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Every year, LERN examines and assesses continuing 
education and lifelong learning operations and produces 
an Operations Update. LERN’s data and information are 

collected from successful North American operations teams.

Operations is the continuing education and lifelong learning 
team that manages the day-to-day tasks required to successfully 
run the unit. Over the last 15 years, a majority of continuing 
education and lifelong learning units have worked diligently 
to centralize operational tasks so revenue generators – course 
programmers and salespeople – could focus on revenue 
generation and growing the unit.

A centralized operations team can consist of up to 50 percent of 
the continuing education and lifelong learning unit’s staff. The 
primary goals of the operations team are to pull and centralize 
routine tasks, be the hub for accurate information, provide the 
highest level of customer service, and help improve overall unit 
efficiency and productivity. Simply the goal of the operations 
team is to be the answer!

The Latest Best Practices & Trends
At the 2018 LERN Annual Conference an Operations Gathering 
took place and North American operations staff met and 
discussed operations best practices and trends. The following 
are the best practices shared:

88 Only operations team staff should load data. Less hands 
entering data ensure clearer and more valuable data when 
generating reports.

88 To support both recruitment and retention, operations teams 
are adding coaching/advising staff. They follow-up on leads, 
but also work with participants to complete and/or repeat.

88 Getting the best out of your software system is critical. Have 
one person who is the liaison with your software company 
(if you are using a web-based software system) or your 
IT department.

88 The need for data crunching and reporting has increased. 
Operations teams are adding staff to crunch and report on 
data or outsourcing the service. Some are using LERN’s data 
analysis tools.

88 Documenting processes and procedures remains critical. 
Even more critical is ensuring all staff follow what has 
been documented.

The following are the trends shared:
88 Operations staff are spending more time calling prospective 

and potential participants to get them to register. The 
personal touch is working.

88 Because contract training operations tasks are different from 
course programming, they are being centralized with an 
operations staff person on the contract training team.

88 For more complex course programming and events, course 
programmers are providing “cheat sheets” with all the 
information the operations team needs to know to answer 
customer questions.

88 Software systems are being pushed to automate more 
operational tasks, such as reminding people registered about 
an upcoming class or collecting the promotion method that 
got a person to register.

88 Due to higher turnover, staff cross training is becoming more 
important; small team staff being challenged the most.

If you work in operations or are 
looking to build an operations 
team, the LERN Operations 
Conference is  
for you!

Go to www.lern.org  
and check under  

Events & Education  
for more information

All sessions are about operations and will be presented by 
continuing education and lifelong learning operations experts.

CONFERENCE CHICAGO,  
ILLINOIS

1ST ANNUALOPERATIONS
MARK YOUR CALENDAR  |  APRIL 28-MAY 1, 2020
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Texas Extended Campus’(TEC) “3 In a Box” Model for 
managing the development, marketing and management of 
their courses and students is an excellent example of cross-
functional teams. “3 In a Box” includes a team represented 
by a Program Coordinator, a Marketing staff member, and an 
Enrollment & Student Services 
Success staff member. Together 
they work on strategies to improve 
offerings, better market the 
offerings, and recruit, nurture, 
and register students, as well as 
providing students support during 
their time as TEC students. 

Over the last year, the importance of operations teams has grown. Over 75 
percent of continuing education and lifelong learning units LERN works with 
will have one or more people dedicated to operations. Successful operations 
teams are providing their units more time to focus on growth, better meeting 
their community’s needs, and building strong partnerships.

LERN tracks and reports on the State of Operations including best practices, 
benchmarks and trends. The following is the 2019 State of Operations.

 1. Reporting.  Weekly, monthly, quarterly, and annual 
reporting is becoming more streamlined, automated, and templated. 
With operations as the hub for collecting data, analyzing data, 
and generating data-driven reports, continuing education and 
lifelong learning units are making better data-driven decisions.

 2. Internal Partnerships. As continuing education 
and lifelong learning units shift from being victims to collaborators, 
operations teams are playing an important role building 
relationships with internal institutional departments, such as the 
Business Office and Human Resources. Having an operations 
team, gives the departments one area of your unit to work with.

 3. Tracking. With marketing monies being reduced, the 
operations teams are being more proactive about collecting 
promotion method data to help the marketing staff make better 
decisions about where to allocate marketing monies.

 4. Cross-Functional Teams. Staff from 
operations, marketing and course programming are working 
together to make decisions to increase participation and 
revenue. Each shares their knowledge and expertise to 
improve customer service, programming and marketing.

 5. Multiple Languages. Operations teams are 
being required to support multiple languages, thus having 
multilingual staff is more critical. To support the operations 
team and participants, the operations team is working with 
marketing staff to develop multi-language information sheets.

 6. Operationalizing Offerings. There are offerings, 
such as motorcycle training, that do not require much work by 
a course programmer. Instead the offering is easier and more 
effectively handled by the operations team, thus the operations 
team is now lining up instructors and scheduling offerings.

7. Online Learning. With an increase in online learning 
and the number of third-party vendors being used, the operations 
team is being required to handle participant issues and questions; 
working with the third-party vendors to resolve issues.

 8. Staff Training. Historically, operations staff have not 
been a priority for professional development. As the importance 
of the operations team grows, continuing education and lifelong 
learning units are affording their operations team more training 
dollars. Staff are getting training in customer service, but also in 
technology, negotiation, process documentation, and advising skills.

 9. Sales. Operations staff are better understanding that 
part of their role is to close the sale. They are being more 
proactive helping interested customers make decisions, 
but are also following up with inquiries, as well as 
participants who are part of a multiple-course program.
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Many continuing education and lifelong learning units 
operate with five or less staff. With a limited number of 
staff, it is more challenging to implement LERN’s Ideal 

Staffing Structure.

Key Components of LERN’s Ideal Staffing Structure are:

 1. Allow the unit’s leader to spend time focused on the future 
and not absorbed by day-to-day challenges and duties.

 2. Centralize operational tasks under an operations team to 
streamline organization processes and procedures, provide 
better customer service, and handle day-to-day tasks such 
as logistics, data loading, and reporting.

 3. Encourage revenue generators – course programmers and 
salespeople – to focus their time on generating revenue 
instead of getting absorbed by day-to-day tasks that can be 
handled by the operations team.

 4. Centralize marketing under one person or team, so the 
message sent is consistent and integrated promotion 
campaigns are built and executed.

 5. If the unit is large enough, then split course programming 
and contract training into two separate business units.

80 percent of what every continuing education and lifelong 
learning unit does is the same, but each unit is unique due to 
location, program mix, central administration support, and staff. 
The following are generalized thoughts (one assumption is the 
more staff, the more registrations and/or revenue the unit is 
generating) on splitting primary staffing duties for organizations 
with one, two, three, four or five staff:

One Staff: Where possible you want to outsource tasks, such 
as catalog production, teacher recruitment, course development, 
and other time-consuming tasks. Utilize a software system 
with easy and seamless online registration. Be thoughtful about 
your program mix and do not try to be everything to everyone. 
Where possible utilize your institution’s resources, such 
as marketing.

Two Staff: Have one person (most likely the unit’s leader) 
focus on participation and revenue generation, thus course 
programming and marketing. The second person would focus 
on operational tasks, such as registration and customer service, 
but also any tasks allowing the revenue generator time to 
focus on recruiting new instructors, developing new courses, 
and working with an outsourced person with marketing. Your 
software system, thoughtful course programming, and utilizing 
institution resources remain important.

Three Staff: One person (most likely the unit's leader) 
would handle new course programming and marketing, 
while a second person would provide support with logistics 
the operations person does not have time to handle, such as 
room scheduling, materials ordering, instructor payroll and 
other tasks supporting successful program development and 
implementation. The third person would handle operations 
tasks, most important customer requirements and then other 
course programming tasks that can be handled. Your software 
system, thoughtful course programming, and utilizing 
institution resources remain important.

Four Staff: Same as Three Staff but add a second 
person to help with operational tasks, thus freeing up the 
course programming support person to take on more course 
programming duties, such as handling all repeat courses. 

Five Staff: One person (most likely the unit's leader) focuses 
on new course programming and opportunities and managing 
the unit. The second person is focused on course programming, 
both new and repeat. The third and fourth staff people are 
operations staff who are handling most day-to-day tasks, while 
the fifth staff person is primarily responsible for marketing. The 
fifth staff person can also help with market research, contract 
training and other special projects.

There will always be times when one or more staff will need 
to shift their attention and time to an immediate need, but each 
staff person having a clear understanding of their three to seven 
most important duties (these duties should be documented as 
part of your staffing structure graphic) will allow the staff to 
return to their ideal staffing structure once the immediate need 
is handled.

No matter the number of staff, your first action should be 
to brainstorm the tasks the unit is responsible for and then 
assign them to staffing positions. Then you begin the process 
of transitioning your staffing structure, providing training 
as needed.

LERN Ideal Staffing Structure  
for Small Teams



Operations serves as the busy hub of 
any successful continuing education or 
lifelong learning unit. From handling 
customer service questions and requests 
to foreseeing future issues, members of 
an efficient operations team need to be 
thorough, agile and, at the same time, 
consistent, says Holly Klotz, an operations 
expert and long-time LERN consultant. 

Here, we talk with Klotz about the key 
qualities of the most effective operations 
teams, and how to avoid some of the most 
common operations team hang-ups.

LERN: How do you define success in operations? 
How do you measure success?
Klotz:  Successful operations is more than the prevention of problems – 
it is the capacity to address and remedy problems in the fastest and most 
efficient way possible. Preparation is the name of the game, and the best 
operations teams consist of people who recognize the value of establishing 
protocols and documenting processes. A true operations professional 
is one who strives to standardize and simplify a unit’s most complex 
issues, while consistently treating the customers and instructors as their 
top priority.

Success in operations can be measured in numerous ways:
88 High customer service ratings
88 High customer retention
88 Well-developed job manuals
88 Few operational issues throughout a term/semester
88 Minimal time for service recovery
88 Easy-to-follow processes/procedures
88 Ability to keep revenue generators (programmers) out of day-to-day
88 Operations staff who feel respected and valued 
88 Instructors who feel empowered to address many operational issues on 

their own

LERN: What are your core strategies  
for operations success?
Klotz:  

88 Use data and reports to make decisions.
88 Centralize information, having shared folders and drives.
88 Create and do a regular evaluation of templates and guidelines.
88 Hold weekly operations team meetings.
88 Have extensive job training, both general and job-specific.
88 Put the right people in right seats and play to each person’s strengths.
88 Have a well-defined hand-off of material from programming 

to operations. 
88 Have an operations leader who communicates well with programming 

and marketing.
88 Empower instructors via an Instructor Handbook.
88 Set realistic and measurable goals and benchmarks and 

celebrate successes.
88 Staff recognition in the form of appreciation coupons, time off, training, 

gift cards, flowers, food, etc.

88 Have FUN! Incorporate an office lottery, holiday messages/photos, 
birthday celebrations, etc.

LERN: What are the most common issues/mistakes 
operations teams face? How can these be avoided?
Klotz:   

88 Not enough emphasis placed on training.  Instead: Take the 
time and energy to train thoroughly (leaving room for hands-on and 
experiential learning), using job manuals as guides. 

88 Not taking time to properly dissect issues and find 
permanent solutions.  Instead: Schedule an immediate debrief 
of problem situations, inviting all parties involved and documenting 
the outcome.

88 Not using all available resources. Instead: Teams should 
keep a list of all available resources and categorize them by subject 
(registration, facilities, IT, etc.).

88 Not inviting themselves to important meetings.  Instead: Reach 
out to departments and groups who have misconceptions of who they 
are and what they do.

88 Not recognizing/accepting their role as counselors/
marketing.  Instead: Discuss the importance of this customer service 
role during initial job training

88 Not understanding that they can impact future programming 
decisions.  Instead: Report customer suggestions or concerns (as well as 
personal observations regarding class enrollment) to the programmers.

88 Not giving themselves enough credit/kudos.  Instead: Keep track of 
successful preventative measures and/or service recovery efforts.

88 Not having enough FUN!  Instead: Offer to run an office lottery, 
suggest that the office create a holiday message/photo, scheduling birthday 
celebrations, etc.

LERN: How can operations teams stay agile and 
remain consistent?
Klotz:  Operations teams can create protocols, procedures, flowcharts, 
timelines, calendars, checklists, guidelines, handbooks, training manuals, 
templates, scripts, talking points for new classes/programs, etc. and find 
volunteers (guinea pigs) to test them out on. That way, they’ll be able to 
prevent issues from occurring and be prepared to take immediate action when 
something goes wrong. 

Q&A With Seasoned Pro Holly Klotz 

Holly Klotz 

Operations teams 
should take advantage 
of LERN’s  operation-
themed webinars, 
presentations and 
events, publications, 

which consist of practical “how to” advice that can’t be found 
anywhere else. LERN can also connect you with someone 
from a similar type unit.

Email info@lern.org and LEAN on LERN!
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More than a unit that merely offers excellent service, a 
customer-centric unit puts the customer – not products or 
sales – first. Always.

When you put customers first, you create a culture of positivity 
and empathy, and you end up saving your unit money, too, 
because it can cost as much as six times more to acquire a new 
customer than to keep an existing one. 

But how can you balance the need to drive revenue with the best 
practice of doing business in a way that satisfies the customer-
centricity standard? It’s all about providing a positive customer 
experience before, during and yes, even after the sale to drive 
repeat business, loyalty, referrals, and ultimately profits. 

It’s also important to realize that customer centricity doesn’t live 
and die with the operations team. All unit staff need to be on 
board when it comes to making customer satisfaction a priority, 
and this can be achieved by implementing the seven pillars of 
customer centricity.

1. Experience.  Make the customer  
experience easy, enjoyable and convenient.  
If your unit excels in customer experience,  
you’ll make your customers so happy that  
they want to share their positive  
interactions with your unit.

2. Loyalty.  Reward and recognize customers in a consistent 
way that is relevant to how they want to be rewarded.  
Focus on being loyal to your customers, and they  
will be faithful to you. Loyal units also reward  
employees for customer satisfaction.

3. Promotions.  Leverage promotions on the  
programs and services that are most appealing  
and often purchased by your current  
customers. Units with successful  
promotions campaigns promote the  
programs and services that matter  
the most to their customers.

4. Communications.  Personalize  
messages to your customers, based upon  
what they buy, and in a way they like.  
Highly communicative units provide  
tailored, relevant communications  
based on customer preferences.

5. Assortment.  Have the  
right programs and services and  
a substantial variety to meet your  
customers’ needs. You don’t  
necessarily need to have the most  
extensive selection of programs and  
services, but you should build and promote programs and 
services your customers want.

6. Price.  Provide prices that are 
perceived to be in line with what  
your customer is looking for on the  
programs and services they purchase  
most often. Your programs and services  
don’t have to be price leaders, but they do need to  
have pricing that customers perceive as fair.

7. Feedback.  Hear and recognize  
customer concerns. Units that  
rank high in customer feedback 
have a two-way conversation  
and emotional connection  
with their customers.

While the principles of customer-centricity remain consistent 
across units, it will take on different forms depending on your 
unit and your customers. 

A few examples of customer-centricity in practice:
88 Adding an advisor to the operations team to provide more 

career and academic advising.
88 Providing job placement support, including researching and 

sharing industry-specific data.
88 Diversifying delivery methods to allow participants to learn 

in the mode that best serves their learning style.
88 Helping participants develop individualized 

certificate programs.
88 Acting as a clearinghouse for course/activity programming 

and services their program does not provide.
88 Including consulting, mentoring, and research as part of your 

contract training services.

When your unit makes the full shift from customer focused to 
customer-centric, you can expect to see improvements in all 
areas. Customer-centricity will keep your current customers 
coming back and eventually turn them into evangelists for your 
unit, and that’s the ultimate measure of success. 

 

Becoming a Customer-Centric Unit
Is your continuing education and lifelong learning unit customer centric?
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It wasn’t long after LERN added an Information Specialist position to its 
staffing structure that it began seeing significant benefits.

Member satisfaction was up, and it was easy to see how this position 
could translate to and benefit continuing education and lifelong learning 
units. Since the position was first introduced in the 1980s, many 
continuing education and lifelong learning units across North American 
have added Information Specialist or similar jobs. Information Specialists 
are able to answer questions, make decisions about refunds, encourage 
students and participants to select transfers and vouchers when a class or 
activity is canceled, and serve as customer advocates.

Growing competition and a need to improve overall performance have 
raised the bar for all units, making the Information Specialist position all 
the more critical.

Information Specialist 
primary responsibilities: 
1. Recruitment.   Information Specialists take a proactive approach 
to generating participation and revenue. They follow up on inquiries or 
information session participation, track multi-class and activity programs 
(such as certificate programs) and encourage students to enroll in or 
complete the next class in the series or program. 

2. Retention.   After recruitment, retention is the second most 
important responsibility of an Information Specialist. There is a need to 
increase student services, including providing in-depth advising beyond 
just answering general questions. Your students expect the person who is 
answering their questions to have relevant research available for them as 

they try to determine the value of your offerings. Retention responsibilities 
can also include connecting participants with additional resources, such 
as job placement services.

3. Logistics.   To allow revenue generators to spend more time on 
revenue generation, Information Specialists have spearheaded operations 
teams taking on tasks historically handled by revenue generators, such as 
lining up repeat classes, generating evaluations and data, and managing 
other repetitive day-to-day tasks.

The addition of the Information Specialist position has allowed operations 
teams to move from being customer serviced-based to being customer-
centric. Customer-centric units listen to their customers and ensure 
people are at the center of the unit’s philosophy, operations, and ideas. A 
customer-centric unit offers more than excellent service – they care about 
customer needs.

Information Specialists identify critical fixes that get current participants 
to come back, but they can also help shine the spotlight on unit problems 
that are keeping people from signing up in the first place. 

As the LERN team travels North America, we are pleased to see more 
Information Specialists, and also their expanded role supporting both 
internal and external customers.

Becoming a Customer-Centric Unit
Is your continuing education and lifelong learning unit customer centric?

The Growing Impact of

THE “APPLE”  
PRINCIPLE  
FOR OPERATIONS
Anticipate.  Know what is coming  
up months ahead of time and ask for  
help from others. Make sure calendars  
are updated.

Prepare.  Create packets, email  
drafts/templates, textbook bundles, supplies,  
and test processes to make sure they are working properly.

Prevent.  Not all situations can be avoided, but if/when 
they do occur, make immediate process changes to prevent 
similar situations in the future.

Learn.  Learn from your mistakes. Research why 
something happened, retrain staff if needed, and be 
prepared for next time.

Excel.  Let things go and move forward. The world will 
not end because of one mistake. Challenges make life/work 
interesting. Overcoming them makes life/work meaningful.
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LERN’s online Operations Institute remains one of LERN’s 
most popular institutes. Operations professionals learn 
about industry operations best practices, benchmarks 
and trends. Through online discussion, operations 
professionals share what is working within their 
operations team, significantly increasing Operations 
Institute learning. At the conclusion of the Operations 
Institute, participants earning LERN’s Certified 
Operations Manager (COM) certification write a plan  
for improving their continuing education and lifelong 
learning unit’s operation team and efforts. For more 
information about LERN’s online Operations Institute  
go to lern.org/events-education/online-institutes.

Over the last year, six operations challenges have been 
highlighted by participants and discussed:

1. Technology Timesavers. Technology is used 
to save time, ensure consistency, and automate job 
tasks. Your registration software system is critical, 
but so are other tools like Dropbox and Google Docs.

2. Operations Sensations. Strategies for handling 
workplace stress. Winning approaches to handling the 
toughest problems with optimism and determination.

3. Customer Conundrums. Ways operations professionals 
can gain control over significant customer service issues in a 
moment, and steps they can take to prevent the issues from 
occurring in the future.

4. Committing to Checklist. Discovering the power of 
checklist, when, where and how to use them, and how they 
can prevent many operations issues.

5. Protocol Perks. Get in the habit of creating (and 
testing) protocols to ensure consistency in procedures; 
having protocols removes the stress and worry of needing to 
remember the “how to” of many job tasks.

6. Facility Fixes on the Fly. Strategies for managing 
facility use issues when you do not have priority in room 
scheduling, strategies for managing facilities from afar, and 
strategies for last-minute facility issues.

For more than 30 years, LERN has supported operations teams 
of continuing education and lifelong learning units by providing 
products and services that help improve performance.

The scope of responsibility of operations teams has shifted significantly 
over the last 10 years. LERN’s operations services have been 
designed to give you the skill set necessary to increase efficiency, 
improve productivity and ensure financial self-sufficiency.

LERN’s Operations Services include:

Certified Operations Manager (COM)  
Participants complete a face-to-face or online Operations 
Institute and they are prepared to take the COM exam.

Operations Conference Tracks & Gathering.  
At LERN’s Annual Conference LERN presents sessions developed 
specifically to support operations professionals, as well as scheduling 
an Operations Gathering so operations professionals can network.

LERN Tools  In the LERN Club, on the LERN website, 
are LERN data analysis tools. You prepare the data by following 
an instruction guide, and then load data and run reports.

Webinars & Articles  Throughout the year, LERN releases new 
operations webinars and articles but also has past webinars and articles archived.

Publications  Each year, LERN  
produces new operations publications.

Technical Assistance   
The LERN Team is ready to get you the answer  
to any operations question you have. Ask your 
tough question and we will provide you a resource,  
get you an answer, and/or connect you with an operations leader.

Program Review  LERN’s most popular service, the LERN Program 
Review, is an in-depth and comprehensive review of your continuing education 
or lifelong learning unit including operations. Find out what you are doing right, 
and actions you need to take going forward to become or remain a winner.

Operations Institute Action Items

LERN

LEARNING RESOURCES NETWORK
Founded in 1974, the Learning Resources Network 

(LERN®),  the leading association in continuing 
education and lifelong learning, collects, analyzes  

and disseminates course programming, marketing,  
contract training, operations, finance  

and other industry “Information That Works!” ®. 

For more information about LERN go to www.lern.org.


