Planning and Presenting a Workshop
by Ian Woozley.

Many of you will be asked to present a workshop, perhaps at ALT Orientation or Mid-year Seminar, at some point during your time here in Niigata. For some, this can be a nerve-racking and perhaps unwanted experience because you may be worried about standing up in front of your peers and friends and being ‘professional’ or speaking in public. You may be worried about the fact that your audience probably has as much, if not more, experience than you. You may be worried about making the workshop fun and interesting, or even, if you happen to be a genius, original. I understand how you feel. I am personally responsible for some of the worst workshops in the history of man. But I am really glad of the experience. I am convinced that in the process of learning, we learn how not to do something before we learn how best to do it. That is one way we learn, and it is how we gain from experience. This is why doing a workshop, or preferably, doing a few, is a good thing. It is something that you will definitely, without a doubt, gain from.
We come on the JET Programme for many different reasons and we leave with many different experiences - personal and professional. When we’re gone, we will look back and reflect on what we did and what we gained, and so will our next employer. Workshops figure well here. In co-ordinating a successful workshop, you are both learning and demonstrating skills and attributes that will benefit you in your professional and personal lives. These include:
· Interest and motivation in your work.

· Willingness and ability to make a significant contribution to a professional community.
· The ability to speak in public
· Experience in making professional presentations.
· The ability to facilitate a discussion.
· The ability to listen and respond to an audience.

· The ability to communicate and clarify often complex concepts effectively to others.

· The ability to lead and the humility not to lead, when appropriate.
· The ability not necessarily to ‘teach’ or inform, but to facilitate the interactive sharing of knowledge, expertise and experience among a group of professionals.
· All in about an hour and a half!

Presenting a workshop is something to be taken advantage of and, if you put some thought into the planning, it need not be difficult or intimidating. It can actually be a very rewarding, worthwhile and eye-opening experience that you may find yourself wanting to do again. What then, goes into a workshop and how can we ensure that it is effective, successful and appreciated? I would say that there are 3 major components you need to differentiate when preparing a workshop. These are inception, planning and execution.
Inception: what workshop?
This is the first part and asks the big questions about what it is you are going to do. What are you actually going to present on, and why you? If you have been asked to present a workshop, the person asking (probably your PA), or someone they know, probably has a lot of respect for you and is confident that you are up to the job. If not, they should not and would not be asking. It may be that you particularly, are more knowledgeable about or suitable for, the subject matter of the workshop. You may be involved in a lot of reading classes and are therefore being asked to present on communicative or extensive reading. You may have developed particularly good working relationships with your JTEs and have therefore been asked to present, with a JTE, on creating effective team-teaching partnerships. In many cases though, you are asked because you will probably do a good job. The choice of workshop may even be left completely up to you.
In any case, it is important to ensure that you will present on something that you have some experience with. You need to demonstrate the subject matter at work, talk about your own experiences and answer questions about it. You need to connect with your participants and show a genuine interest in what you are doing. To achieve this, convincingly, you need to be able to draw on real personal experiences, not just reading material. This will also have the added bonus of allowing your participants to connect with you. In some circumstances though, for example a workshop dealing with sexual harassment in the workplace, you may not want to or indeed need to relate personal experiences and this is absolutely fine, but you will need to draw on experiential knowledge to be able to present it. 
So the point is, before you even think about planning your workshop, take the time to think about what you could present on. What have you personally found yourself to be successful at? What do you particularly enjoy doing as an ALT? What seems to have worked well in your schools/classes? What have you learned? How does team teaching work well in your schools? Have you done a lot of creative writing? Have you been particularly good at motivating your students? Have you developed particularly good testing methods? Are you multi-lingual? Have you developed a curriculum for elementary schools? Have you created a successful English club? Have you found good ways to teach grammar communicatively?
If you have been asked to present on something, but feel you would do better at presenting on something else, discuss it with your PA. Give them alternatives and come to an agreement together on what the workshop will be, so that you can present something that draws on your strengths, experience and interests. You can discuss your workshop with your PA at anytime. Once you have decided on your workshop, and are confident that you can proceed, you can begin to start planning it.
Planning (it’s very, very important)
When it comes to presenting a workshop, planning is the nuts and bolts that keep it together. Without it, the workshop will come apart. Planning is the structure that backs you up and supports you when you are actually doing the workshop. It’s what you lean on. Planning should start early and it should begin with broad concepts and work down towards the details. So…
Once you have decided what you will present on, you need to start thinking about your audience (In fact, your audience should have already decided to a certain extent, what you will present on). You need to ask yourself, “What do they want/need from this workshop?” This will help make the workshop ‘participant-centred’ in the same way that your team-teaching lessons are ‘student-centred’ – based on their needs. Incidentally, remember that in some seminars, participants include up to 50% JTEs and so you must take this into account. There are a number of things that participants typically hope to get from a workshop relating to team teaching. These include: 
· Activity ideas (don’t explain them, actually do them – learning by doing).
· Other practical ideas for the classroom (eg discipline ideas, reward systems).
· Insight into what other people/you have done/are doing. Video is perfect for showing what you do in the classroom. If you have introduced an elementary school English curriculum, or debate classes at high school, powerpoint is a good format to explain the structure. Think visual. Anecdotes can also be useful, especially if it’s about something involving students.
· Academic theory (simplified in the workshop, explained in more depth in a handout). Depending on the subject matter, this will probably be either linguistic, psychological or socio-cultural, or all of them.
· Demonstration of the application of theory to show how the theory can be used in practice, eg in an activity.
· Chance to discuss common or specific problems and exchange ideas (group discussion and brainstorming).
· Interest, stimulation and entertainment. If you aim to have your participants actually doing something in at least 50-60% of the workshop, they are far more likely to enjoy it. If you can incorporate audio-visual aids of your culture, include them as much as you can. These are things you learn in the classroom and they are just as applicable in a workshop.

· Something to take away (usually a handout with a bunch of activity ideas and useful resources such as internet links, but perhaps an outline of related theories, or even a CD Rom).

· If you can include your students in some way (eg video or a questionnaire), lets face it, they are far more interesting than we are.

Of course, you will probably not incorporate all of these things in one workshop, but should be using some. The methods you use will be determined by participant needs, the subject matter of the workshop, and your personal preferences so you will probably make a selection from the above list that would differ from workshop to workshop. A workshop about “Games in the English classroom” will probably include some brainstorming about the advantages (and disadvantages) of using games, mostly followed by doing a bunch of them so that everyone can experience the ideas for themselves, remember them and take them back to the classroom. If possible, the actual games should be of varying organizational types and some of them should involve little preparation. The workshop could be backed up with a handout that outlines the games used in the workshop, other games that weren’t, a list of good resources, and some of the preparation/handouts used. On the other hand, a workshop about classroom management and discipline might involve some demonstration of management techniques (through doing classroom activities and perhaps video), a handout explaining different ideas (eg pair work vs. group work, motivation, systems of maintaining order in the classroom), and a lot of discussion and sharing of problems and ideas, perhaps brainstorming solutions to specific problems. In a workshop such as this, you will probably do some research. It will also involve responding to and addressing the specific concerns of the participants, so you will probably want to facilitate a discussion. 

But in any workshop, aim to make it an active one in which participants do activities and perhaps get a chance to discuss things with each other, gain some insight and have some input. Planning a workshop along these lines makes it more interesting, fun and useful, allows you to get your point across effectively, and takes the pressure off you, the facilitator (as opposed to the ‘teacher’), allowing you the extra benefit of input from the 30 or so experienced people in the room. It allows your activities, your students and your participants to do the talking and it becomes a far more collaborative, productive and worthwhile effort.
Execution: doing it
There is planning a workshop, and then there is doing it, and they are two very different matters. The plan is the blueprint. It details what you intend to do and it has alternatives, in case time doesn’t go as you thought it would. The plan is what you hope to do, not necessarily what you will do. If the workshop doesn’t go according to the plan, that’s OK. Your participants could take it in a direction you didn’t originally intend. You just need to be flexible. If you can accommodate your participants, it’s a really good thing to be able to do. Unfortunately, it’s also the most difficult thing to do, as it can be quite intuitive, and dependent upon your ability to change and adapt as you go along, both of which require experience and very quick thinking. What you can do to deal with this is to start according to a rigid plan and have a couple (at the most) of planned alternatives at the end of your workshop, so you only need to make one or two decisions, just as you might in class. The important thing to remember is that if the workshop doesn’t go exactly as you intended, it is nothing to worry about. Just make sure you have back up. This could be a different, perhaps shorter activity or you could just open the floor to comments, questions and discussion. In any workshop though, remember that the latter is always more difficult than the former, and depends a lot on the willingness of your participants. If successful though, it’s also the most fruitful. This is your workshop however, and so it’s up to you. You should decide what you are comfortable with, or confident in doing, or indeed what you think is the best course of action. 
This leads us to another important factor – you. Some people can be very nervous in their first workshop. I think the participants in my first one were more worried about my mental and physical health than they were about the content. Stating the obvious, I’m going to say something that is more ‘easier said than done’ than any other advice ever given: Relax! As you read this you’re probably thinking “Duh!?” because just being advised to “relax” is not going to help anyone “relax.” However, it may help if we think about it practically. If things do not go as you hoped, the world is not going to end, hell is not going to freeze over, and you are not going to be deported. All that will happen is that you will have learned a few lessons and your participants will have been to a workshop that was kind of average. Then you will all go home, or to a party, and tomorrow is another day. 
One way of dealing with nerves is to try to appear ‘confident’ – a kind of ‘pseudo-confidence’. Another way is to become a comedian. Some people can pull it off, but a lot of the time it doesn’t wash. It can actually result in alienating your participants, which is the exact opposite of what you want to do. You want your audience to identify with you and relate to what you are saying. You want to achieve congruence with them, so that they are interested during the workshop, and when they walk away from it, they think you did your best, you had something to say and you meant it, but you didn’t preach. It sounds like you need a doctorate in psychology to be able to do this, but fortunately, this is one thing that is actually quite simple to achieve. You just need to be yourself, and be open and honest. You need to be genuine and you need to believe what it is you are saying. A lot of what has been said throughout this article is based on this idea of creating a connection between you, your participants and the workshop content. For example, greeting your participants, showing examples (eg videos) of your work, incorporating your home culture and doing activities all contribute to achieving this. You can also do other small things such as:

· Showing your feelings. If you are nervous, tell them, it gets it out in the open. If you’ve been itching to do the workshop since you were born, they’ll love to hear it.
· Being responsive. If someone asks a question or makes a comment, think about your answer and then answer it honestly. If you think your participants are getting bored of an activity, stop it early. If you are having a discussion and it seems to be moving in a direction you didn’t intend, as long as it’s not way off topic and it’s beneficial, go with it.

· Admitting your limits. If they ask you a question and you don’t know the answer, don’t worry. The words “Sorry, I don’t know” will not disappoint anyone and can feel quite liberating. Besides, perhaps someone else can answer it. If someone correctly points out a fault with an activity or something you’ve said, the words “that’s true, thanks for pointing it out” will suffice.
· Relax!

Hopefully, this has helped you to think about how you will go about your workshop. It certainly does not contain all the answers and some people might disagree with what has been said. There is no perfect workshop (though there are many very good ones) because there is no way that you can please everyone. Different people want different things. The very same workshop can receive conflicting evaluations. Fortunately, this means that you are perfectly justified in doing the workshop in the way that you feel is most effective and about what you feel is important. Do not be afraid to put your personality into the workshop and make it your own. It will be refreshing. If you put in some effort, plan well and try to connect with your participants, your workshop will more than likely be a great success and you will walk out of it feeling ten feet tall. Perhaps reading this article has made you more interested in doing a workshop. It’s certainly a good feeling to be able to conduct one; it’s fantastic when you know you got it right. If you feel you don’t want to do one, perhaps you’ll have more sympathy for the person who has taken this step, the next time you walk into a seminar room.
