 
take an analytical approach to communications training. Among 
othe r things, this means pu tting emphasis on the commu n ication 
problem and the situation the trainee faces, knowing his commun i
cation objectives, select ing principles that best apply , choosing 
media for a given purpose~ i t means not j ust being concerned with 
the form of messages and how to use media. 

An Approach 

Those of you who k now Wisconsin wi ll recogn ize that a rather 
poo rl y hidden objective of t his presentatio n is to sell some of t he 
benefi ts of an integrated edi torial-teaching-research-training unit. 
Almost 70 years of th is type of operation reinforces our biased 
belief that professional information and trai n ing work is greatly 
enhanced by close association with teachers and researchers. Thus 
you can imagine how we are fighting the current trend at Wis
consin to separate these bas ic fu nctions which made the land-gran t 
system what it is today . These are auste re times. But tha t is no 
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reason to be forced into doing a ro utine o r perfunctory job of 
training o r communication . In fact it calls for the opposit e
greater attention to the real va lues in the communication process. 
Unfortunately, when dollars are scarce administrators have two 
concerns, economy and organization visibility . They forget that 
the cardinal questio n is: "are we getting the right message in a 
usable form to the audience who needs it, and is the audience 
receiving and benefiting from it." Instead, they ask, "I s t his publi
cat io n identificatio n logo large eno ugh to be read at 50 paces, o r 
why is the ins ide of this cover blank, didn't we have a photo to 
throw in there?" Do n't let that type of concern, even if legitimate, 
keep yo u from the real issues in informatio n and train ing work. 
Tell your trainees and administrators that content counts most; 
form is secondary. 

A Need 

Finally, a suggestion for the future, and I hope the immediate 
fu ture. It has been too man y years since the Nat io nal Project in 
Agricultural Communications attempted to co llect and dissemi 
nate materials usefu l in communications training. I think AAACE 
ough t to invest, as it has done with the AAACE Communications 
Handbook, in a centralized accumulat ion of ex isting training ma
terials from all states . It should collect these materials and descrip
tions of methods with the objective of then preparing training 
handbooks for each maj or medium or train ing subject. Most of our 
offices are independently producing such materials, even though 
state needs are similar . Such a collaboration would improve tra in· 
ing programs in every state and permit us to put most of our 
training preparatio n time where it belongs-in to localization of 
ex isting profess io nally prepared materials and techniques, and into 
a better understand ing of trainees' communica tion problems. 
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