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If you present in a way that matches how adults learn, then you can present for long-term retention, and for real action.
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Providing opportunities for engineers to learn and apply new technologies is a tricky endeavor. After all, you don't always feel we have the time, money, or attention to devote to the next innovation, especially since innovation is so constant it's almost daunting. 

This is where the tricky part comes in: How do you design in-house training opportunities so that they are effective? More importantly, how do you train so that your listeners actually retain and use? 

Good questions. You can present new technologies, products, and systems, but if those who are listening do not remember what you impart, then their thinking or behavior doesn't change. And after all, you give talks to inform, educate, and incite action. Knowing how adults actually learn should guide your communications; it will improve audience participation, thereby increasing the retention of new information. If you present in a way that matches how adults learn, then you can present for long-term retention, and for real action. 

Information processing

For technical information, there are some general principles that researchers in the field of adult learning and cognitive science have proven time and again. This article addresses how to apply adult learning psychology to oral presentations for public speaking engagements, sales interviews and presentations, and internal training sessions. 

First, how do adults process information? To put it plainly: in bits of information. 

While this seems obvious, research has uncovered some interesting premises. As listeners, you are able to process information better if you can relate what is being said to your own situation. We call this “schema.” 

Think about the last meeting, presentation, or conversation you were in. At what point did you begin to relate what the person said to your own work or to a question that's been on your mind? Schema is the background information you bring to the table as listeners. Schema is a combination of your work experience, education, and perspective on a given topic. As presenters, if you target your conversation to activate the background schema of your audience by relating your stories and knowledge to lived experience, they will retain more of what they hear. 

You can easily accomplish this by relating your stories and case studies to current work or projects. If you're a member of the audience, the minute you hear mention of that question from the back of your mind, you get hooked and begin to really listen. That's because the speaker hit on your schema. 

And what really happens when adults are processing within their own schema? Physically, as you listen and take in new information, the neurotransmitters in your brains chemically fire, aiming at a receptor; transmitters land on receptors and a thought is born. As you have thoughts, your brain creates chemical pathways as transmitters seek receptors. When you have an original thought—something that is new—your brain makes a new pathway. As you hear the same information repeatedly, this pathway becomes etched in your minds. The more the pathway is etched, the more likely you are to have long-term retention. 

Think of it like a river. As you have new thoughts, you create little trickles in your minds of water running downhill. As you learn information and hear and process it over and over, those trickles become small streams. And when you create activity around these repeated ideas, the streams merge to create rivers. The goal for long-term retention is to create deep rivers in the mind as channels to which information can attach. 

Effective lunch-and-learns

While effective lunch-and-learns have several key elements designed to help participants to retain new material, one aspect is more important than all others: interactivity. There are three parts to the interactivity formula: establishing a safe and comfortable environment, establishing the training session as an interactive one, and then keeping the interactivity going using research-based training tactics. 

Part 1: Ensuring a conducive environment

Fostering interactivity begins with ensuring that the learning environment is conducive to the message of your presentation. What are the environmental needs of adults in training situations? 

Interestingly, research tells us that safety and comfort are the cornerstones. Safety in this case means safe for the participants' ego and professional reputation; you have to allow adults to protect their egos when they are learning new ideas. Comfort means the usual suspects: temperature, relative humidity, acoustics, and lighting. You may not be able to control all of the comfort factors, but it certainly is part of your responsibility as the presenter to establish a safe environment early on for an interactive session to be successful. 

For a session to be interactive, adult participants need a balance of the known and unknown, active and passive participation, and the serious and whimsical to keep them involved at the optimal level. However, for these elements to occur fluidly, participants have to feel the safety we briefly touched on above. To accomplish this level of comfort, there are six methods to work with as presenters; all are required to maximize the learning potential of your participants. 

1 Establish the goals and/or objectives and clarify the expectations of your talk. This allows the audience to give up their need to be in control because they have clear leadership from you.

2 Establish a learning environment that is professional and colloquial by drawing on the participants' experiences, protecting minority opinions, keeping disagreement civil, and making connections among varieties of ideas.

3 Understand that every adult in the room has something to lose—their ego. Keep in mind that your speaking tone, facial expressions, and body language are as important as your words in conveying respect for your audience.

4 Use questioning techniques to provoke thinking, stimulate recall, challenge beliefs, confront opinions, and promote conclusions.

5 Create balance. Balance new materials with old, discussion with straight presenter talk, the sharing of relevant trainees' experiences with the experts'—all within the time frame allotted.

6 Use positive, descriptive feedback with participants. Nod and give eye contact when they make a salient point. Smile when their question is the perfect segue into your next point. Feedback can be subtle and highly powerful.

All of these elements have to be in play during the first few minutes of your talk to establish a safe environment. This sets the stage for establishing interactivity. 

Part 2: Establishing interactivity

How do you create the interactivity that is required to establish this positive, ripe, learning environment that meets the needs of the adult learner? First, open talks by greeting our participants as they walk in the door. This may sound odd, but think about it for a minute. Usually you stand up front as people filter in and get settled. Why, so you can be more ready? The PowerPoint is loaded, the lights are slightly dim, and our notes are in front of us. So why aren't you greeting new participants at the door? Ask names. Say hello. This opens your audience to the possibility of creating a relationship with you in an hour. Research shows that when adults feel valued, they learn more quickly. 

Second, within the first few minutes of your talk, make eye contact with everyone in the room (with audiences of more than 50 people, this can get a little tough). This means you'll have to walk around a bit, move from the front down the center or side aisles. Your participants will be following your movement with their heads. This early movement sets the expectation that learning occurs in a community, more than just a passive audience. Third, try to direct one comment or question to as many audience members as you can; this allows the audience to avoid that “waiting for something to happen to me” fear. 

Starting a lunch-and-learn this way establishes a sense of community—we're all safe to learn together. Research suggests that for optimal participation, hence long-term retention, every audience member should talk with, look at, or touch at least six other audience members. Sounds impossible, right? Not if you have people in your audience talk to each other. So, for a 90-minute session, build in movement and conversational activity during the first 20 minutes. For example, talk for 10 minutes, then pause and have participants turn to their neighbor and summarize for 2 minutes—the 10-2 rule. Do this twice in the first 20 minutes. This sets the tone that this presentation will be interactive. 

Part 3: Continuing interactivity

After interactivity is underway, how do we build in audience participation that is purposeful and meaningful throughout the lunch-and-learn? 

Cognitive research shows us that the more times we manipulate new information, the more we retain. The percentages below indicate how much a person retains by learning new information in a specific way. 

Read information only… 10% 

Hear information only… 20% 

See information only… 30% 

Hear it and see it… 50% 

Read it, hear it, and talk about it… 70% 

Read or hear it, talk about it, and do it… 90% 

Based on this principle, it's imperative that audience members process information while you speak. To create those deep rivers of understanding, you have to provide meaningful repetition and process time in your presentations. One way to foster repetition is to have the audience hear the content, then visually read the content on a PowerPoint slide, and finally write down the information in their own language to discuss with their neighbor. If you do this, then the content is processed not once but three times, resulting in 50% better retention. This does not mean that what audience members see, hear, and write is identical. You should limit the number of slides and words per slide; the material you convey should come primarily from your speaking. 

This gets us to an important point: What's an appropriate handout? Passing out complete copies of your PowerPoint slides actually hinders retention because audience members will try to read your handout, listen to you speak, and watch your actual slide simultaneously. Research tells us that this is too much interactivity at once, so participants have a difficult time focusing. An outline of key points with room for notes is much more efficient for your audience. If you still feel a need to pass out full slide presentations, do so, just do it at the end of your talk. 

Incorporating feedback

Another way to foster interactivity is through the strategic use of questions. Certainly this includes the final Q&A after you finish our formal talk. But questioning can be incorporated throughout a talk in a variety of formats. Recall the discussion on how listeners need a pause about every 7 to 10 minutes for optimal retention. Rhetorical questions are a great way to create these pauses. Questions allow your participants to think about the information you presented in light of their own work. Don't solicit answers, just pose the question and wait 10 seconds for your audience to ponder the new information. 

Questions also work well as “whip arounds.” A whip around is a tactic where you pose a question as the presenter, and every participant in the room thinks of a one- or two-word answer to your question. For example, ask aloud, “What's the single most pressing issue you have to deal with today when designing a mechanical system?” Your participants will think “energy efficiency,” “first cost,” “delivery date,” “schedule,” and the like. Pause a moment to give participants time to think, then open up the floor in an organized, linear fashion for people to give their one-word answers. Start with one person who utters his answer aloud, then move to the next, the next, and the next—all the way around the room. Provide eye contact to each participant as you go to keep the pace and guide the answers. Although you might think it would take a while, a good whip around takes less than 60 seconds. 

One last way to incorporate questioning into your lunch-and-learns is by using questioning cards. 

Provide your audience with two or three blank 3x5 cards or sticky notes. As you talk, you can stop, pause, and solicit questions. Why not do this orally? When adults have a moment to process their thoughts, most will come up with a question. Then you are more likely to receive questions from all members of the audience. Open the floor and ask for questions from those you haven't heard from. This will encourage quieter participants will speak up. 

Have participants put their names and contact information on their questions, and collect them after the session for follow-up after the lunch-and-learn. You can also walk around and pick up questions while speaking. Later, during an interactivity break, you can look through the cards and answer some of the questions. The questions will provide substantive feedback as to what the audience was expecting versus what you actually covered. 

Grouping your participants

A third way is to incorporate conversational interactivity that processes the content you are training is by briefly grouping your participants. These activities group your audience members into dyads (two people) or triads (three people) to have a short conversation about a question or issue posed. 

One activity, a think-pair-share, is where you pose a short scenario, issue, or question. You pause and allow your audience to think individually for one or two minutes, and jot notes on paper. Then ask your audience members to partner with someone from another firm or organization. Partners then “share” their answers or work out the scenario together. 

As the discussant, you can to open the floor and solicit one or two pairs' reactions if time allows. Not every pair has to give a summary. Think-pair-shares are an easy six-minute addition to your presentation that provide processing interactivity for your audience. They enhance long-term retention and maintain that environment you established at the beginning. 

Storytelling

In technical lunch-and-learns you present content in narrative forms, such as case studies or war stories from the field. Stories work very well for short- and long-term retention of material because they speak to the participants' background information, to their sense of the familiar. In essence, stories have active background schema and, when told well, provide listeners with cues and schema to attach the new information to their existing understanding of the topic being presented. Research shows that adults remember in story form. 

For these reasons, presentations delivered partially in story form do a great job of providing that balance between the active and passive, and the serious and whimsical, discussed earlier. 

Beyond the storytelling of the presenter, the audience has its own stories. Pairs of participants can share stories in think-pair-shares. We as the presenter can ask one central question about a story we posed, or ask for a solution to an issue in a case study, and then have pairs share their conclusions with the group as a whole. While this may seem to require a serious time commitment, in reality it takes about 10 minutes. 

In creating interactivity in your presentations, begin with the environment and the needs of your adult learners and open your talk with the expectation of movement and interactivity. Then you can use a variety of training tactics to keep the interactivity purposeful and valuable. Interactivity is the missing link between a good presentation and a great training session.

