Beyond the “Sage on the Stage”:
Helping Experts Become Effective Teachers
Douglas Behan
Abstract: Social work continuing education programs are charged with providing quality
training to support social workers in practice. These programs hold a gatekeeping role to ensure
the programs they offer are scholarly, engaging, and practically useful for social workers.
Traditional methods of teaching that rely primarily on a lecture format are still prevalent,
particularly because most subject matter experts have not had formal training on effective
teaching methods for adults. Optimal learning experiences for attendees are maximized when a
continuing education program (a) has defined acceptance criteria for selecting the programs they
offer and (b) provides support and tools to assist instructors in creating and delivering engaging
training programs that are based on adult learning theory.
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When I became the faculty director of a university-based social work continuing education
program over 10 years ago, I was not prepared for the job. Despite having over 20 years of
experience as a clinician, instructor, and administrator, I did not know how to ensure programs
for social workers were engaging and impactful. Despite having clinical expertise, I was never
trained on how to design or deliver an effective learning experience. I assumed that knowing the
work meant a person could also teach it. I was not alone in this perception. I was the norm.
Who Are We Teaching and How?
By the time a person becomes a masters-level social worker, they have completed at least
nineteen years of formal education where they were primarily socialized to assume a passive
learning role. It is a scene we are all very familiar with—sitting in a row of desks, eyes forward,
listening to an expert dispense knowledge. A free-flowing back-and-forth exchange with other
students, and especially with the teacher, is not a common occurrence in this approach. In his
1970 book Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Paulo Freire (2005) famously referred to the concept of
educational banking in which knowledge is deposited into the heads of students so it can be
withdrawn someday in the future. Freire sees this type of education as “projecting an absolute
ignorance onto others” and writes, “In the banking concept of education, knowledge is a gift
bestowed by those who consider themselves knowledgeable upon those whom they consider to
know nothing” (p. 53). However, professional social workers, who work on the front lines of
society’s most pressing social problems, are certainly not “ignorant”; they bring a wealth of
knowledge and experience into the classroom that should not be discounted. Many instructors
have impressive experience, knowledge, and interesting stories, but if working
professionals—who the day before were engaging in the dynamic activities of a social
worker—are now expected to sit passively for an extended period in a classroom or webinar and
bank information, they will eventually get bored and therefore distracted (e.g. checking phones,
thinking about other responsibilities). However, when they feel personally engaged, they lean in
and stay involved in the training.
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Continuing education programs should guard against bank learning approaches in their
programs. Professionals do not need to build a repository of knowledge for the future; they need
it for their work the next day. Their minds are not empty and in need of filling—they have lived
experience and arrive in the continuing education space with professional knowledge that can
significantly contribute to the learning environment. This dynamic calls for a different teaching
approach that is applied and immediate. The challenge becomes, “How do I involve the
participants in the learning process and not talk at them?”
In his seminal work on adult learning theory, Malcolm Knowles (1974, 1984) differentiated the
learning process for children or “pedagogy” with adult learning, termed by him “andragogy,”
which posits that adult learners approach learning in a fundamentally different way from
children. A teaching approach matched to adults recognizes that they:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Are self-directed learners seeking to add to an already established skillset and
reservoir of experience.
Respond best to a mutual and collaborative engagement with the instructor versus
a more formal and authoritative approach.
Have learning goals which center on addressing existing real-world problems
versus the subject focus used with children.
Experience an immediacy to apply what they learn (Knowles, 1974, 1984;
Merriam, 2001).

Despite these distinct aspects of adult learners, the old pedagogical model, which is
subject-focused and not student-focused, still underlies the approach of many teachers. Students
are expected to revert to their old classroom conditioning and passively listen to instructors when
they share their expertise in extended lectures (Ebert-May et al., 2011; Gibbs & Coffey, 2004). It
is a tough sell to ask professionals to go back to the passive learning mode of their school years.
A good continuing education program ignores this reality at their peril.
Attendee feedback will let the program know if a workshop fails to provide useful content
applicable to their work or if the instructor failed to appreciate the expertise existing within the
group and simply lectured the whole time. It is vital to hear their voices—they are the customer.
This was the wake-up call I received when I started in continuing education. We would
frequently offer a program with an instructor very well known for their expertise, but
participants would make tepid comments on the survey forms we distribute after every training.
They would voice things like “He really knew his stuff but it was pretty dry,” or “There was too
much content—I couldn’t take it all in,” or “She only left a little time for questions at the end.”
Certainly not the positive feedback you want to hear.
Participants also let us know that they overwhelmingly appreciated trainings that used mixed
learning modalities that engaged them as professionals: “I loved that we had real
conversations...The training just flew by, we did so much...I can’t wait to use the skills we just
practiced with my clients.” It became clear we needed to create a new organizational approach
that prioritized providing an engaged learner’s experience.
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What Does Good Training Look Like?
This led to an exploration of the literature on best practices in training adults (e.g., Flint et al.,
2002; Soney, 2003), which seems to reside in an insulated space from the academic approach
toward teaching (Ross-Gordon, 2011). We decided to move from an approach of teaching the
professional learner to facilitating their learning. This new approach incorporates mixed
teaching modalities that allow professionals to actively engage in the construction of their own
knowledge (Clapper, 2009). We underwent a process of evaluating the instructors we had been
using against this more active type of teaching and sorted them into two groups—one that was
already using this approach or was deemed capable of pivoting, and another group that was
unlikely to evolve from the traditional lecture format. This latter group we would need to move
on from.
The new approach involves going beyond simply telling people things via lecture—it involves
adding elements that allow people to see new information (e.g., demonstrations, video, graphic
representations) and then practice applying it (e.g., role plays, case studies, discussions, small
group activities, simulations). Active learning modalities allow professionals to personally relate
to and practice new learning, which increases the chances of retaining and using the newly
acquired knowledge in practice. Active modalities are also more likely to engage the learner on
an emotional level, which also enhances learning (Clapper, 2010). Incorporating these elements
into a training requires forethought by the instructor on the training design and delivery. It also
requires more effort from the instructor beyond simply lecturing.
The opportunity to review the steady stream of feedback from professionals after their training
experiences also forced me to look at my own teaching in the social work master’s program. I
was doing a lot of telling students what they needed to know based on my experience. It forced
me to rethink how I was planning each class session. I reduced my lectures to short lecturettes
(15-30 minutes), increased opportunities for students to share their own fieldwork experiences as
it related to the course material, and added more hands-on practicing and engaging with the
course content. This new approach reduced the number of concepts and skills I could teach each
week, and I had to resist the urge to still try to cover everything that I found important. I needed
to trust that an engaged experience with less material is superior to a boring experience with all
the material. The subsequent formal and informal feedback I have received from students
regarding this revised approach has remained consistently positive over the years. I now think
back with regret for subjecting students to the old approach for so long.
Guarding the Gate
Providers of social work continuing education have an obligation to their attendees to guard the
gate against the old style of teaching and usher in more useful and engaging student-centered
learning. But how? Over time, our approach has yielded certain useful beliefs that help ensure
our programs are learner-centered. The first is to become skeptical of a central tenet of formal
education: the belief that expertise on a topic means the expert is also a deft teacher. Think
again. Many bona fide experts are the driest, most boring teachers imaginable, which means the
transfer of knowledge typically breaks down—particularly if the event is longer than an hour.
Teaching is more than expert knowing; it requires engaging learners so that knowledge is
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successfully conveyed and applied. Learning stops when an expert shares their knowledge in a
dry and unengaging manner that allows participants to lose interest or feel talked down to. The
proverbial “sage on the stage” approach is a poor way to educate professionals. This approach is
more effective with passive bank learners, but not with experienced professionals (Curran,
2014). Trainings need to be carefully vetted by continuing education programs prior to being
offered, not just to ensure the instructor has the proper expertise, but also to assess their vision
and ability to deliver the material in a learner-centered manner.
Who Gets in the Gate?
Guided by an awareness that workshops need to be engaging and provide useful skills,
continuing education programs should find instructors who have both subject matter expertise
and a teaching approach appropriate for adult professionals. Easier said than done. Some
instructors bring the whole package with them—they know a lot and they know how to deliver it
in an engaging manner. Others, not so much. However, ignoring this second group entirely will
significantly limit the breadth and depth of a program’s offerings. Remember, most experts have
not been trained as teachers, so their blueprint for teaching is the old-style pedagogy.
In working with lots of instructors, I’ve found they can roughly be placed into two broad groups.
The first includes those from academic settings, generally professors, who have a firm grasp of
research and theoretical knowledge, but less practice experience and wisdom. The second group
includes clinicians, who bring the lived experience of daily social work practice, but who are
often less acquainted with current research and theory. Their direct experience often leads to
more engaging teaching; however, teaching from clinical experience needs to be grounded in
academic rigor. Often the “sweet spot” for an ideal instructor is one who has practice experience
as well as a passion that leads them to stay current in the research and theoretical developments
in a defined area.
Another group that can yield fantastic instructors includes subject matter experts who have a
willingness and potential to work differently but who need help in unlearning some of the old
educational conditioning we have all experienced. To do this, a program needs to establish
workshop submission standards that are shared with potential instructors up front. This helps
ensure instructors know the program seeks training that is engaging and delivered through a mix
of learning modalities. The standards should ensure each proposal has a) sufficient scholarship to
meet the needs of experienced professionals (e.g., instructor’s experience and training, a
workshop reference list), b) clearly defined learning objectives, c) a plan to use mixed learning
modalities (e.g., videos, lecturettes, group discussion), and d) built-in activities that involve
participants (e.g., simulations, small group activities, discussions). To see the instructor’s plan
for their training, programs should require all proposals include a timed outline of the training
day that lists the learning modalities they plan to use and the specific times they will take place.
A firm workshop schedule prevents long digressive lectures. Instructors unwilling to design a
workshop with this level of detail will be dissuaded from submitting a proposal or screened out
early. Others will get the point that a certain type of training experience is expected and rise to
the challenge.
After each training, evaluation data should be collected from attendees to measure their
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satisfaction with the design and delivery of the event. We have found qualitative responses to be
particularly enlightening. This data is useful in determining which instructors hit the mark,
which instructors to move on from, and which instructors are effective but need guidance to
improve in specific areas. Our evaluation data clearly shows learners prefer engaging learning
experiences, which helps us know which instructors to rehire.
Teaching the Teachers
In addition to setting clear expectations for the format and delivery of a workshop, continuing
education programs should be prepared to help willing instructors meet these standards. When a
potential new instructor is interviewed, it is important to ask them to describe their teaching
philosophy and approach, and then carefully listen to their answer. Do they describe an engaged
group of professionals learning together or do they focus solely on the topic areas they plan to
tell people about? If you do not hear an awareness of the need to engage the group, then the
instructor will most likely need guidance to meet the standards. Our program has adopted a
relational approach with instructors. We seek to develop a good rapport with them at the outset,
learning about them and helping them to learn about our program. We purposefully share a
vision for the type of experience we want our attendees to have—engaged and involved.
Developing a working relationship yields many benefits, including making post-workshop
feedback easier, allowing for new workshop ideas to emerge over time, and the creation of a
sense of mutual loyalty that good relationships typically produce.
When an expert instructor needs guidance to meet your standards, it can be a delicate endeavor.
Written standards or guidelines are extremely helpful. By referencing the established guidelines,
it helps avoid a face-losing experience for the instructor when they are told their vision for the
workshop does not meet the established criteria of the program. Statements can be tactfully
employed like, “These are the guidelines we have for all of our workshops; it looks like some
elements will need to be added to your proposal.”
Unfortunately, this process required our program to move on from some well-respected
instructors who were unwilling or unable to adapt. This process ranged from simply not
rescheduling some instructors to teach again, to having awkward conversations about how their
approach or evaluation feedback did not warrant running their workshop in the future. Letting
prominent experts go was not an easy process; it included a fair amount of self-doubt: “They
have so much experience! Is moving on from them the smart thing to do?...Their evaluation
scores aren’t bad—some people really like their teaching style.” The principle that helped
sustain us in building this culture was to focus on the primacy of the attendee’s experience. If
they leave informed and energized, it will likely transfer to their work with clients—which is the
primary role of a continuing education program.
Our program has been able to develop many talented professionals who showed interest and
readiness to take the career step into teaching. They have reached the point in their career where
they feel a drive to share and teach what they know. Many diamonds in the rough can be
polished into gems with the right support. On our website and publications, we often have ads
stating, “Are you ready to teach? Contact us.” We have found many instructors with years of
experience working in hospitals, schools, nonprofits, and mental health centers who are
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brimming with rich practice wisdom. Others have specialized experience with distinct
populations such as older adults, survivors of abuse and trauma, and youth in the adoption
system. It is clear they can be a bright light in the classroom, but they are a product of the bank
learning approach and need to learn how to teach adults. Their professional experience provided
the basis for what to teach, but they now need help with the new skillset of how to teach.
It has been a deeply rewarding aspect of my career to see talented social workers move into the
classroom and receive stellar survey responses from participants expressing how dynamic and
helpful the training experience was. The development process involves providing a clear vision
and coaching on a) what the learner’s experience should be in the training and b) exploring
which engaging elements can be incorporated into their training design. After a few discussions
and curriculum reviews, the instructor has a well-designed training. Initially they are usually
nervous, but once they get into the classroom with a good delivery plan, their knowledge shines.
Talking to a new instructor after they have successfully conducted their first workshop is a
delightful experience. Participants are generally highly receptive to their knowledge, practice
wisdom, and good preparation.
To further support instructors meeting our vision, our program created a booklet called Best
Practices in Social Work Continuing Education (Behan & Donnelly, 2014) that includes section
titles such as Preparing for Your Workshop, Mixing Teaching Methods, Engaging Your
Audience, and Starting and Concluding Your Workshop. The document has proven useful for
new instructors as well as for instructors whose evaluations show a need for improvement in
some areas. We regularly receive comments from instructors like, “This was so helpful—it
covered all the things I was nervous about,” and “This really helped me rethink how I am
running the workshop.” The document is posted on the program’s website along with the
workshop proposal guidelines. Documents like these help establish a program’s culture and
standards, which can then blossom in the classroom experience.
Conclusion
Social workers have a difficult and multi-faceted job that requires life-long learning. When
social workers commit time and money for training, continuing education programs can best
support them by offering training that is scholarly, engaging, and practically useful. Creating a
program that primarily focuses on the learning needs of adult professionals is essential, but it can
be challenging, as it requires a deliberate rejection of the deeply entrenched model of expert-led
teaching that most of us have experienced throughout our lives. This article describes one
program’s efforts to create the practices and culture to prioritize the adult professional’s learning
needs.
Our process involved adopting a gatekeeper role to ensure instructors were capable and prepared
to deliver optimized training. Proposal submission guidelines based on adult learning theory
were established to shape the content coming in the door. Some potential instructors easily met
these standards, while others simply were unable to adapt their approach. Others, particularly
new instructors, required guidance and mentorship in developing their approach. Coaching
instructors in building their presenting skills and knowledge can help ensure the training offered
is in line with the organization’s culture of meeting the needs of adult learners. The outcome of
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this approach is that attendees generally leave a training feeling energized and prepared to use
the new skills they just experienced. By treating the social work professional as an active adult
learner, training impact is increased, directly enhancing their work with clients.
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