Talk about it
by Professor Guy Berger, Head of Department of Journalism & Media Studies, Rhodes University, South Africa

The following exercise is intended to be a fun way to clarify issues in a trainee's head after completing a short course / seminar before returning to the workplace. It is also designed to build confidence in what he / she has learnt and can work as a coping mechanism which can help the trainee to anticipate colleagues' responses to his / her training experience.  

[I am working to put a visual / interactive demonstration of this on my website http://journ.ru.ac.za/staff/guy/teaching/talk.htm in due course]

The task is to compose a dialogue of a simulated, purposive conversation that a journalist on a short training course has (ahead of a real discussion he or she will have) with a particularly problematic person (a peer, supervisor or employee) back at the workplace. 

How to do it:

The conversation should be written up almost like a play, for example:

Me: "Well I'm back from the course and I'd like to talk about what insights I got."

Joe: "Hey, it gave me a headache having to do your job in your absence."

Me: . . .

Another feature is that the dialogue should include, where appropriate, "thought bubbles" that are different to "speech bubbles", for example:

Me: (thinks - "You're always moaning at me, you loser".) "I hope my training is going to save you from other headaches."

News editor: (thinks - "I don't have time for this, deadline is 15 minutes away") "Listen, why don't you just write a report?"

The idea then is that the conversation should be lively and lifelike. Trainees should be discouraged from wasting time by writing down social niceties (i.e.: "hi", "yes", etc.) unless they're actually significant to the interaction.

You can give extra muscle to the exercise by saying that trainees should include the following phrases somewhere meaningful:

Speech bubble: "Interesting, why is that the case?"
Speech bubble: "What makes you think it will work?"

Think bubble: "Is this some kind of joke?"

Think bubble: "Mmm, how can I play for time?"

Suggested length of dialogue: about 3 handwritten pages, maximum.

Duration: 30 minutes

The exercise can be extended in a number of ways:

· The group can be divided into pairs and share their work with each other

· Volunteers can be asked to perform their pieces to the group as a whole, mimicking their counterpart and hamming it up.

EVALUATION

This exercise can be assessed as part of a wider evaluation after a training session or workshop, in the form of trainees' comments on the value it had for them.

Where there is visible application, such as in acting out the scripts, or in the sharing of work in pairs, the trainer can observe cues about the participants' clarity and confidence.

Subsequent follow-up could establish whether the trainees did indeed have conversations when they got back, and how these compared with their predictions of the course.

