Workshop Troubleshooting

Dealing with Distracting or Disruptive Participant Behavior
People who attend your workshops bring with them a variety of skill sets, knowledge bases and attitudes about science and teacher professional development. If you’re lucky, you’ll have a group of folks who are eager to learn, respectful of one another’s experience and differences, and willing to participate. On some occasions, however, you may have to deal with participants who have different agendas from your own, or who are not fully committed to engaging in your workshop in the way you’ve planned it. Often, this isn’t even intentional on their parts – they may be over-eager to share their knowledge; might have a personal problem (such as worry over a sick parent or child); or are just trying to make a record of the event for later by taking photographs or shooting video. 
You may encounter participants who:

· display an “I know it all” attitude;
· are best described as “workshop addicts” (people who go to every workshop available, but don’t seem to implement any of the offered professional development in their classrooms);
· assume the role of self-appointed “co-instructor;”
· make it clear that they don’t want to be there;
· have a dominating personality within a group;
· form a group of constant talkers (when it’s time to be quiet and listen);
· shoot video and photographs of the workshop without checking with you first;
· are consistently late to sessions or late back from breaks;
· engage in non-workshop tasks during the workshop (listening to an iPod, texting, answering a cell phone, reading a paper, sharing photographs, frantically typing, etc.)
Rules and Norms: You can head a lot of this off at the pass by setting rules and norms at the beginning of the session. Establish an esprit de corps (“We’re all here to learn and help each other”) early on. Ask people to put their phones on vibrate, avoid texting, and be discreet about using their laptops. If they want to take photographs, they should be sure to ask you and get people’s permissions first. Stress that there’s a lot to accomplish in a short amount of time, and that timeliness is vital. 
Working in Facilitator Pairs: It’s always a good idea to work in pairs as workshop facilitators. This allows one of you to take a participant aside (preferably outside and during a break) to have a firm but friendly chat about any behavior that’s distracting or destructive to the group. It might be best, in situations where you have someone who is really unhappy about being in your workshop, to suggest that the person give this one a miss and wait for a session that is more suitable to his/her needs. 
Managing the Talkers: This is probably the most common problem that workshop leaders face. Groups of participants who keep talking when they are supposed to be paying attention are irritating to you as the facilitator and to those in the workshop who ARE trying to listen. Sometimes, talkers are just really engaged in the workshop activities – that’s great! There’s a big difference between people who are fired up by what’s happening in the workshop and those who are just discourteous, so it’s important to be mindful of that distinction. 

Don’t try to talk over a group’s noise. Stop and wait until they are quiet. If they keep it up, one of you needs to go over and talk to them quietly during an activity when everyone’s talking anyway. It really doesn’t help to embarrass or make examples of people – these are your professional colleagues, not your students. 
Dealing with Technology and Activity Failures
Technology: In the ideal workshop world, all the technology works and every activity and investigation comes out as planned. Unfortunately, bad things can happen and you need to be ready to deal with them. Find out who the tech support person is at your workshop site and get his or her cell phone number. Arrive early enough to check out the technology and test out anything you are planning on showing (PPTs, videos, etc.) If you need Internet access, be sure to find out if this is available ahead of time. Many schools have sign-on capacity for their own teachers, but not for guests (as we have found to our dismay).

If you are using PowerPoint (or similar) presentations in your workshop and will be in a setting that is unfamiliar to you, you might want to consider bringing your own laptop and projector. (Check to be sure the room you are using has a screen!) As a back-up, have your presentations on a flash drive and/or email them to your contact person at the workshop site. Be aware of the PC/Mac difference in plugging into a computer projector, as a Mac needs an adapter for most projectors. You can also have transparencies made of your PPT slides, in case all you have is an overhead projector (check the bulb!) If there is no AV at all, have print handouts of anything you were going to present and work from those. (It’s a good idea to always have a master copy of your handouts – just in case you need to make more copies.)
Activities: Always keep this rule in mind: You MUST try all activities you plan on using in your workshop ahead of time. Do not substitute materials at the last minute that are close to what you used, but not exactly the same. For example, if you tested something using modeling clay and it worked perfectly, don’t try using Play-Doh in your workshop without having tested it first. The same advice goes for any demonstrations that you are leading yourself. 
Managing Workshop Time
Post the schedule for your workshop on a board or flipchart and stick to it as much as you can. If an activity takes much longer than you anticipated, know where you can cut back in other places (maybe take a shorter break, or ask if participants are willing to have a working lunch). To manage a situation where one of the groups in your workshop consistently rushes through and finishes each activity before the others, you can ask them to analyze a list of web sites for their usefulness in teaching the workshop topic. You can also ask them to help in setting up the next activity. 
Think about using stations, if you have a number of activities to get through in your session. This takes a lot of set up time, but it pays off in time management terms. Finally, be sure that you end on time. 
Establishing Credibility and Trust
In running a workshop for your peers, you may run into occasions when you feel your credibility as a workshop leader is in question. It is important to establish from the beginning that you are sharing information and experiences that have helped your teaching, and that you feel will help others. Give examples of how your own students’ learning, skills and attitudes toward science have improved as a result of what you are sharing in the workshop. Ask your participants to talk about ways in which similar activities have helped their students. Give people time to reflect on and share how they would use new information, investigations, assessments, etc. in their own teaching. 

