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Abstract 

This paper discusses the issue of the declining rate of participant engagement levels in classroom training 

programs.  The research data included supports the theme of this paper and highlights the significance of 

classroom training and the need to improve participant engagement levels in classroom training programs.  

The data presented is based on my experience, observations and secondary sources of research such as 

scholarly journals and publications. 
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Participant Engagement in Classroom 

Training Programs  

Learning and Development through the 

medium of classroom coaching or 

instructor led training is often used to 

provide training opportunities for 

individuals in the corporate sector.  

Training is a strategic tool which works on  

 

both ends.  This implies that learning or 

education from training programs has the 

dual benefit of increasing employee or 

participant skills, and “improving 

organisation performance. ‟ (Bassi & 

McMurrer, 2007).    

 

Currently, training professionals, 

corporations and training organisations are 

increasingly required to provide more exact 

data for the benefits achieved from training 

dollars.  Ongoing research in the field of 

learning and development by universities 

and professional organisations such as, 

American Society for Training and 

Development (ASTD), Society for Human 

Resources Management (SHRM) help to 

develop techniques and methods for 

delivery and measurement of training.  This 

results in increasing the effectiveness and 

efficiency of training programs.  Such 

research also helps to provide data required 

to support the business case for training 

costs.  A research study by Bassi & 
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McMurrer (2004), shows how investments 

in employee training programs increase the 

market value of corporations in the long 

term.  Thus, it can be said that optimising 

the learning from training programs is a 

desirable goal.  

 

Many factors impact training outcomes.  In 

this paper, I would like to discuss some of 

the issues that can impact the engagement 

levels of participants in classroom training 

programs.  These observations are based on 

my learning as a trainer in the corporate 

sector and information obtained from 

secondary research.  This paper also points 

to a few examples which highlight how to 

mitigate low levels of participant 

engagement in training programs.   

 

Personal Perspective  

 The need for presence and not just being 

“present‟ can never be undermined – be it 

at work, at home or anywhere else.  This 

also holds true for training programs – and 

especially during classroom training 

sessions.  Unlike web-based trainings, 

classroom sessions are not self paced.  

Trainers and participants are required to 

fully engage and be mentally and 

physically present in the classroom at all 

times.  This provides participants the 

opportunity to imbibe the complete training 

material as well as benefit from the 

interactive learning experiences that take 

place in a classroom setup.  

 

Discussion  

In a research paper in 2010, DeSmet, 

McGurk, & Schwartz had stated, “The most 

significant improvements lie in rethinking 

the mindsets that employees and their 

leaders bring to training, as well as the 

environment they come back to afterward.”  

Expanding on the essence of the above 

statement, below, I discuss some of the 

issues that impact participant engagement 

levels in training programs.  Here, I have 

listed the issues into three categories - the 

participant or employee issues, the educator 

or trainer issues and the administrative or 

business issues.  

   

Participant or Employee Issues:  

 The us vs. them mindset – this can be 

seen when there is an existing disconnect in 

communications.  Such as, between 

business teams and human resources 

departments.  

 The been there done that mindset – this 

can be seen if the topic of the training is 

routine or mundane or sounds repetitive or 

too theoretical.  

 The lack of time mindset – this can be 

seen with busy executives who keep their 

mobile gadgets on during training 

programs, or, are not able to mentally 

switch off from their work, or, when the 

participants are genuinely pressed for time; 

such as people working under daily/ hourly 

service level agreements (SLA‟s).  For 

instance, frontline workers in the BPO 

industry or in the manufacturing sector.  

 

Educator or Trainer Issues:  

 Trainer is inexperienced or unprepared - 

this can be a big drawback as participants 

can perceive trainer is not ready.  This leads 

to loss of trust and respect for the trainer, 

resulting in lower levels of engagement.    

 Trainer is not enthusiastic – this can be 

a big dampener for the participants.  

Trainers must display high levels of 

energy and enthusiasm at all times; 
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especially as this attribute is expected from 

participants.    

 Trainer is not a subject matter expert – 

this can create issues even for an 

experienced trainer as he/ she may not be 

able to relate to the participants 

intellectually.  To ensure high levels of 

engagement, the trainer must be competent 

to connect with diverse participant groups 

and demonstrate understanding of the 

relevant subject matter.  

Administrative or Business Issues:  

 Top Management not fully committed – 

as top managements drive organisation 

culture and have an effect on employee 

morale, they must be truly committed to the 

goal of learning and development.  This 

increases employee participation and 

engagement in training programs.  

 Insufficient or inefficient use of 

technology – an organisation culture which 

supports a good technology infrastructure 

will be better equipped to provide web 2.0 

technologies, projectors and other audio-

visual equipments to enrich the training 

experience.    

 Lack of flexibility – participants should 

be allowed to select from a given range of 

training programs.  A well-planned training 

calendar helps to mitigate issues of time for 

frontline workers and provides ongoing 

opportunities to participate in training.  

  

Summary  

 People are complex.  “Human Capital or 

people are intangible assets.” (Noe, 2009).   

Different case studies and research reports 

enable training professionals to understand 

the complexity of issues that impact people 

and conduct both qualitative and 

quantitative analyses to increase the 

benefits achieved from training programs.   

 

 Good knowledge management practices, 

technology, innovative thinking and 

genuine concern for the participants are 

tools that help to increase participant 

engagement in training programs; thereby 

contributing to more optimal training 

outcomes.  For example, to define the core 

values of his company, Twitter CEO Dick 

Costolo involved the whole organisation. 

He said, “it helped, that everyone joined in 

so everybody understood the core values of 

the company.”  (Stone, 2012).  A research 

article on listening skills from Mckinsey 

Quarterly, (Ferrari, 2012) illustrates how 

“Good listening can mean the difference 

between success and failure.”  

 

Observations from other environments of 

adult education and learning such as, 

universities, community colleges, 

professional organisations, seminars etc. - 

provide depth and diversity to research in 

the field of learning and development as 

well as to the specific issue of participant 

engagement in classroom training 

programs.   

   

The annual “state of industry report‟ for 

2008 by the American Society for Training 

and Development (ASTD) shows that US 

organisations spent $134.39 billion on 

learning and development and that 71% of 

the learning hours were instructor led.  

These are significant numbers.  The 

importance of classroom coaching and the 

need to increase participant engagement 

levels cannot be overlooked.  The first step 

in any discussion is cognizance of the 

issue – this, we have achieved.  In the 

context of this paper, the next step requires 

conscious and ongoing effort by learning 
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and development professionals to address 

the explicit and implicit factors that impact 

engagement levels of participants in 

training programs. 

 

References  

[1]. Bassi, L., & McMurrer, D.  (2007).  

Maximising your return on people.  

Harvard Business Review.   Retrieved from 

http://hbr.org/2007/03/maximizing-your-

return-onpeople/ar/1  

 

[2]. Bassi, L., & McMurrer, D.  (2004).  

How‟s your return on people?  Harvard 

Business Review.  Retrieved from 

http://hbr.org/2004/03/hows-your-return-

on-people/ar/1  

 

[3]. DeSmet, A., McGurk, M., & Schwartz, 

E.  (2010).  Getting more from your training 

programs.  McKinsey Quarterly.  Retrieved 

from 

https://www.mckinseyquarterly.com/Getti

ng_more_from_your_training_programs_2

688  

 

[4]. Noe, R. A.  (2008).  Learning system 

design: A guide to effective learning 

initiatives.  SHRM  

[5]. Foundation’s Effective Practice 

Guideline Series.  Alexandria, VA: SHRM 

Foundation.  

 

[6]. Stone, B.  (2012).  Twitter, the start up 

that wouldn't die.  Business Week.  

Retrieved from 

http://www.businessweek.com/articles/201

2-03-01/twitter-the-startup-that-

wouldntdie#p2  

 

[7]. Ferrari, B. T.  (2012).  The executive‟s 

guide to better listening.  Mckinsey 

Quarterly. Retrieved from 

https://www.mckinseyquarterly.com/The_

executives_guide_to_better_listening_293

1  

  

http://hbr.org/2004/03/hows-your-return-on-people/ar/1
http://hbr.org/2004/03/hows-your-return-on-people/ar/1
https://www.mckinseyquarterly.com/Getting_more_from_your_training_programs_2688
https://www.mckinseyquarterly.com/Getting_more_from_your_training_programs_2688
https://www.mckinseyquarterly.com/Getting_more_from_your_training_programs_2688
http://www.businessweek.com/articles/2012-03-01/twitter-the-startup-that-wouldntdie#p2
http://www.businessweek.com/articles/2012-03-01/twitter-the-startup-that-wouldntdie#p2
http://www.businessweek.com/articles/2012-03-01/twitter-the-startup-that-wouldntdie#p2

