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EDUCATION AND TRAINING 
ARE ESSENTIAL to Creating 
Competent, Confident Officials 
BY BRENDA WILT / ASSISTANT EDITOR

TRAINING AND EDUCATION of township officials and staff is one of 
PSATS’ primary objectives. Although the association successfully adapted to 
present virtual classes during the pandemic, it is now gearing up for a return to 
in-person training over the coming months. From Regional Forums to Boot Camps 
for newly elected officials and many courses in between, PSATS looks forward to 
providing the opportunities for instruction and interaction that its members want 
and need.

KNOWLEDGE 
IS POWER
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WW hen you were 
new to township 
government, 
whether in the 
role of a supervi-
sor, secretary, 

manager, or some other position, it prob-
ably didn’t take long for you to realize 
that there is a whole lot more to local 
governance than just maintaining the 
roads. From agricultural security areas to 

“After more than 
a year of virtual 
classes, I am 

happy to say that 
PSATS is ready to 

return to live, 
in-person 

instruction.”
— Executive Director 

David Sanko
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stormwater management and zoning, the 
number of subjects that township of-
ficials and staff must have at least a work-
ing knowledge of can be mind-boggling.
 What’s more, local government is not 
static. There are always new laws, new 
rules and regulations, and new require-
ments coming from the state and federal 
governments, usually without any extra 
money to fund them.
 In short, being a township official is 

going to keep you on your toes, PSATS 
Executive Director David Sanko says.
 “Fasten your seatbelts and make sure 
your seat backs and tray tables are in 
their full, upright positions,” he says. “It’s 
going to be quite a ride. Unfortunately, 
there isn’t a rule book on how to serve in 
public office.”
 That’s why PSATS stands ready to 
help you understand and navigate the ins 
and outs of township governance. The 
association offers all types of convenient 
education throughout the year, from 
classroom and virtual courses and webi-
nars to the Annual Conference and the 
PSATS Municipal Government Academy.
 For newly minted supervisors, there is 
the Boot Camp for Township Officials, 
the only training in the commonwealth 
that is specifically geared toward newly 
elected officials from townships of the 
second class. More about that a little later.
 The good news is that with the on-
going lifting of COVID-19 mitigation 
measures, the Boot Camp and other 
upcoming training courses will be pre-
sented live and in person.
 “After more than a year of virtual 
classes, I am happy to say that PSATS is 
ready to return to live, in-person instruc-
tion,” Sanko says. “We have Regional 
Forums coming up this summer and fall 
in seven locations across the state and 
many more classes and seminars being 
planned for the remainder of 2021, in-
cluding the Boot Camp. ‘PSATS Live’ is 
back!”

‘Knowledge is power’
 If you have a few years of township 
governance or employment under your 
belt and think that you no longer need 
to attend training, think again. PSATS 
members both new and “seasoned” rec-
ognize the need for continuing education 
to be effective, successful leaders and 
public servants.
 “It is difficult to know everything 
about the inner workings of municipal 
government, no matter how long you 
have served, whether as a supervisor, a 
volunteer, or a member of the municipal 
staff,” says Scott Piersol, manager of Val-
ley Township in Chester County and a 
long-time PSATS instructor. “After 27 
years in municipal government, I still 
find myself learning new things. Training 
opportunities are there to better prepare 



power,’ and as township officials, we owe 
it to our constituents to continue to look 
and learn.”
 Long-time employee Janice Meyers at 
Heidelberg Township in Lehigh County 
is also a firm believer in continuing edu-
cation. She began her township career in 
1995 as a zoning/permitting office assis-
tant at another township, and five years 
later accepted the secretary-treasurer 
position at Heidelberg. In 2011, she was 
promoted to township administrator 
while retaining her secretary-treasurer 
duties. From the beginning until this 
day, Meyers has sought to further her 
education.   ‰

municipal officials and staff to handle 
day-to-day tasks more efficiently and ef-
fectively, as well as the uncommon issues 
we have to deal with from time to time.”
 “I am a firm believer in training and 
education,” says Tina Crawford, secre-
tary-treasurer for Brush Creek Township 
in Fulton County. “I’m only as good at 
my job as the knowledge I have. I’m the 
type who needs to learn as much as I can 
about what I’m involved with so I have a 
full understanding of my job and how it 
relates to others.”
 Crawford is relatively new to the posi-
tion of secretary-treasurer, and while the 
previous secretary provided a lot of in-
formation, she was unfamiliar with some 
things. The new secretary says that she 
needs to understand the why of what she 
is doing, rather than just doing things 
the way they’ve always been done.
 “I also think you need to learn the 
right way to do things,” she says. “I 
believe, especially in public work, that 
we have a responsibility to do things 
the proper way. Sometimes learning to 
do things the correct way makes them 
harder, but it’s the right thing to do.”
 Crawford has taken many PSATS 
classes, including basic training for sec-
retaries and administrators, and says the 
class not only helped answer many of 
her “whys” but also showed her several 
things that the township needed to be 
doing differently. Fortunately, her super-
visors were on board.
 “My supervisors are very supportive 
about training,” she says. “They under-
stand the value in being educated. We 
are a small township, and not everything 
applies to us, but I have always learned at 
least one new thing in every class.”
 Training courses are beneficial no 

matter the population of a township or 
the degree of professionalism of the staff 
and consultants, supervisor Fred Gaines 
of Warrington Township in Bucks 
County says.
 “There is no reason why a township  
official should not take advantage of 
training programs, whether it’s to learn 
why some decisions are made or to 
suggest even minor improvements to 
township operations,” he says. “In my 
personal experience, more than 50% of 
conference courses have led to me chal-
lenging the township staff to make some 
improvement.
 “There is a saying that ‘knowledge is 

Education and training empower town-
ship officials, enhance their skills, and 
increase their competence.
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Training and education help ensure that 
township officials do things the proper way 
and not necessarily the way they’ve always 
been done.

“I believe a willing participant in a 
  learning environment can always learn 
something that they never knew or 
  thought they knew but were wrong.”



 “I eagerly took advantage of all the 
training I could, and in so doing, I was 
able to increase my knowledge of town-
ship government, furthering my career 
options,” she says. “Training also allows 
me to create professional contacts. It’s 
always comforting to know that you are 
not alone when township problems and 
issues occur.
 “I believe a willing participant in a 
learning environment can always learn  
something that they never knew or thought 
they knew but were wrong,” she adds.
 Meyers says that training is even 
more vital in townships with small staffs, 
where employees wear many hats. In 

her township, for example, she is the 
administrator, secretary-treasurer, Right-
to-Know officer, pension and insurance 
administrator, planning commission 
recording secretary, human resource 
manager, and acting zoning officer when 
that person is absent.
 The zoning officer, in turn, is also the 
permitting clerk, emergency manage-
ment coordinator, alternate Right-to-
Know officer, website manager, newslet-
ter editor, and office assistant. The public 
works crew, of course, does much more 
than just maintain the roads and bridges, 
as is true in every township.
 Supervisors who support education 

for their employees — and themselves — 
reap many benefits, Meyers says.
 “Boards of supervisors who allow 
their employees to seek training will have 
knowledgeable staff and receive fewer 
concerns and complaints from residents 
or other employees,” she says. “Supervi-
sors who attend training themselves will 
be more confident in answering ques-
tions from residents and not microman-
aging their staff.”
 Training for the board and staff also 
saves the township money, she says.
 “We’ve found that we do not need 
the assistance of our township engineer 
or solicitor on every little matter that 
comes up,” she says. “When their as-
sistance is required, we can be specific 
about what we need from them because 
we are knowledgeable in the subject mat-
ter thanks to the training we’ve received. 
Having educated employees also reduces 
the chances of costly errors being made.”
 Even the most seasoned township 
supervisors and employees will admit 
that they’ve never mastered the job, says 
Tommy Ryan, manager of Worcester 
Township in Montgomery County and 
another long-time PSATS instructor. 
 “New federal and state laws, an ever-
expanding list of unfunded mandates, 
local growth concerns, and a global 
pandemic and its impact on our commu-
nity are among the many issues we face 
today,” he says. “And nobody can predict 
what tomorrow will bring.”
 Township officials and staff have an 
obligation to learn, Ryan says.
 “Residents count on township super-
visors and employees to properly manage 
taxpayer dollars, keep roads and bridges 
safe, and provide dependable emergency 
services — really big stuff,” he says. “You 
want your doctor to stay up to date on 
the latest treatments and medicines, and 
you want your attorney to be well-versed 
in recent case law. The same thinking 
applies to township officials and staff. We 
need to be experts in our profession, and 
we can’t be experts without continuing 
education.”
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New federal and state regulations, local 
concerns, and unexpected events will al-
ways occur, making it necessary for town-
ship officials and staff to stay up to date 
through continuing education.

“We need to be experts in our profession, 
and we can’t be experts 

without continuing education.”
COMING SOON: 
LIVE TRAINING
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 PSATS training enables township of-
ficials and staff to remain current and up 
to date with changes and emerging topics, 
says Amy Mottram, secretary-treasurer 
for Fawn Township in York County.
 “Regulations, laws, and procedures 
can change quickly,” she says. “We 
always need to be alert to what might 
come next so we can be prepared.”
 Mottram says that it’s uncomfort-
able feeling like you can’t do your job 
effectively because you lack the proper 
information. “Training provides that 
boost of confidence, leading to employee 
retention for townships and overall job 
satisfaction for employees.”
 Training is equally important for 
township officials, she says, because they 
have been elected by the residents, who 
rely on them to make the best decisions 
possible.
 “Typically, supervisors already bring 
a variety of valuable skill sets to their 
township, whether it’s from their full-
time jobs or life experiences,” she says. 
“However, any type of additional train-
ing should never be underestimated. 
Learning is for everyone.”

‘Building a sound 
foundation of knowledge’
 The linchpin of a supervisor’s educa-
tion process is the PSATS Boot Camp 
for Township Officials, PSATS Educa-

tion Director Scott Coburn says. Super-
visors’ responsibilities are so varied that 
it’s of critical importance that they have 
the fundamentals down from the get-go.
New supervisors elected this November 

PSATS Education Director Scott Coburn addresses attendees at a Boot Camp ses-
sion in early 2020. The Boot Camp will return in December with in-person sessions for 
newly elected township officials and those who want a refresher course. 



will be able to take advantage of this 
training that not only prepares them for 
the organization meeting in January but 
also gives them a comprehensive look at 
what’s involved in leading a township.
 “We’ll have the same three-part 
format as two years ago,” Coburn says. 
“There will be a short first session in early 
to mid-December to give new officials 
what they need to know for the first su-
pervisors meeting in January. The longer 
second and third sessions in early 2022, 
likely on consecutive Saturdays, will take 
a deeper dive into local government is-
sues.”
 There are lots of sources for infor-
mation today, not all of them correct, 
Coburn says. The PSATS Boot Camp 
ensures that new township officials are 
getting the right information.
 “We bring in experts on various sub-
jects — people who know what they’re 
talking about,” he says. “For example, in 
the last cycle, we had experienced town-
ship administrators make presentations 
on finance and budgeting, and seasoned 
supervisors participate in question-and-
answer panels. Small group exercises 
presented hypothetical crisis situations 
that allowed participants to practice their 
public responses.”
 Coburn says the breakdown of Boot 
Camp content is roughly 40% admin-
istrative and then 20% each of public 
works, public safety, and planning and 
zoning.

 “Without training, it is easy to make 
mistakes and create problems for your 
township because you don’t know what 
you don’t know,” says PSATS Policy and 
Research Director Holly Fishel, who is 
also a Boot Camp instructor. “PSATS’ 
Boot Camps help new supervisors suc-
ceed by building a solid foundation of 
knowledge of key rules and best prac-
tices. They cover everything from effec-
tive and transparent meetings to best 
practices for purchasing to resources to 
help you save money, all in an interactive 
format.”
 “As a newly elected supervisor, I at-
tended Boot Camp in [early] 2020,” says 
Craig Hartsock, chairman of Southamp-
ton Township in Bedford County. “I 
had only been a supervisor for about two 

months as I was appointed to fill out the 
term of a supervisor who had resigned. 
While I was reluctant to give up some 
Saturdays, I am so glad I did. The train-
ing was awesome; I learned so much! I 
had no idea how much authority and 
responsibility township supervisors have. 
This was a real eye-opener for me.”
 Hartsock says he was impressed with 
the diversity of the material that was 
covered and the quality of the presenters, 
who gave him a lot of ideas to take back 
to his township.
 “I would recommend this for all su-
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 “PSATS’ Boot Camps help new supervisors 
succeed by building a solid foundation of  
 knowledge of key rules and best practices.” 
— PSATS Policy and Research Director Holly Fishel

PSATS Executive Director Dave Sanko speaks to 2020 Boot Camp attendees. PSATS 
staff are joined by state agency representatives, engineers and solicitors, and town-
ship officials to give attendees a well-rounded overview of local government issues.

COMING SOON: 
LIVE TRAINING
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pervisors and staff, whether new or expe-
rienced,” he says.
 Linda Harvey, a supervisor for Se-
wickley Township in Westmoreland 
County, says there was no question that 
she would attend the Boot Camp two 
years ago.
 “Why wouldn’t I?” she says. “Why 
wouldn’t anyone who is elected to lead 
not want to gain as much knowledge as 
possible for the position they will under-
take?
 “Boot Camp should be a requirement 
for newly elected supervisors. It was 
extremely helpful and set the stage for 
continued learning.”
 Harvey says the training revealed that 
she didn’t know as much as she thought 
she did.

 “I realized the importance of having 
experienced people that you can rely on 
in your decision making as a township 
supervisor,” she says. “A supervisor can-
not be the township engineer, solicitor, 
enforcement officer, etc. This training 
showed the many facets of a second class 
township.”
 She says that the Boot Camp gave her 
insight into many issues that are relevant 
to her township and helped her see the 
need to do her homework before making 
decisions. It also convinced her of the 
need for continuing education.
 “Knowledge is crucial,” she says. “It 
contributes to development through new 
ideas and prevents you from pitfalls that 
cost the township money in resources 
and legal fees.”

 A desire to gain an understanding of 
the complex responsibilities he would 
be facing as a new supervisor prompted 
Frede Fransen of Salem Township in 
Luzerne County to attend the PSATS 
Boot Camp.
 “The wealth of information at least 
helped me to not feel overwhelmed about 
it all,” he says. “I think it is a great op-
portunity for new people entering the 
position.”
 Fransen says that the Boot Camp 
should only be the beginning of a town-
ship official’s training, though.
 “Without the opportunity to continue 
education, I believe we can become com-
placent in our position,” he says. “Laws 
and responsibilities keep changing and 
require us all to be more attuned to cur-

“Boot Camp should be a requirement 
  for newly elected supervisors. It was 
extremely helpful and set the stage 
   for continued learning.”

COMING SOON: 
LIVE TRAINING
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rent events. Training is very important in 
any job that provides service to the com-
munity.”
 Even new supervisors with previous 
local government experience find the 
Boot Camp to be a valuable resource. 
Rich Gallo took office as a White Town-
ship supervisor in Indiana County in 
January 2020 after serving nearly 20 
years as an Indiana Borough council-
man. Now vice chairman, Gallo says 
his fellow supervisors and the township 
manager encouraged him to sign up for 
the PSATS Boot Camp.
 “As a newly elected supervisor, it gave 
me the basic knowledge to get started in 
my new position,” he says. “It was good 
to see what to expect in governing a 
township.”

 Gallo says he appreciated the oppor-
tunity to interact with other township 
officials and the instructors. He says he 
always appreciates hearing from others in 
the same position and that the instruc-
tors and speakers from state agencies 
helped to explain the do’s and don’ts of 
the supervisor’s role.
 Of course, the Boot Camp is not just 
for township supervisors. Administrators, 
secretaries, and other township employ-
ees can also benefit from the “30,000-
foot view” of township government.
 Dawn Didra moved up from a part-
time office assistant position for Heidel-
berg Township in Lehigh County to her 
current role as zoning officer/floodplain 
administrator/emergency management 
coordinator/office assistant over four 
years. She attended the last Boot Camp 
as a Power of One volunteer helping out 
at the event.
 “I did not think it would apply to 
my position, but because I was there for 
registration, I sat in on the sessions and it 
was really eye-opening,” she says. “Being 
at a small township with only two office 
staff, having the same training a new 

supervisor would receive was very help-
ful.”
 The PSATS Boot Camp presents a lot 
of information over the three sessions, 
and for those new to township govern-
ment, it can be a little intimidating. Su-
pervisor Ken Lichtenstein of Plumstead 
Township in Bucks County attended the 
Boot Camp after being elected to his first 
term in 2019.
 “I was new at being a supervisor, and 
the Boot Camp offered a survey-type 
course that I thought would help me be 
better at the job,” he says.
 While he says that he received a well-
rounded overview of his new respon-
sibilities, he also felt a little like a deer 
staring into headlights. By continuing his 
education since the Boot Camp, he has 
been able to go more in-depth on various 
topics and see how the pieces fit together, 
which has been a big help.
 Although the Boot Camp was ben-
eficial, it was only the beginning of the 
education he feels he needs as a township 
official.
 “I felt much more prepared for the 
position than if I hadn’t had the over-
view, but the role is so complex that it 
would take much more time than just 
three sessions to cover everything,” he 
says. “I have attended many more train-
ing courses since. I can’t imagine doing 
the job that so many depend on a super-
visor to do without ample training.”
 PSATS will be scheduling its 2021-22 
Boot Camp sessions soon and encour-
ages townships to notify the association 
as soon as possible if it knows it will have 
one or more new supervisors to be sworn 
in come January. Townships should 
contact Scott Coburn at (717) 763-0930, 
ext. 171, or scoburn@psats.org.

Content is king
 While the Boot Camp will give you a 
good overview of township government, 
your education should not stop there, 
experienced supervisors and staff say. To 
be an effective township official requires 
continuing education, no matter how 
long you’ve been doing the job.
 Fortunately, PSATS has a wealth of 
educational opportunities available for 
township officials and staff, and now that 
in-person training is on the horizon, the 
schedule is filling up.
 When it comes to the education the 

COMING SOON: 
LIVE TRAINING
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“Our members have so many areas of 
  responsibility that it is important we 
provide them with up-to-date information 
  on a wide variety of topics.” 
— PSATS Education Director Scott Coburn

Association offers, content is king, Sanko 
says. PSATS’ training courses are always 
designed to provide the best information 
to meet members’ needs.
 “Our members have so many areas 
of responsibility that it is important we 
provide them with up-to-date informa-
tion on a wide variety of topics,” Coburn 
says. “When new issues come up because 
of societal or technological changes, such 
as drones, new warehousing trends, solar 
farms, medical marijuana, or a public 
health crisis, our job is to ensure that 
townships have what they need to pre-
pare for or respond to those issues.”
 The upcoming Regional Forums are 
a prime example. Modeled on the An-
nual Conference, with general sessions 
and a choice of workshops, these sessions 
offer relevant content on local govern-
ment in general, as well as topics of inter-
est particular to the region. Seven forums 
are on tap this year. (See page 17 for more 
information.)
 “The Regional Forums are intended 
to fill the gap between Annual Confer-
ences,” Coburn says. “With that event 
having been canceled the past two years 
due to the pandemic, the Regional Fo-
rums this summer and fall will be the 
first significant opportunity for township 
officials to come together for training 
and networking since early 2020.”
 The forums give participants confer-
ence-level instruction in a smaller, more 
intimate format that allows for easier 
networking between attendees and in-
structors.
 “If you attend the Annual Confer-
ence, the Regional Forums are still 
valuable because of their regionalized 
content,” Coburn says. “If you haven’t 

attended the Annual Conference, the 
Forums provide essential information 
and give you a small taste of the confer-
ence experience. Plus, the content and 
speakers differ every year, so you can at-
tend over and over again.”

Targeting topics for training
 Additional in-person training is also 
on the horizon. Coming in September, 
PSATS will hold its annual MS4 Great 
Ideas Stormwater Conference in three 
locations in eastern, central, and western 
Pennsylvania. Stormwater management 
has become such a huge issue in town-
ships that the association recognized a 
need to present best practices through a 
day-long conference, Sanko says.
 Attendees choose between two tracks: 
technical and policy. This way, they will 
get the information that is most perti-
nent to their township responsibilities. 
(Learn more at MS4GreatIdeas.PSATS.
org and see the promo for the conference on 
page 47.)

 The annual Human Resources and 
Labor Management Institute, also 
slated for September, came about due to 
member demand for employment-related 
content, Sanko says.
 “Employment rules are constantly 
evolving,” he says. “Recognizing that our 
member townships are employers, as well 
as local governments, highlighted the 
need to provide good, accurate informa-
tion on labor management for our mem-
bers, whether they have two employees 
or 20.” (Turn to page 71 to learn more.)
 The affiliate association seminars 
for township solicitors, engineers, emer-
gency management personnel, and 
zoning officers are also scheduled for 
multiple locations this fall. (See page 69 
for details.)
 “It is crucial that these consultants 
and township employees stay up to date 
on relevant course cases, emerging tech-

The Regional Forums give attendees a 
taste of the conference experience on 
a smaller, more intimate scale.
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nologies, and best practices so they can 
provide the service their municipalities 
require,” Coburn says.
 One of the best ways that township 
officials and staff can show that they have 
received training in township-related 
subjects is by participating in the PSATS 
Municipal Government Academy, 
where they can earn points for participat-
ing in classes, webinars, and other educa-
tional events. Students choose courses in 
one of four categories — administration, 
planning and zoning, public safety, and 
public works — to complete the certifi-
cate program or attend training from all 
four categories to complete the graduate, 
or diploma, program.
 Since its inception in 2014, the acad-
emy has continued to evolve to make it 
more relevant and user-friendly. Nearly 
every in-person or virtual PSATS course 
or webinar is eligible for PMGA points 

toward a certificate or diploma. (Learn 
more at pmga.psats.org.)

Taking advantage of technology
 The Annual Conference, of course, 
remains PSATS’ flagship educational 
event, with roughly 60 workshops pre-
sented over 3½ days. Although it had to 
be canceled again this year due to the 
pandemic restrictions on gathering size, 
the Association converted all the work-
shops to virtual sessions that wrapped 
up at the end of May. All sessions were 
recorded and remain available until the 
end of the year.
 In fact, the pandemic forced the 
conversion of most of PSATS’ training 
courses over the past 15 months or so to 
virtual sessions — a challenge that the 
Association willingly embraced.
 “The need for education did not stop 
because the work of township supervi-
sors and staff did not stop,” Sanko says. 
“Township services continued without 
missing a beat and so did PSATS’ mem-
ber services, including training, thanks 
to the latest technology for virtual meet-
ings and classes.”
 Along with the imminent return to 
in-person classes, PSATS is also sensitive 
to the need to provide educational op-
portunities in many formats, Sanko says. 

Time and travel challenges make par-
ticipating in on-site training difficult for 
some PSATS members so the association 
will continue to provide online opportu-
nities. Webinars will remain, and some 
training sessions may be presented in a 
hybrid format, with both in-person and 
virtual access.
 In recognition that township officials 
and staff are not only public servants 
but also citizens with lives outside of 
their municipal roles, PSATS is taking a 
departure from its usual training line-up 
to present a series of personal financial 
foundation webinars this summer. The 
three sessions provide strategies to meet 
everyday challenges, such as building a 
secure financial foundation and protect-
ing yourself from identity theft. You can 
find the details on page 70.
 Ultimately, the training that PSATS 
offers is driven by what members want, 
and the association’s efforts are some-
times more successful than others.
 “We run the gamut from super large 
classes to sessions with 8 to 10 people,” 
Coburn says. “Townships are geographi-
cally and demographically diverse so 
finding the right balance between supply 
and demand can be a challenge.
 “We think we do a pretty good job, 
but we could do an awesome job if we 
knew what people want in training.”
 After receiving feedback last summer 
about a need for auditor training, for 
example, PSATS held a virtual class in 
December that attracted about 50 par-
ticipants, Coburn says. 
 “More recently, there have been re-
quests for classes on accounting software 
other than QuickBooks, and we are 
looking into that,” he says. “Let us know 
what you want, and we’ll figure out a 
way to make it happen.”
 Most important, keep taking advan-
tage of PSATS’ educational opportuni-
ties, Sanko says. Communicate your 
training needs, and the association will 
do its best to meet them.
 “Learning is never done,” Valley 
Township’s Piersol says. “Yes, it does take 
time, but we owe it to our citizens and 
business owners to do the best we can for 
them. We can always find better ways to 
operate more efficiently by learning new 
ways to handle the commonplace tasks 
and learning from each other’s experi-
ences, both good and not so good.” F

COMING SOON: 
LIVE TRAINING

Education and training are powerful tools for township officials and staff, whether 
they attend an in-person workshop, virtual class, or webinar, and should be ongo-
ing. As Linda Harvey, a supervisor for Sewickley Township in Westmoreland County, 
says, why would anyone who is elected to be a leader not want to learn as much as 
possible about the position in order to do it better?



 Nothing is more important to the 
success of an organization than the 
quality or professionalism of its staff, 
say Jim Rowell, CEO and co-founder, 
and John DeSantis, consultant, of 
Rising Sun Consultants, LLC. The two 
recently shared their wisdom about 
the need for professional develop-
ment of staff and leaders for any or-
ganization to be successful, whether 
a for-profit business or a municipality. 
The following is adapted from their 
comments.

 An effective professional develop-
ment program must be directly con-
nected with and related to an organi-
zation’s stated objectives and rooted 
in an environment that values life-
long learning. A successful training 
program will be sustained, systemic, 
and systematic, as follows:
 • A sustained program is not a 
one-time event but a series of inter-
related learning opportunities that 
support individual growth and organi-
zation success.
 • A systemic program plays 
a critical role in the organization’s 
culture and remains consistent and 
aligned with the organization’s goals 
regardless of who is responsible for 
professional development. 
 • A systematic program is devel-
oped and implemented in a methodi-
cal and intentional manner, providing 
consistent themes across all work 
groups while supporting specific de-
partments and individual needs.
 For this “formula” to work, lead-
ers must be on board. By investing 
time, attention, and professional de-
velopment dollars in key employees, 
organizations reduce the likelihood 
that their best people will leave for 
“greener pastures.”
 Training and continuing education 
can be vital components to develop-
ment of both leaders and staff, they 

say, and can enhance the organiza-
tion’s effectiveness and sustainabili-
ty. However, all too often, training isn’t 
viewed as a priority or is deployed in 
a way that limits effectiveness and 
overall learning.
 Following are some strategies to 
make training a priority in your mu-
nicipality:
 • Be humble. Effective leaders 
recognize that they don’t know every-
thing. They are constantly learning 
and evolving.
 While the perception of a strong 
leader is one of competence and 
confidence, a strong leader is also 
fully aware of deficiencies. They view 
leadership from a life-long learning 
standpoint.
 • Be proactive … and reactive. 
Successful leaders assess risk 
beforehand and evaluate lessons 
learned afterwards. If the pandemic 
has taught us anything, it’s that we 
need to be prepared for the unex-
pected. The more we learn, the better 
our chances are of solving problems 
we didn’t anticipate.
 Training and education can in-
crease leaders’ ability to not only 
pivot when unexpected change oc-
curs but also thrive.
 • Trust the process. Leaders who 
encourage ongoing education work 
tirelessly to improve their processes, 
rather than getting caught up in 
results. They recognize success as 
better decision making and problem 
solving and a constant striving for 
improvement. It is a means to an end 
and not the end itself.
 • Realize the strength in others. 
Leaders recognize that they don’t 
have to have all the answers as long 
as they know where to get them. They 
surround themselves with talented 
people who bring unique skills and 
expertise to the table.
 Successful teams also take advan-

tage of opportunities to cross-train, 
collaborate, and communicate to be 
able to back up one another and pick 
up the slack if one person is unavail-
able or leaves unexpectedly.
 • Emphasize actual learning. A 
training program that is focused on 
completing a set number of hours 
or checking off a box is usually inef-
fective. Training that can be tied to 
the organization’s and the individual 
position’s goals and responsibilities is 
more likely to result in greater learn-
ing and more effective use.
 • Use the proper motivation. 
Rather than being motivated by mon-
etary compensation, today’s workers 
want to know that they are valued for 
their contributions to the organiza-
tion and deliver value to those they 
serve. Thus, they want to learn more 
and play larger roles in their orga-
nizations. They seek out employers 
that emphasize growth and learning 
through such practices as tuition re-
imbursement and mentor and leader-
ship development programs.
 Organizations that receive a good 
return on their investment in training 
and education share the following 
traits:
 1) They view education and train-
ing as a priority and recognize that 
neither the organization nor the em-
ployee can grow and develop without 
it.
 2) They create opportunities to 
integrate new skills and information 
and understand the difference be-
tween teaching and learning.
 3) They appreciate the process 
behind increased learning, focusing 
more on the how and why, rather 
than the what.
 Training and education, if under-
taken correctly, can bring about sig-
nificant and transformational change 
to an organization and its people.

PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT PAYS OFF

Business consultants say education 
is key to successful leadership
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