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The Blank-Read Training Institute: A Curriculum to Inspire

We met with Gretchen Ostherr who is directing the efforts of Blank-Read Training Institute (BRTI), to learn firsthand about the what, why, where, when and how of this exciting initiative.

What is the Blank-Read Training Institute (BRTI)?

BRTI is an organization-wide initiative to create curricula, training and assessment resources for all of Outward Bound’s staff: Wilderness, Discovery, Urban Centers, Professional and Expeditionary Learning Schools. Our objective is to create the best training and staff development practices, including hiring and retaining, in the outdoor experiential education industry.

What is interesting and intriguing about this project?

Ask Outward Bound alumni what they remember about their program and all will have something to say about their instructors. Every instructor passes on not only the teachings of Outward Bound, but also his or her own unique personality, wisdom and experience.

Outward Bound knows their programs rely on the people who carry their mission, not only to pass it on, but to live it. This is the inspiration behind the Blank-Read Training Institute (BRTI) which aims to create resources for the organization that capture our best training practices, and create trainings for our staff to ensure their continued development and learning, from the time they start working until they are in senior management positions. 

What is the vision of BRTI?

In the broadest sense, the vision for BRTI is to:

· Give all of our staff the best training in our industry, whether they are new instructors or senior managers

· Encourage collaboration and sharing of best practices around the Outward Bound USA system

· Standardize our trainings systems

· Make it easier for staff to move around the country and

· Help all of the different divisions of Outward Bound deliver courses to our students in the best way that we know how, and then assess our delivery. 

How are you going to achieve these goals?

One of the things we are doing in 2007 is developing a Core Staff Training Curricula for our Instructors and Lead Instructors, and working with each of the divisions to help them address their immediate training needs. We intend to create a system so that each module can be taught as stand-alone training or together as part of a longer staff-training program along with relevant technical skills. In 2008, we will also be looking at adapting some of these modules to a computer-based training system. Then we will be going farther and deeper, including gathering the best-of-the-best non-Outward Bound resources.

We are also in the process of creating an online library for staff with course curricula, training curricula, historical Outward Bound documents, critical works and documented best practices. We hope to have BRTI and the online library be the resource for any OB curricula that has been developed, and we hope that staff get to a point where they will check with us, or online before they develop any new curricula. We want to avoid having our staff re-create the wheel unnecessarily just because they did not know that the curricula they need had already been created somewhere else in the OB system.  

When are you going to launch this initiative? 
Most of the work we are currently doing will be delivered to staff in 2008. One of the big things we are doing this year is to bring together a team of senior staff from each Outward Bound program and division for a Collaboration Summit this Fall. Virtual collaboration is great up to a point. Then, there is nothing like getting key, experienced OB trainers and managers together in one place to brainstorm, work hard and get things done. 

In terms of rolling out specific training programs, we know that one priority will be how to best address and incorporate our core values, like Inclusion and Diversity. It is still in the developmental stage but we know this will be something that’s really explored in-depth, including how to recruit a more diverse staff, how to retain a diverse staff, how to create an organizational culture that is welcoming to diversity of all kinds, how to attract a more diverse student body and keep them involved over the years … and this isn’t even the tip of the iceberg. We’ll be finalizing our launch schedule as we gain agreement from staff and management.

How can people help?

BRTI was launched with the generous support of both the Arthur M. Blank Family Foundation and Herb and Natalie Kohler in recognition of the fact that our staff is our greatest organizational asset, and we need to invest in each individual’s training. 

All forms of support are needed—from money to any original curriculum or historic Outward Bound documents you’ve collected over the decades. Please feel free to contact me directly with any questions or comments: gostherr@outwardbound.org.
