Education: The Life’s Blood of Our Industry

By Carol Levey

The on-site managers, assistant managers, leasing specialists, service technicians, housekeepers and groundskeepers are the backbone of our industry. They make the critical decisions that give an apartment community market advantage, produce expected profits and create public perception of our industry (good or bad). They make it happen day in and day out.

Everyday I interact with on-site professionals in my local area. I receive reports and hear stories from all over the country about the on-going challenges facing on-site personnel within our industry. In the group workshops I conduct we share our enthusiasm and frustrations unique to our workplace.

Nearly 30 years ago I started cleaning dirty apartments to make the rent on my own. When given the choice to “lease ‘em” instead of “clean ‘em,” I jumped at the chance. My first orientation was simple and direct. “There’s a prospect here to see an apartment. Here are the keys. Show him something.”  My first attempt lasted four hours although it seemed longer. My co-workers didn’t know my whereabouts but my prolonged absence didn’t create concern. 


A promotion opportunity into management came when the existing on-site manager left suddenly with rent funds. Unfortunately, my career once again progressed without the benefit of formal training, individualized coaching or organizational support.

Now, it’s true -- Experience is the best teacher, but it is also the most expensive. While extremely valuable, it is an unacceptable alternative to education. On-site professionals need to know a lot every day. Every day that someone on-site doesn’t know something they should, the apartment community owner(s), the management team and that individual are “at risk.” Prospective residents expect market and product knowledge from anyone to whom they are going to pay 20 to 35 percent of their monthly income. Existing residents expect their service requests to be understood and given priority. They expect follow-up and follow-through. More basic, residents generally know or sense their legal rights. On-site personnel had better be at least as enlightened and informed as the most educated resident.

Overall conditions in the workplace have improved for on-site employees. Education is more readily available for our industry’s specialized workplace. However, in some ways the challenges for on-site workers remains unchanged:

· They feel remote from the rest of the world.

· The workday can begin and end without lunch or a break of any kind.

· One problem can eat up hours as if minutes, but reports are still required by the end of the day.

· Dozens of decisions must be reached daily without the luxury of experience, coaching or support.

· Time off the clock doesn’t necessarily mean rest from responsibility.

· It seems like they can do a lot more wrong than right during the course of a week.

· They always hear about what they can spend or not spend to stay within budget. Yet, they don’t always get the latest word about what they can say or cannot say to stay within fair housing compliance.

There are no simple answers for on-site professionals but there is a simple process. That process is education. Education is the best investment that each of us makes. Everyone within our industry must make this investment our personal priority. It’s equally important to know what education is not:

· It is not being entertained by speakers.

· It is not being bored to tears by lectures.

· It is not being angered by feeling talked down to.

· It is not being overwhelmed with too much information.

· It is not advocating “how” without discussing “why.”

Education is effective when it gives respect to the student’s experience but empowers them to change. Education is effective when it is ongoing; when it comes from industries besides our own; when it comes from the feedback of our customers and our suppliers. Education is effective when it returns all of us to the basic skills of selling, listening, management, team building and accountability and requires us to practice what we learn with consistency. No one is exempt.

Professional education is expensive. There must be a measurable return on the investment of time and money given to the effort. This return realized in a strong and unified work force, is proof that education is the life’s blood of our industry.
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