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Practice Applications Training: Overcoming a Lack of
Training for a 500-Plus-Person Firm
Chad Speas
Corgan

Learning Objectives
•
•
•

Learn how to identify the root issues of what needs to be taught beyond just the tools
Understand the commitments to a training initiative within your firm
Discover the resources that are available within the firm, and ones that need to be
created to support a firm-wide training initiative
Understand how to assess, maintain, and measure successes and failures of training
for ultimate longevity and implementation

Description
We need more training! This is a statement that many a design apps manager or principal has
made. We sign up for useful tools like Lynda.com or hire a firm to teach us Revit software, and
these are great tools when provided to the correct staff. They’re asked to learn the tool on their
own time. A Google search for “Revit training” yields 1.2 million hits! The final training strategy is
on the job. Trial by fire will yield advancements in knowledge, but users are applying old habits in
a new environment. Corgan has created an application training strategy that addresses these
issues, bringing consistency across our 6 offices and our realignment to market-sector studios.
Our approach focuses on the practice of architecture using Revit as the tool. We weave in external
resources and make this information manageable and searchable in our IT service platform.
These principals are baked into a university-type platform. This includes lectures, labs, homework,
and textbooks. It is repeatable, consistent, and intense.

Speaker Bio
Chad Speas is the Practice Technology Manager for Corgan Associates Inc., a leading
architecture and design firm with deep technical expertise and a reputation for great service.
Consistently ranked as one of the top 10 architecture firms in the United States, we listen to our
clients and transform their insights into structures and spaces that inspire, inform, and innovate.
He received his bachelor’s degree in Environmental Design from Texas A&M University. He is a
registered architect in Texas and Arizona and has been practicing architecture for nearly 19 years.
Chad’s primary focus at Corgan is development and implementation of the education and training
program for design applications, as well as providing BIM related expertise to projects across the
firm. Chad is well versed in project collaboration and understands the need for a practical
responsibility to the profession, while maintaining a technical understanding of the design and
construction tools created by Autodesk, Newforma, and Adobe.
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Introduction
As the title implies, design & practice applications training is a struggle. We know we need to
provide the necessary training to better improve our skills in our individual fields, but we know
there is a cost, time and general overhead expense we need to commit to make training happen.
Many of our firms are on a pattern of growth and the more staff we hire, the more we fall behind
in establishing good on boarding practices.
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Training Obstacles
Lack of training needs attention. Our primary goal in development of our training approach was
to identify our core obstacles. We have focused our efforts in overcoming these obstacles to
establish our framework:

Interference of our Personal Workflows
Unless you are only hiring talented staff straight from university, and have the perfect training
program established at your firm, much of the knowledge individuals will use they’ve gained
through previous employment. These individuals are leaving their previous firms for a plethora of
reasons. They are hired at your firm because of the talent they have shown. Now, it’s time to bring
them along

Overcoming Learned Habits
The AEC industry can be a very transient one. Each firm you work for most likely has an
established workflow for processes. The process you learned at one firm may not apply directly
to the new firm you are joining. This is what we’ve identified in our firm as the reTraining process.

Executive Buy-in
Without the right people saying that a training program is okay and valuable investment, it won’t
get started. Our approach was to develop a no frills approach to training and provide the
necessary information to gain executive buy-in. We’ve shown success in other training efforts
such as our own Corgan College. We made a case that this formal level of training is needed,
beneficial and will help the overall firm.

Our Firm Culture
Corgan’s growth over the past 20 years has been swift! We’ve added 4 domestic offices in
Houston, Phoenix, Los Angeles and San Francisco, and our practice in New York has been
booming. This growth has led to what we have noted as tribal customs & languages.
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Figure 1 - Corgan's Tribal Languages

Not to be lost on the domestic growth of regional offices, our headquarters hosts all of our market
sector studios. We must develop a balance between all aspects of our practice; locations + market
sectors. It’s not about the loss of identity, but we must maintain the whole as being greater than
the sum of its parts.

Figure 2 - It's not about loss of identity, it's about the whole being greater
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Corgan’s Training Framework
Corgan’s Training Framework is a skating rink type approach which allows for a staff member to
“get-on” at any point in the process. The intent is that the training established is infinite and
repeatable.

Figure 3 - Training Framework Diagram

The rink consists of two sides; On-The-Job Training (OTJ) and Classroom Training (CT). The two
sides of the diagram work in harmony to establish best practices while practicing, and then training
and challenging the best practices that have been developed. As we’ve put this into practice, we
have established that saying it first is sometimes better than not saying anything at all. While we
train a particular workflow, we can talk about what’s right and wrong with it and issue a revision
later. More about this concept later.

Learning Methods
In developing the Firm’s Training Framework, 4 primary learning methods, or styles, were
common; learning in a classroom setting, learning through a small group setting, learning via oneon-one interactions and finally learning on-demand.
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Figure 4 - Learning Methods & Points of Departure

Classroom Setting
Lunch n’ learns, open enrolment, provided to the largest group of people that any room can fit.
This setting is most common to a lecture style where a topic is established and followed by a Q&A
from the group. It establishes a workflow that effects the most people.

Small Group
Requested by a market sector, team or specific project. This learning style is more refined than a
classroom setting, but similar in delivery. The small group topic is by request of the project
manager or team lead and solves a specific problem. Often the small group lesson is scheduled
at a team meeting. They can also be impromptu in nature when required.

On-Demand
As it describes, staff has questions while they are working, and often need answers immediately.
These questions can be part of troubleshooting a piece of software, or more general in nature.
More on how we provide on demand training when we discuss available resources.

One-on-One
Similar to on-demand, this learning method is more about a show and tell approach. Staff provides
a question, the answer is more involved and needs explanation, or is supported by a how-to, a
link or a lesson on site, e.g. This is the most common learning method we have determined in our
firm. Knowledge can come from anywhere!

Learning Points of Departure
Once we established how most staff in the firm learn, we must then understand what they need
to know. Most all of what we know in the AEC industry, and in life, we learn while on the job. Most
things don’t come with a manual.

Page 5

Figure 5 - Departure Points; Practical Learning

On The Job Training (OTJ)
Quick Start Guides
What we first provide new staff is a series of Quick Start Guides (QSGs)
and links to help them navigate their new endeavour. These QSGs are
broad in scope and point them in the direction they need to go. They are
more of a resource to where more information can be provided.
The QSGs also put faces to names. Since our organization has grown, people
have taken on roles that are different from when they started. As well, when
you’re new to an organization, you are learning the structure, your team
members, and may not understand who may be in charge of different aspects
of the profession. The QSGs serve this purpose.

Obtaining Knowledge
As has been described, individuals learn in many different ways. Just as
unique, is the way individual obtain their knowledge. Common examples of
Figure 6 - Example QSG
this are external influences, such as conferences, industry whitepapers,
company lunch n’ learns or website, as well as internal influences, such as
practice advisories, QSGs, Corgan’s ASK service desk (more on that later) and training sites such
as Lynda.com. We, as the trainers, must acknowledge all the ways knowledge can be acquired
in order to stay up to speed on what the staff is learning.

Daily Usage (Practice)
This is where the rubber meets the road; we learn as we go. All of the knowledge we’ve acquired
through all the many avenues must be applied to our tasks. We must complete our work in the
best ways we know how and we’ve learned.
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Best Practices
As we complete our tasks, a lot of the staff are most likely performing workflows in the exact same
ways. This similarity in workflows are now becoming best practices. Sometimes best practices
may be the way you’ve learned at another firm, or they have been established over a short time.
No matter, it takes the consensus of the group to say whether these truly are the best. Only once
they are noted as best practices, can they be challenged and improved, but first they need to be
defined.

Development of Courses
Finally, once they are defined, they need to be developed into a written, digestible format.
Undocumented workflows are only as good as the person passing them on the next level. Think
of the game telephone; a message is sent from one person to the next and interpreted along the
way. By the time the last person has heard the message, it can be so different than the original
that it may not even make sense.
Courses should be clear, outlined and consistent with other topics in your firm. This will help the
staff understand what they are in for prior to entering. Developing courses is about setting the
expectations to learning.

Classroom Setting (CS)
As we’ve learned on the job and applied what we’ve learned, we must now reset the information
and make sure that it is pushed out to the staff in a formalized and consistent approach.

Figure 7 - Departure Points; Theoretical Learning

Curated Training Material
Courses are developed from establishing the best practices within your organization. These
materials need to be searchable and curated by the staff that have the most knowledge of the
practice. For Corgan, this is the Design Applications Committee and the Practice Committee.
These two groups work together to meld the practical knowledge of architecture with the technical
knowledge of the software.
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We utilize a few different tools to help share these documents with
the firm. First, we have recently established a service desk platform
that we call Corgan ASK. This platform helps us organize ondemand questions and troubleshoot internal issues. It also includes
a knowledge module that provides a searchable database of articles
and documents on any topic we define.
Our second approach to sharing knowledge internally is through our
own Corgan Intranet. Once the website is provided, all of the internal
communication for the firm can be shared and updated.
A final tool for helping manage our material is through the use of
Office 365 tools. We are recording all of our live, delivered sessions
and posting them to the O365 video channel. Again, this makes the
information easily accessible and consistent.
Figure 8 - Corgan ASK

Establish Core Software
One of the most important things we did when developing our training framework is establishing
our core software. The core software packages were determined by the primary areas of our
practice; design authoring (Revit), project management (Newforma), mark-ups and info exchange
(Bluebeam), and visualization (3DS Max). We have a much longer list of supported software the
firm utilizes, but from a design applications perspective, it was important to state what we were
focusing on and providing training towards. Other platforms weave into these core software. We
provide lessons or resources to the other software as needed.

Establish Training Regimen
Once we’ve established what we need to teach, the content of each software, we can now share
this timeline of class offerings. The content is used to support how much training is needed. The
best practices are used to substantiate the content.
As shown in the diagram, different software requires different levels of training. Revit, our most
utilized software, is a 24 course, 6 month class semester. For Bluebeam and Newforma, we are
able to condense those classes into 8 to 12 hours and focus on the specific workflows and
expectations the firm has on their usage.

Assessment & Measurement
No program is complete without challenging the information provided. Through the established
assessment and measurement task, we ask the participants to rate the content provided, as well
as the presenters. The constructive criticism helps improve the information provided for future
participants.
Also through the assessment, we hear about other workflows to perform better. The system is
about improvement. This is the opportunity to hear other ways, other software and other tasks
that the best practices can be applied.
All this information feeds back into the diagram to be included in updated QSGs and provided
again for on-boarding. As noted, the system is infinite and always improving.
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Corgan’s Journey
Once we established our framework, Corgan used this information to share training knowledge in
a new way. In line with our One Firm approach, a set of guides have been established to aid in
the consistent, searchable and repeatable goals that we set for ourselves.

Information Delivery
A commitment was made to provide the training
during business hours, simultaneously to all of
our offices. This broadcast approach shows the
importance by allowing our staff to charge time
during the workday for improving their skills. The
classes aren’t offered over lunch (for the tools
such as Revit and Newforma), nor are they
offered in the evenings or weekends.

Resource Development
A
central
Figure 9 - Corgan's Broadcast Approach

Figure 10 - Remote Employee Locations

repository for all of the information created is important to
the program’s success. Not only are we talking about staff
within the primary offices, but we support remote
employees, staff at the job site and our IT team is located
across multiple offices themselves.

Existing Tools
As we train to the best workflows in the firm, we need to maintain a large list of usuable and
pertinent external resources. We can’t ask our staff to scour the many internet.

Quick Start Guides
See the section above about why we develop QSGs. Here is a list of QSGs we currently have:
• Corgan IT - Overview
• Design Applications - Overview
• Filing
• Newforma
• Revit
• Rendering & Visualization

Recorded Sessions
Nothing is more repeatable than a recorded session. The recordings are made
available vie our Office 365 video channel. When a question comes in, we use the
recorded videos to demonstrate a specific task, directing the user to a particular tie
within the video. It is our job to know where the knowledge is and share that with the
staff.
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Consolidated Resources
Universities still use textbooks! Although they, and other books, have become digital, a
consolidated resource is necessary. This will serve as a guide during calss, similar to this handout,
and as a reference at the desk. As we continue to build our content and curated materials, the
consolidated resource guide will be developed. It is still a work in progress.

Knowledge Base Articles
One of the most successful platforms in our firm is the
development of the Corgan Knowledge Base (KB). This
repository of over 350 articles helps our staff solve their own
issues. This is the on-demand concept. As they look for
workflows while submitting a ticket, the KB is populated to
narrow down searches. These articles also lean on external
resources and link our staff to other shared platforms for
answering their questions.

Figure 11 - Corgan ASK

CorganASK
All of the resources are currently wrapped up in our CorganASK. Find answers, submit tickets,
track issues. This platform links our IT department with our staff.

The Framework Applied to Various Software
Case studies will be provided during the presentation and updated after the session.

Conclusion
Corgan’s
training
framework
approach has yielded successful
results. We have developed a
synergy between our quest for
knowledge and our access to
information. Our firm is entering our
third session of Revit Intensive
Training Approach (RITA). At its
conclusion, we will have “graduated”
25% of the firm. We have just
recently completed the Newforma
Figure 12 - Knowledge Synergy
Training Initiative and will have a
“graduating” class of 45 staff. We will
be rolling out a Bluebeam and Enscape training effort in the short term as well.
Other non-technical areas we’ve applied the framework to include sustainability workflows and
overall visualization approaches. The feedback we have received from these initiatives have been
positive. We continue to look for more opportunities to apply this framework to continue building
our brand.
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