


NAA Education: A Passion Runs Through It

By Carol Levey,  Units: 1999

Background - Our industry employs a quarter of a million people across the country with an annual turnover of 60 to 80 percent. The general employment picture is that employee turnover is increasing with unemployment at a 24-year low. Recently, a survey in Florida asked 1,000 employees from various industries what would give them greater employment satisfaction during 1998; the most frequent answer (78 percent) was additional training. A national poll among employers indicates an expectation to spend 36 percent more for training. In recent surveys among NAA members education is perceived as the primary reason for membership.

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.

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 basically, residents generally know or sense their legal rights. On-site personnel better be at least as enlightened and informed as the most educated resident.

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.  A quality education is the cornerstone to a successful career.

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.

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 is realized in a strong and unified work force, increased financial performance and improved property value. Education is the life’s blood of our industry.

Obviously, we fall miserably short of making our NAA education accessible to our industry’s frontline service providers. Looking at the potential number of attendees compared to how many we annually process through our educational programs will lead us to the conclusion that we have a long way to go.

There are obvious obstacles:

1. Time to attend

2. Money to attend

Some might contend that if the students themselves are sufficiently motivated they will find the time and money to attend. There are certainly examples of students with such a passion. Certainly I have seen that kind of passion in the countenances of the students at Virginia Tech. I will never forget the thrill I experienced as an invited guest lecturer and the greater satisfaction in knowing that each graduate is excited to make a difference in our industry.

In the ongoing world of property management employment the core value given to education by the employer can make or break a student’s attempt to further their education.

I turned the conversation to education during a recent business lunch with Tim Gleason, president of Fairfield Properties, Inc. We have enjoyed a long-standing relationship fueled by our mutual passion on subjects like baseball, good food and continuing education. 

I posed the question, “How important is ongoing education and specifically NAA designated educational programs?” 

Tim responded, “I believe in education. Our company’s budget for training is a reflection of that core value. Our biggest concern is how to determine return on investment. We’re also concerned that we are training a workforce that is constantly turning over. National designated educational programs are probably our safest bet.”

Through his positive response I could hear the typically unspoken, but legitimate, concerns of most industry employers.

A) A better industry-educated employee might demand more compensation than the budget of the sponsoring employer can afford

B) An employer with a good reputation for encouraging and sponsoring continuing education might become a recruiting target for competitors

C) Natural turnover could misappropriate education dollars by spending those dollars on people leaving the company or industry

Fortunately, a learning mentality and on-going education as a core value are present in the best organizations. I’m confident that a passion for excellence within good companies that want to be better will work past these barriers.

Tim, for example, is constantly improving the learning systems at Fairfield in the face of incredible company growth. Currently, travel demands preclude his regular volunteer involvement at his local association, but Tim has devoted thousands of volunteer hours pushing for excellence and maximum attendance at NAA designated educational programs.

Mary Wessler is another industry leader who is passionate about education. Mary splits her professional life between being president of the Apartment Association of Metro Denver and regional vice-president of AIMCO. Though a seasoned instructor, I was not surprised to see her in attendance at a  “Train-the-Trainer” course I recently facilitated in Denver.  I asked her to respond to the relative importance of NAA designated educational programs when her company does so much in-house training. 

She said, “While receipt of the designation is important to the individual student I want the confidence that the quality of the curriculum and the instructor will be consistently preserved with NAA designated programs. Having said that, I also like the different perspectives that are shared in an industry-wide course of instruction. NAA education serves as a reference and a foundation upon which we can build with in-house training.”

Her comments lead me into another priority that is accomplished with ongoing education: One of the frustrations held by on-site and regional professionals alike, is the communication gap that surrounds goal selection, team building and customer service. Property owners, corporate management staff and on-site service teams need similar education in order to understand one another and the importance of their respective assignments. There are direct links between service rendered, employee turnover, resident retention and N.O.I.  Mutual understanding leads to mutual commitment which leads to team accomplishments.

Short-sighted thinking might tempt some to control information or sparingly parcel out knowledge in the hopes of preserving job security or enhancing organizational importance. Realizing that teamwork is really the only satisfying work, career minded professionals are competitive because it produces their individual best and raises the performance standard for everyone in the game.

Ongoing education allows a new look at an old problem. Sometimes education puts us back in touch with a previous answer to a new problem. Education is a means to cross-train and build empathy. A learning environment can ignite or rekindle a passion for growth and excellence. Individuals, working teams, companies, associations and our industry all benefit from the fostering of this learning environment. Quality leadership, teamwork, followership are but different reflections from the same learning pool.

I would like to address the constant challenge to continuously deliver quality education. This problem falls to the local associations’ staff and volunteers. Six representative locals share a summary of their experiences at my request. I would like to publicly thank them for their participation.

From Austin we learn that getting into a scheduling routine and sticking with it is an important feature of long-term success:

NALP - Every April: 3 consecutive Tuesdays

CAM - Every February and September: Thursday, Friday and Saturday for three consecutive weeks

CAMT - January through April: Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday and Saturday workshops

CAPS - Modules offered odd months except July (5 per year): third Friday of the month

In addition, they make their educational programs student friendly by:

1) Offering payment plans for students paying on their own

2) Making available Education Gift Certificates for dollar amounts to be applied toward any 

educational offering

3) Allowing students to take modules of the designation course separately from earning the 

certification

4) Awarding a financial scholarship twice a year to worthy students taking designation courses

5) Dedicating one dinner meeting each year to recognizing achievements of students and instructors.

Raleigh, North Carolina stays focused on the customer/student. They listen to the attendees of each of the designated programs. Using this as a foundation the best instructors are chosen. The Association readily assigns their success to the instructors. The curriculum is closely monitored as well. Students, instructors, staff members and volunteer leadership work together as a team to maintain the consistency of the offerings while making their voice heard wherever and whenever necessary to enhance the quality.

Orlando can teach us about “success breeding success.”  In the last two years, 125 individuals have earned NAA designations. Through active recruitment, train-the-trainer and in-class mentoring many of these designees have been built into a solid faculty for the future. The education committee has a chair and a co-chair to deepen and lengthen the leadership. A staff member helps every student achieve their educational goal. This constant effort and commitment has accomplished two major milestones:

1) The first is a very tangible milestone. Orlando has opened a 3,600 sq. ft. CAMT Hands-on Training Center.

2) The second is intangible. They have created a mentality that NAA designations are essential to a    career path in Orlando.

El Paso has been conducting NAA designed educational programs for a long time, but attendance has dropped off due to local economic conditions. Well, “old” El Paso dogs are learning “new” tricks. This year they are videotaping CAM classes with quality equipment and a videographer who is a CPM updating his own credentials.  This trade-out allows students to make-up missed classes.  Idea: How about a CAM correspondence class?

Acandiana is a small (under 100 total membership) association in Lafayette, Louisiana. Arcandia meets its challenges like David met Goliath; full of confidence, delivering one rock at a time. Their positive attitude is the centerpiece of their ongoing education program, which is woven into the fabric of this association.

Indiana is a state with a tradition for educational excellence. They can teach us not to rest on our laurels. To them, current events and surfacing issues are educational opportunities needing immediate action. Discussions are ongoing with the training/marketing directors from management companies to work with and around their in-house programs. Indiana turns competitors into collaborators. Relationships with IREM and Realtors pave the way to create continuing education credit for Association members.

So, we are tasked with a formidable challenge while faced with seemingly endless stumbling blocks. There are tough choices that must be made with limited resources; traditional methods that must be questioned and technology that must be incorporated. There are time restraints and external forces that raise the stakes. Increased accountability and liability due to public ownership interests demand a professional frontline representative. Soon technology will give our resident customers and real estate investors direct access to market and property information. Our frontline representatives will be required to interpret that information on demand.

Our confidence to succeed in providing a consistent flow of quality education offerings to a greater proportion of our members comes not from the ease of the task nor our track record. Rather our confidence is borne of individual passion combined to produce a new reality.

Every NAA meeting generates an astounding announcement or reports the dramatic results of ongoing improvements to our educational programs. The rewriting of curriculum, the new design of student materials, the upgrading of instructor requirements, the revamping of our national designee computer database, new promotional material, the strategic re-engineering of our Education Foundation and the dramatic fund-raising that has already met monumental milestones. We approach our first joint Educational Conference with IREM. We appreciate the example of our prestigious sister industry organization as they have completely rethought their educational offerings.

Everywhere you look within NAA you feel momentum. It is exhilarating. If there was a slogan it might be - Gain ground but reach for the stars. The staff, the volunteer leadership, the committees and task-force teams are committed. This shared commitment is multiplied and magnified in local teams all over the country. This education movement has a passion that runs through it and that passion will not be denied.

Carol Levey has over 30 years experience in the Multihousing industry and is the co-founders and a principal of I.T. Partners, which was established in 1993 and is headquartered in southern California. She is also co-author of the new National Apartment Leasing Professional (NALP) course.

I.T. Partners designs and delivers integrated management technologies, innovative marketing strategies and interactive training systems exclusively for the Multihousing industry across the United States. Services include tailored workshops, production of multimedia tools, and custom website upgrades. She co-produced "Let's Lease," a CD-ROM, the first computer-based training for the Multihousing industry, which is utilized to train on-site teams across the country. The author can be contacted at www.itpartnersonline.com or at 1-800-301-6446.
SIDEBAR

Overcoming the obstacles we face to consistently deliver quality education will require grass roots effort of the part of our local associations. My sincere gratitude to these local representatives for sharing their insight.
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Austin Apartment Association

Austin, TX
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Triangle Apartment Association

Raleigh, NC
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Apartment Association of Greater Orlando

Orlando, FL

Jerry Carlson

El Paso Apartment Association

El Paso, TX

Teresa Credur

Acadiana Apartment Association

Lafayette, LA

Mary Ellen Perin

Apartment Association of Indiana

Indianapolis, IN

