LERN Best Practices
The following are 40 LERN best practices you can use to measure the performance of your unit. How well are you performing? At the end of the list is a scorecard you can use to rate your unit. Remember – LERN is here to help you with any of these best practices or anything else to help improve and grow your unit.
01. 30% Rule. No product area (arts, business), delivery method (online, contract training), or market segment (seniors, lawyers) should be generating more than 30% of the unit’s revenue. A balanced portfolio makes the unit less dependent and better prepared for downturns.
02. Production Costs at 50% or Less. Production costs, the costs to run the open enrollment course/event or a contract training contract, cannot exceed 50% of the income the course/event or contract generates.

03. More Terms, Not Less. The unit should be running a minimum of four terms a year. Five terms are better, and more units are running six. More terms, more visibility.

04. Know Your 7 Primary Market Segments. 20% of your customers or clients generate 80% of your business. Within the 20%, there are 7 primary market segments defined by demographics and interest areas. These segments are your best customers.

05. Promote 2-4 Times to Past Participants. A person who has participated in the last 0-18 months should be mailed to twice, text emailed to once, and sent an email newsletter once.
06. Know Your Benchmarks

- Open Enrollment Benchmarks. The most important benchmarks for open enrollment are Repeat Rate (30-50%); Operating Margin (40%+); Cancellation Rate (15%); and Brochure:Participant Ratio (50:1 or less).
- Contract Training Benchmarks. The most important benchmarks for contract training are Repeat Rate (50-70%); Operating Margin (50%+); Conversion Rate (4:1 – takes 4 leads to generate 1 contract); and Cancellation Rate (5% or less).
07. Promote Instructors/Presenters. Build up your instructors/presenters in your promotions. Their skills, knowledge, and expertise foster customer interest.
08. Staff Productivity. Total income divided by total full-time staff (you add up all staff hours per week and divide by 40 hours to get full-time staff) should be $125,000 per staff person or better. The most successful units are reporting $150,000-$250,000.

09. Be Customer Managers, Not Product Managers. Don’t tell people or clients what they need.  Instead find out what they want, when they want it, and how it should be delivered.

10. Centralize Operations. Programmers must focus on developing new courses and events, and this cannot be done if they are handling day-to-day tasks such as logistics, registration, and so on. Salespeople must focus on closing sales and not handling the contract logistics. Someone must manage operations and pull as many routine tasks from income generators as possible.
11. Accountability. Job descriptions are transitioning from “tasks” to “outcomes.” We are no longer impressed by how busy someone is, but instead how productive they are. Job descriptions should include number goals.
12. Information Specialist. A minimum of one person should be the primary contact for customers. They should be able to answer questions, counsel, grant refunds, and so on. If the Information Specialist does not know the answer, he/she should find it out.
13. Must Collect. During registration or at the first class or in contract training when a client is lined up, the following information must be collected – key demographics (most important is age), email address, and promotion method generating registration.

14. Online Registration. The unit must offer seamless (staff do not touch in any way) registration. Ideally the software system used should be web-based, so technical support is provided by the company who built the software.

15. Quality & Service. Twice a year, randomly survey 200-400 people or 10% of clients asking them to rate (1 Poor-5 Excellent) the quality of the unit’s offerings and the unit’s customer service. The average score for both should be 4 or higher.

16. 20% New. 20% of what the unit offers each year should be new. New is brand new or redesigned. 20% new means you should also be resting or cutting the dogs.

17. 10-20% on Promotion. 10-20% of your open enrollment budget should be spent on promotion. Of the amount budgeted, 75% should be spent on direct mail, 10-15% on emarketing, 5-10% on advertising, and 5% on customer service (following up on requests, referrals, and so on).
18. Think Generational Marketing. The unit’s promotions should be targeted to the appropriate generation. Most important – avocational programming promotions are targeted to Baby Boomers (1944-1964) and continuing professional education promotions are targeted to Generation X (1965-1979).

19. Offer Online Courses. 50% of learning will be online. Generation Y expects online as an option. Contract for online courses, have instructors teach hybrid courses, test your own online course.

20. Be Self-Sufficient. Do not be dependent on funding from the unit’s institution or grants. Generate enough in fees to cover promotion, production, and administration costs (even if the unit is presently not being required to cover all the costs).
21. Don’t Give Money Back. When courses or events cancel, do everything possible to give credits/vouchers or to transfer the student. 

22. Price for Profit. Do market pricing – come up with the number that keeps production costs at 50% or less, compare to the competition, and compare to what people have spent in the past. Think in terms of price breaks ($100 is a price break) and end prices in 5s or 9s.

23. Think Go/No Go. Run courses if they cover their production costs. With most units reporting average participants at 10-12, units must be able to run courses at 5. The average number of people cancelled from a course should not exceed 3.
24. Follow the AIDA Principle. Course descriptions, promotions, sales kits, and websites should be written and designed using AIDA. The A=Attention, the I=Interest, the D=Desire, and the A=Action. 
25. Contract Out. Adding staff can be a burden financially, as well as a management headache. Find the best and contract out desk-topping, website design, course description writing and proofing, programming, selling, and so on.

26. One New Initiative. Each year the unit introduces only one new initiative and that initiative should last three years. Before introducing, the unit must have 1,000-10,000 names to which the initiative can be promoted.  By year three the initiative should generate 5-10% of the unit’s income, and by year three have met the operating margin goal.
27. Know Your Unique Selling Proposition. The unit finds out what customers and clients believe makes the unit unique, and then comes up with the appropriate name, slogan, and key marketing points to support the USP. Knowing the USP is step one to building brand – look, feel, and partners.
28. Meetings. Use an Intranet or Virtual Office to reduce staff meetings. Staff members should be in meetings no more than 10% of their time, and 5% is better.

29. Competition. Do not compete directly. Be different. Find the gaps and be the best in what you do best.
30. Training Plans. Staff should have individual training plans to improve their capabilities and the intellectual capital of the unit. Think succession planning.
31. One-Year Market Plan. Planning is critical. Since marketing is everything we do, the plan is a marketing plan including programming, finance, sales, marketing, and operations goals.

32. Communicate. Keep central administration updated on the unit’s successes. Demonstrate your expertise, and teach the rest of the institution what your unit knows.
33. Have Three Portals. Promote using direct mail, electronic mail, and an “X” factor. The “X” factor is a third portal specific to the group you are targeting.

34. Cut the Dogs! Whether a course, a client, an instructor, a staff person, a promotion method, etc - if underperforming cut the dog and focus on your stars.

35. Data-Driven Decisions. Decisions must be supported by data. No longer can a unit succeed by guessing or hoping. Numbers do not lie.  

36. Follow Timelines. Promotions cannot be late. Course catalogs, seminars and conferences, certificate programs, and so on, all have proven mail dates that must be followed.

37. Transition to Solutions. Especially in contract training, units must be talking in terms of solutions, not just training. Clients need more than training and need to know the unit can provide a variety of services.

38. Think Globally. The curriculum the unit builds can be sold and/or taught anywhere. Online learning expands the territory the unit can cover. Instructors can travel around the world.

39. Sunset Rule. Respond to customers or clients by sunset or in 24 hours at the most. 

40. Vision. The unit needs a one-year market plan, but also a 2-5 year vision statement/strategic plan. Most importantly, the vision statement has numbers (increase repeat rate to 45%) included.
SCORECARD

Use this list as a scorecard. If you use the best practice, give yourself a point. Add up your points and then rank your unit on the following list.

0-8. Out of business or going out of business
9-16. In jeopardy of experiencing a decrease (or increased decrease) in registrations, sales, and income
17-24. Holding your own, but the future will require you to increase this number
25-32. Positioned to grow
33-40. Model unit
