Editor’s Note: MRS frequently receives
Jeedback from its members on its programs and
services. The following testimonial in particu-
lar provides some insight into the benefits of
short courses in continuing education.

One of the biggest problems facing U.S.
industry is the obsolete technical profes-
sional, be that person a scientist, engi-
neer, or technician. Once you are out of
school, it gets increasingly difficult to
become educated in new areas or even to
stay current in old ones. Yet, if you and
your company are to remain competitive,
it is absolutely essential that the educa-
tional process continue. Science and
technology do not stand still, nor do the
business opportunities and pitfalls based
on them.

Of course most of us try to learn and
stay current by reading articles and going
to conferences. This helps, but it is not
enough. Unless you are already very
familiar with a subject, it is almost impos-
sible to sort through the plethora of pub-
lished articles and put the information
into some sort of coherent order or under-
standing. Attendance at conferences
allows you to ask questions of colleagues,
but there is never enough time to make all
the inquiries you need, assuming you can
think of them at the time. Also, this piece-
meal gathering of information is no more
effective at giving an overall picture of a
subject or area than reading articles.

What is the solution? Go back to
school? Aside from the fact that very few
of us have the time or inclination for that,
there exist few standard university
courses that cover the cutting edge tech-
nologies. The ones that do exist are usu-
ally not very accessible to working
professionals due to either scheduling or
geography.

Presently, the best answer to all of this is
to attend short courses. In a very short
time (one, two, or at most three days) you
can come up to speed in a subject. At-
tending a short course has a number of
benefits. You are removed from the dis-
tractions of work, and focused on a single
topic. You are in a setting that encourages
asking questions, even ones of a very
basic nature. And, perhaps most impor-
tant, you are being instructed by an expert
who has already acted as a “filter” for the
information overload in the published
literature, and who can provide you with
a bibliography of truly important refer-
ences.

My own experience is mostly with MRS
short courses. I have attended several at
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the MRS meetings, have suggested a new
course which was implemented, and have
begun a program at United Technologies
Research Center (UTRC) of bringing short
courses on-site. The MRS program of
short courses is probably one of the larg-
est offered by any society, and covers a
wide range of materials-related topics. In
addition to a large variety of topics, there
are courses with a variety of “depths,”
ranging from rather general overviews of
an area (e.g., Optoelectronic Materials,
Processes, and Devices) to in-depth in-
struction on a specific technical topic (e.g.,
Deep Level Transient Spectroscopy). My
experience with the MRS short course
program has been uniformly good, and 1
consider the opportunity for continuing
education that this program provides to
be one of the most important functions of
this society. (No, they didn’t pay me to
say this.)

Since I mentioned on-site short courses
above, I would like to discuss them versus
courses given at meetings. Many of the
benefits of on-site courses are to the group
or organization, rather than the individ-
ual. One advantage is that if enough
people attend, the cost per-person can
come down tremendously. The break-
even point depends on how far you
would have to travel to reach a short
course being conducted during an MRS
meeting. For UTRC, travel to Boston for
the MRS Fall Meeting is not very expen-
sive since we are in Connecticut, but the
break-even point is still only about seven
attendees. Naturally if you are further
away, your institution’s break-even point
will be even lower. If you can fill a class
(generally a maximum of 25), the cost per
person for a one-day course is less than
$200. I consider that to be one of the best
educational bargains around. The down
side is that your management has to be
convinced to spend a few thousand dol-
lars at one shot for education. Depending
on how progressive they are on continu-
ing education, this could be a big hurdle.

Another advantage of an on-site short
course is that people will attend who
normally couldn’t or wouldn’t. An exam-
ple is technicians, who are generally not
encouraged to attend meetings or take
short courses. Whether technician attend-
ance at an on-site course is appropriate
will depend on the depth of the course,
but there are many cases where they
derive great benefit. By eliminating travel,
you also attract the scientists and engi-
neers who feel they do not have the time
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to travel to a meeting, or who are (dare [
say it?) just a little bit lazy.

A possible disadvantage to having a
course on-site is that some of the attend-
ees think of themselves as still being at the
office, and can end up missing large parts
of the class when they have to “fight
fires” If choices in the attendee list had to
be made due to great interest in the
course, these half-participants are taking
the place of someone else who would
have derived greater benefit from being
present the whole time.

One aspect of on-site courses that can
be viewed in two different lights is that
you are attending this course with only
your co-workers. This can serve to stimu-
late discussion on problems of mutual
interest and help you find out what the
person down the hall (or even in the next
office) is doing. On the other hand, at-
tending a course at a meeting puts you in
touch with attendees from different orga-
nizations. This is a good chance to expand
your contacts with colleagues of different
backgrounds or with different viewpoints
but with whom you have something in
common (since you are all attending the
same courses.) Furthermore, attending a
short course at a meeting gives you the
opportunity to attend some of the techni-
cal sessions or other activities, such as
equipment shows.

The decision whether to take a course at
a meeting or to bring it on site is based on
a number of factors. Cost effectiveness is
probably the single biggest consideration,
based on the number of likely attendees at
your workplace. Other factors include
how receptive management is to the idea,
and whether you were planning on at-
tending that particular meeting anyway.
My own motivations for starting to bring
courses on-site were part altruistic and
part selfish: I felt it would do my organiza-
tion some good, and it was a way for me
to take more courses than I could other-
wise. The healthiest policy from the view-
point of both individuals and
organizations is probably a mix of both
on-site and off-site courses.

I'll end on this note: whether it’s on or
off-site, take a short course. Even if it’s on
a peripheral subject, or a review of a topic
with which you are already familiar. It's
good for your sanity to get back in a learn-
ing mode once in a while.

Robert N. Sacks
United Technologies Research Center
Hartford, CT 06108 ]
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