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WHEN FIRST APPROACHING THE 
topic of training a lighting tech team, 
my mind – as with many tech leaders 
I am sure – immediately focuses in 
towards the teaching of technical skills. 
I often think to myself, ‘There is a task 
or job to be accomplished and I need 
my team members to do that task or 
job, so I’ll give them the technical skills 
to be able to do it.’ 

and evaluating my own approach with 
the technical team that I lead, I’ve 
narrowed down four goals to be aware 
of as I am training and interacting with 

my tech team: to value, to equip, to 
motivate and to grow them individually 
and corporately. Though a team 
member may successfully accomplish 
a task or job assigned, I may still have 
failed them if they don’t feel that I 
value them, that they have a purpose, 
or that they are connected to the rest 
of the team. 

Whether you are a part of a large 
facility with a full or part time technical 
staff and volunteers, or you are a 
part of a small facility with an entirely 
volunteer team, a regular, people-
oriented training plan will help you 
continually develop, maintain and 

retain individual members, allowing 
your team as a whole to be stronger, 
more productive, and more effective in 
the work that they do. 

To value

I work almost exclusively with volunteer 
tech teams comprised of high school 
age members. Many of them initially 
get involved because of the spectacle 
and wonder of working with moving 
lights, operating control consoles, 
and putting on a really great visual 
show. The majority of them don’t 

initially realise the amount of work 
that happens behind the scenes in the 
preparation phases of an event, which 
can often be less glamorous, long and 
tiring. 

Before getting into any technical skills 
training, I try to educate my teams on 

team, as well as where the team as 

team when putting on events. 

Adults and teenagers, paid staff and 
volunteers, will all take on a sense 
of ownership and pride in their work 
when they know the value of the work 
and time they are contributing. When 
the days get long or work becomes 
monotonous, the feeling of being 
valued and a part of something greater 
than themselves will help pull team 
members through. 

The goal of ensuring that my team 
members feel valued is a constant, 
continual process that I try to work into 
each workday. As the majority of the 
work done by the tech team is behind 
the scenes, team members often do 
not receive praise or gratitude for their 

of ways, both large and small, that you 
can show gratitude towards your team. 
I make it a habit to verbally thank the 
team at the end of every day. I also let 
the team leave at the end of a full-day 

an event and clean up/shut down the 
systems for them. Other small acts of 
service that seem simple – such as 
distributing water bottles before an 
event or providing meals when working 
through meal times – show the team 
that you value them.

In my experience, when my team 
members feel valued, both individually 
and as a corporate team, they will 
continue to be involved in the long run, 
and as a result continually increase 
their skills and productivity. Conversely, 
when team members do not feel 
valued, their commitment, work ethic, 
and ownership suffers, which can 
spread to other team members and 

have a negative impact on the rest of 
the team.  

To equip

The next goal that I have for my 
tech team is to equip them with the 
technical and non-technical skills that 
they need to be able to successfully 
complete the jobs and tasks assigned. 
Equipping team members is a 
continual process that doesn’t just 
focus on learning new skills, but 
reviewing and reinforcing skills that 
may have already been learned to keep 
them up-to-date and maintain good 
habits. 

I start off all new team members with 
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Team members who feel 
valued will stay longer
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Orientation with the facility and 
equipment is important
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an orientation training to ensure that 
they begin with some basic knowledge 
that they need to get involved without 

of the facilities, including the control 
booth, dimmer rooms, catwalks, stage 
support areas, and equipment storage 
rooms. As we tour, we discuss the 
equipment in each location, when 
and how they will be working with it, 
and safety issues pertaining to the 
equipment and each work area. I also 
cover terminology that the team uses 
to effectively communicate with each 
other (for example, stage directions 
and intercom/radio etiquette and 
directions).

Once new members are comfortable 
with where they’ll be working, I begin 

I’ve found to be most effective, method 
is what I call ‘on-the-job mentoring.’ As 
my team is comprised of high school 
students, each year I have members 
graduate, and I also take on new 
members. To speed up the training 
process, I always have the team 
working in pairs with one experienced 
member paired with a newer member. 
Through working on actual events, the 
new crew members learn skills and 

console programming and stage wiring 
– that the crew uses on a daily basis, 
while contributing and seeing the fruit 
of their labour immediately. 

The second method of skills training 
that I do are focused in-service days. I 
try to schedule three to four in-service 
days a month with the entire team. 
At least one of the days will focus on 
reviewing and practicing skills that 
I observe need to be reviewed. For 
example, as the light board operators 
rotate frequently, the team as a whole 
may need an update on some basic 

recording cues, etc. Another day will 
be a maintenance day, where the crew 
learns and performs basic equipment 
maintenance and cleaning. In this way 

the crew helps to keep the equipment 
and facilities in good shape and 
operating correctly. The other days try 
to focus on either teaching a new skill, 
or when getting in new equipment, 
unpacking it, setting it up, and teaching 
the team how to operate it.  

Using these two methods in 
combination, the team learns not 
just from me, but from each other, 
which helps to build team unity and 
ownership. The key to equipping is not 
to over-do it as it is possible to burn 
out team members with information 
over-load. This is a reason that I like to 
use the ‘on-the-job mentoring’ method 
of training, as newer members gain 
skills in an active environment where 
those skills are used immediately when 
preparing for an actual event. 

To motivate

The third goal that I have in my training 
is to motivate my team members. 
While closely tied to the goal of valuing 
team members, building motivation 
involves ensuring all team members 
know what is expected of them, 
what their responsibilities are, and 
instilling a clear sense of purpose. 
When interested individuals approach 
me about joining the team, I have 

a set of documents that detail out 
expectations, responsibilities and 
purpose for the team. Existing on paper 
though is not enough to continue to 
motivate members. 

One of the most effective ways that 
I have found this to be successful 
is to involve the crew in the creative 
decisions in the event planning 
process. While this primarily helps 
develop a sense of ownership and 
pride in the team, it also is time that 
lighting design and creative skills can 

where I can work this into the schedule, 
I will plan a number of ‘design 
meetings’ with the team to involve 
them in the planning process. 

The results of these meetings 
then provide a production goal that 
motivates the team during the following 
work days or weeks. Ensuring that 
they have a clear picture of what that 
end goal is – even for events that they 
haven’t participated in the planning 
process – is important in combatting 
the feeling that they are just a labour 
force. Especially in my situation where 
my volunteers are young people, the 
feeling of being just a labour force is 
perhaps one of the most destructive 
feelings they could have and is one I 
must be very aware of.

To grow

The last goal that I have in my training 
is to grow my members as individuals 

into a functioning, effective team. If 
there isn’t any room for relationships 
to develop and have a bit of fun, then 
motivation and value run dry and the 
team will suffer.

To help create this sense of 
connectedness and unity, I try to 
ensure that the start of each work 
period is relaxed and free for catching 
up with members of the team. Though 
I only plan about 10 minutes for this, it 
gives me the chance to ‘check-in’ with 
the members and hear what’s going 
on in their lives before getting into the 
work needing to be accomplished. 
When I jump straight into work tasks 
without spending this time, that sense 
of being a labour force begins to rise, 
which puts a damper on the rest of 
the work period.

Another way that I grow my team is to 
make sure that I plan a ‘team activity’ 
one to two times per month. My team 

to support the quantity of events that 
we do. The team activity day therefore 
is a workday without any work. Its 
sole purpose is the team – to bring 
them together around food, games or 
another activity for the sole purpose of 
connecting and building relationships. 
When gathering feedback from team 
members when they leave about 
their experience, the most common 
response that I receive is about the 
community created and how that made 
the work enjoyable and the experience 
rewarding.

It’s about people

It is when I am able to balance these 
four training goals that my team is the 
most effective, skilled, creative and 
connected. The times when they are 
out of balance, either due to reasons 
within or out of my control, I can almost 
immediately see the impact whether it is 
lack of motivation, focus, value, picking 
up new skills, or unity. As a tech leader, 
it is all too easy to focus only on the 
technology and production, but when 
training becomes about the team, then 
all of the production work is stronger 
and the experience is rewarding for my 
team members and myself. 
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Through working on actual events crew members learn skills

Try to grow volunteers into a functioning, effective team

Involve the crew in creative 
decisions

Training on active events mean 
skills are used immediately




