Independent Living Working Group
Promising Practices

Techniques for Training Volunteers with Various Abilities and Literacy Levels

As trainers of senior volunteers, we recognize that they bring with them a lifetime of talents
and experiences. Our job as facilitators is to engender a classroom atmosphere that promotes
learning and sharing while being mindful of their various abilities and educational
achievements. As presenters, our focus is on the individual and what will best meet his or her
needs. Following are some tips and training techniques we have followed over the years.

Teach the Individual

Teach the individual to respect their own uniqueness and that everyone is valued.

Be sensitive to cultural differences in communication as to what the individual
understands.

Value the individual’s creativity.

Teach the individual to think before acting.

Teach the individual to monitor personal progress and plan the next step. This will
promote self confidence and increase their involvement and idea sharing.

Teach the individual to teach another; this reinforces learning. For example, whenever
possible, identify strong readers ahead of time who can act as leaders in reading and/or
scribing during training.

Be patient, positive, and praise the individual’s talents, choices and preferences.

Get to know the individual. The better you know people, the easier it is to support them,
so learn as much about them ahead of time as you can. By learning their strengths, you
can best enable them to express themselves and learn. Learn who they are; what they
like and don’t like; what motivates them; their wants and needs; relationships; and
history, culture, interests, health, strengths, accomplishments, etc.

Be flexible. Recognize that there are many ways to learn. Use all senses, especially touch
and/or experiential hands-on techniques, when possible, and incorporate a multiplicity
of styles (see Gardner’s Multiple Intelligence (M) theory !). Consider learning more
about these nine basic types of intelligence:

1. Visual-spatial

. Verbal-linguistic (words/language)

. Logical-mathematical

. Bodily-kinesthetic (getting up & moving around)

. Musical-rhythmic

. Interpersonal (Outgoing)

. Intrapersonal (introverted, intuitive, self-reflective)
. Naturalistic (nature, natural surroundings)
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. Existential (deep questions about human existence)

! Frames Of Mind: The Theory Of Multiple Intelligences, Howard E. Gardner, Basic Books; 10th edition (April 21,

1993)
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Training Environment

Encourage an open atmosphere that promotes critical thinking. For example, ask open
ended questions, and use a three-prong technique of restate, clarify and expand.
Employ small groups with scenarios and open-ended questions that encourage
collaborative, creative problem-solving.

Promote an environment of respect through your example. The person speaking has
your undivided attention and that of all others in the room. All thoughts, questions and
ideas are valued. (Tip: For off-topic ideas, use a “Parking Lot”, a separate posted list of
topics to address at a later time.)

If appropriate, set up the room to make use of visual displays and stations where the
participants can get up and move around.

Recommended Training Tools/Materials
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Have an outline for what the individual will learn. Use checklists to identify what has
been learned.

Use a glossary of terms that are understandable.

Conduct practice tests to determine if the individual will be successful in the event of a
critical situation and help them prepare. Provide reassurances during practice sessions
and rewards for small achievements.

Arrange for bilingual staff to conduct or assist with training, including translation of
materials into other languages as needed.

Provide written materials in large print format for easier reading.
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