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This is the story of how Librarians at National Geographic Society (NGS) apply their training and collaboration skills each day to coordinate, manage, and evolve the Society’s internal university, National Geographic Learning Systems (NGLS).  While the NGS relied on librarians to teach them research skills and how to filter information, they didn’t expect us to take on creating an umbrella for all internal learning at the Geographic. 
Where we started:  Various divisions within NGS offered training courses to the staff, but they could be located only by guessing what division site might offer it.  Libraries & Information Services, Information Systems & Technology (IS/IT), and Human Resources (HR) were the principle offerings.  IS/IT offered mostly elearning from a particular vendor.  There was no central learning strategy or umbrella that provided easy access to the staff. There was no way for HR to capture in the personnel files of staff who took training. The Geographic did provide tuition assistance for college level training and individual departments approved training, depending on their budgets and focus. 

Champion in senior management: In the fall of 2002, our new CFO called upon a few of his senior management team including the Libraries & Information Services (LIS) to work with the Society’s other corporate services to develop an internal university we would call National Geographic Learning Systems (NGLS). Having struggled unsuccessfully for years to apply technical solutions to introduce knowledge management, we were eager to see if Knowledge Management (KM) could be addressed from a cultural perspective. The CFO wanted to reduce the cost of external training and stimulate his managers to work together as a team.
From the beginning LIS took the lead striving to build a cross-divisional team with the idea that many hands could make light work. We had extensive training experience and were interested in providing a new way for employees to share their knowledge to meet the changing needs of the Society. 

Most internal universities are created to encourage:

· improved recruitment: often candidates will say that learning opportunities are as important as higher compensation

· increased innovation: an educated staff likely to be innovative with implications for the bottom line

· reduced turnover through high morale and internal career mobility

· employee advancement: programs don’t have to be mandatory for employees to know that learning is a good path to increased pay and responsibility

NGLS differs from many corporate universities in that it utilizes the Society’s significant internal knowledge and skill sets, focuses on general and specialized skills needed to work at NGS, and is managed in a collaborative decentralized manner rather than by the Human Resources division.

Jumpstart the process: After developing a curriculum and business strategy, we realized we could use some coaching to jumpstart this effort.  We needed an independent voice to help us determine how to engage and facilitate managers to teach (most had never taught before), how to measure results, how to create a positive buzz as we began a cultural change, and how to identify the long term goals and encourage participation. Working with a consultant, we generated the following vision: 
· create a culture of continuous learning within the organization that would lead to improved services to members and customers;
· develop a forum for capturing and sharing internal expertise and knowledge;
· assess and improve work processes and develop a shared vocabulary;
· strengthen the leadership and training skills of staff;
· increase employees professional, editorial, and technical competencies; and
· develop flexible staff who could evolve their skills as the organization changed.

The CFO asked each manager in Corporate Services to take on a training role to teach the Employee Essentials classes – classes we thought would be useful to any employee:  Presentation, Project Management, Running Effective Meetings, Time Management, Understanding the Financial System, Empowerment. Mangers worked with each other to outline classes. Then with coaching from the consultant, we took “train the trainer” classes from Human Resources to ensure classes were crisp and interactive. 
[image: image2.png]All Document v [ Seard

Directories | Subumit Info | Forms | Resources | Divisions | Libraries | NG.com |Eor M| HR | Calandars| Portal

NaToNAL
G
X Register by e-Mail for an
P NGLS Class!
Tl
o 4
Learning Learning New class - Iniro
Systems to map reading June 22 from
Learning Civil Treatment for
About NGLS Employees Sign p How et
. Session July 17
Admiistration it's for YOU! Training Class Photoshos
class ralls out thraugh NGLS
Calendar v ofessior o o GS? Learn the basics of digtal
Why take professional development courses at NGS? sl el
Classes by Focus June 7th
NGS employees rust be prepared to meet the challenges that e | 1oiin class noLs
Classes by Name  ahead in today's fast-paced media and nonprofit enviranment i i
Training Class NGLS
Faculty No matter what your job at NGS, furthering your skills in such areas Calendar: July
P as Effective Meetings, Negotiations Skills, and Proofieaing will give
you the confidence you need to succeed. More...
Hews
Courses you take can also be included as part of your annual self. | 2 T B S0V
Resaurces, evaluation under the section asking for accomplishments during the
year. Some managers require selfimproverent though interal Wonderful instructor--very
il coursewark every year. knowiedgeable.”

“erasenters were friendly and
You can receive certificates of achievement in two NGLS tracks: | quick to answer qumonVS g

NGLS "Employee Essentials" and Libraries & Information Senvices’
"Total Research” series. “Excellent information and





Meanwhile LIS utilized its organizational strengths to build the website, add class and faculty descriptions, and develop a training calendar. Classes were scheduled and tested. LIS set up the structure and processes and recruited internal skills to support NGLS.

A staff designer created the logo (right) for branding the site, PowerPoint presentation, and handouts as well as marketing and promotional materials. The team wanted to impart the ideas of learning as a continuous process, that all of us are in it together, that there are “summits” like Mt. Everest to reach.
IS/IT built a computer training room, and we also identified other training spaces in the organization that could be used.  LIS converted part of its periodical room into a new training space. 
As the “Employee Essentials” were being organized, the Libraries collaborated with HR, IS/IT, and Building Services to offer new staff a coordinated first day of training. HR followed up with Civil Treatment for staff and managers. With a website dedicated to learning, we started aggregating training under the umbrella of the NGLS training calendar.  
Expanded Course Offerings: In 2003, NGLS began with “Employee Essentials,” a consolidated Orientation, as well as the Libraries’ research classes. By 2004, we recruited faculty to teach “Proofreading,” taught by our best internal proofreader; “Negotiation Skills” taught by senior legal counsel; and “Handling Original Collection Materials,” taught by our conservator.  In 2005 our Archivist began offering “High Adventure: A History of the Geographic”; a senior National Geographic magazine researcher taught an “Introduction to the NG Style Manual”; a senior administrative assistant offered “Networking and Creating Contacts”; a development staff member added a course on “Managing Federal Grants”; and our Vice President for Financial Planning taught “Developing Capital Projects that Sell;” And a librarian introduced CPR training.  In 2006 we persuaded a cartographer to teach “Map Reading Skills” and a digital lab technician to teach “Adobe Photoshop.” LIS knew the program was getting momentum when staff began to approach us to teach courses they wished to share, e.g. “Quark Express,” “Grant Writing,” and “World Music.”
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Making it easy for faculty to focus on teaching: Part of the faculty recruitment strategy is to coach the trainer during the class development stage, provide administrative process, model effective classes, and offer feedback regularly.
· Train the Trainer: We coached new faculty on how to make their courses interactive and blend with other courses, and provided a test bed.  HR followed up with a formal three-part session to train new faculty to teach what they know, videotaping and evaluating their performances. 
· Consistency: We created standardized forms to help faculty work through the elements of the classes including how the class supports the Society’s goals, a resume form, a checklist for teaching, class evaluation forms, NGLS logo, and presentation templates. We identified speakers’ aids and materials. And as people taught, they created new forms for goal setting, agendas, class handouts and more! We linked additional material from the website, supporting our goal to speak a common “language.” 

· Registration and Scheduling:  We recruited various administrative staff, who were pros with the HR business systems software, to accept registrations, send class reminders, track attendance, schedule classes and update the calendar, order water and supplies for classes, create certificates, and notify managers of classes taken by their staff annually for performance appraisals. 

· Feedback: Internal market research staff were willing to crunch the numbers on class attendance and feedback and to survey staff periodically. 
· Budget:   Purchasing agreed to order small Geographic flags for all staff completing Employee Essentials.  
· Learning Shelf: LIS set up a reserve shelf for materials referenced in classes.
· Marketing: LIS consulted with faculty on ways to promote their classes and to plan classes for the calendar three months in advance.
· Recognition:  The CFO publicly recognizes at his “all hands meetings” those who reached a “summit” with a Geographic flag and certificate and a notation in their HR files.
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Learning Day creates the buzz!  Once the faculty and processes were in place, we needed to alert staff that the culture was to change – that learning was to be a part of all our jobs. We held the first Learning Day in 2003 with the theme of “Back to School!”  We gathered a cross-divisional group interested in putting together a continental breakfast, providing some entertainment, locating prizes, creating and staffing informational booths, marketing the story, blowing up balloons, and handling all the tasks necessary to make a festive offering.  Annual Learning Days have followed, each with a new theme and growing attendance.  It has become a great way to involve faculty, alert staff to new offerings, sign up people for classes they want to take, and remind staff about learning and the Society’s investment in them.  Themes to date and attendance figures:

· Learning Day Fall, 2003: “Back to School” drew 300 staff.
· Learning Day Fall, 2004: “NG Olympics” drew more than 500.
· Learning Day Spring, 2006: “Puzzling Learning” enticed the biggest turnout to date with more than 600 attendees!
Cultures don’t change easily: NGLS hasn’t been without its stumbles.  Early hurdles included getting the team to work together and encouraging departments to see NGLS as the learning umbrella, particularly HR which was used to going it alone. With no staff or budget for this project and only one senior champion, it was hard to get traction at first. 
After a year or two, working closely with HR, we got funding to offer managers elearning courses from two training vendors with appealing titles such as: “Essential skills for tomorrows’ managers,” Going from management to leadership,” “How to overcome negativity in the workplace,” “Delegation skills,” “Confronting problem performance,” “360 performance appraisals,” “Leadership skills for women,” and “Managing others through change.” Managers demonstrated very little interest in tackling these courses by themselves at their computers and after a year we decided to not renew the contracts. However elearning continues to appeal for technical classes. 
NGLS administration is decentralized and depends to some degree on the passion of the faculty.  LIS reminds the faculty about scheduling their classes, and because they don’t have to recruit students, it encourages them that people want to learn from them.  
The biggest “pushbacks” have been addressing employees’ concerns that managers will think they have discretionary time if they take time out to take training. Some managers still don’t want to encourage their staff to take what they see as “softer” training.  We deal with ensuring that the pacing is right, content stays fresh, and scheduling and marketing of classes is effective with few cancellations or low-class attendance. 
We’ve had results:
√ Developed and maintain a learning website.
√ Invested in a new training center – NG Learning Lab.
√ Developed certification and reward strategy at CFO’s quarterly meetings and certificates for staffs’ “I love me walls.”
√ Developed an administration strategy and process for recording learning in HR files
√ Developed a common language between staff and departments on topics taught.
√ Staff now makes better use of Corporate Services, largely due to better orientation.
√ Individual and unit goals are incorporated into planning process.
√ Faculty demonstrates greater confidence in teaching and have become ‘knowledge nodes.’
√ Increased collaboration and sharing more quickly resolves problems between managers.
√ Faculty expands to meet the increased demand (doubled in three years from 18 to 40 faculty)
√ Staff from all parts of the organization take training.

√ Intranet is the top source of awareness of NGLS classes.

We do regular Market Research.  It is reassuring to read that we continue to make significant strides in terms of positive responses for all satisfaction attributes.
For instance in June 2006: 
· All four Overall Satisfaction elements received significantly higher agreement ratings in 2006 to-date compared to the already strong ratings given in 2004 and 2005.  Learning useful information was the top-rated satisfaction attribute (86% “strongly agree”) in 2006 to-date.

· We also saw significant increases in the already highly rated Instructor attributes of the presenter being organized and prepared for class (94% “strongly agree”), questions were adequately addressed (89% “strongly agree”), and participants were encouraged to take part in class discussions (87% “strongly agree”) in 2006 to-date compared to 2004 and 2005.

· In the Instructor category, participants continue to be nearly universal in 2006 to-date in their strong agreement that the presenter was knowledgeable about the class subject and that the instructor was prepared and organized for class.  We also saw significant jumps in the number of participants who were very likely to strongly agree that participants were encouraged to join in class discussions, and that their questions were adequately addressed in 2006 to-date compared to 2004 and 2005.
Agreement on Instructor Attributes
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Keeping learning fresh:
Even with a decentralized strategy, LIS continues to assert leadership to ensure that NGLS:

· Sets annual goals and measures results 
· Strives to inculcate learning into the formal HR performance appraisal process  
· Reduces Society outside education budgets 

· Aims for at least 90% positive feedback on market research
· Improves marketing support to increase class attendance
· Identifies and recruits new trainers and support new faculty who aspire to share knowledge
· Holds annual faculty meetings to review successes and their impact on the Geographic, to streamline processes, and provide an opportunity to discuss and ask questions
· Involves new staff in Learning Day and evolves learning to the next level.

In summary:

Librarians are logical leaders in the learning arena, because they can use their extensive training, web, and networking skills to help the staff of their organizations share knowledge, identify nodes of expertise, and continue to learn new skills necessary to keep their organizations competitive for the future. 
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