VOLUNTEER TRAINING: WHAT THE EXPERTS SAY

Volunteer Training Tips, from Good News Partners, Chicago 
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The Reading Coaches Program works with first grade children at Gale School in North Rogers Park. Children are pulled from their classrooms in the morning for half hour lessons in reading. We do 3 shifts daily. Each child we serve is seen every weekday morning. They are not necessarily in the program for the entire school year. When a child reaches a point where he or she can move to a higher reading group, that child "graduates" and another child fills that slot. Children are selected for the program on the basis of our pretesting (we tested the entire English-speaking first grade at the beginning of the year) and teacher input. I am a reading specialist who prepares daily lesson plans for each tutoring pair. I also tutor children but am readily available to provide help and regularly circulate to see how everyone is doing.

Since children are tutored five times a week, they have more than one tutor.
Realistically, nobody can volunteer for anything more than once or twice a week. Every effort is made to keep kids with the same person on the day(s) that person tutors. Kids don't mind the variety at all, in fact they like it. However, this variety makes it imperative that there be consistency in how the lessons are executed. There is another consideration: if we are taking kids out of their classrooms, then what we are doing with them had better be good.

Here are some points I live by in training volunteers:

Get their feet wet, don't submerge them, and make sure they don't sink. Volunteers begin by observing lessons. Usually I handle the observation lessons. I pick a kid who likes being watched and give a running commentary as I go. A new volunteer will see three lessons on the first day and is welcome to observe more. Tutors don't have to take a student until they feel ready. Most feel comfortable after one or two observation days. When they do take a kid, they are told to ask for help whenever they feel uncertain. I am careful which kids I give a new tutor. The very active, difficult kids are obvious poor choices. Very quiet kids can also take the wind out of novices because they seem unresponsive. Often I will give the new tutor the "demo kid" from the observation lesson. The new tutor is comfortable with this, and the type of kid who makes a good "demo" will also be right for a new volunteer.

Training is not a one-shot workshop.
A good volunteer training system must be ongoing. Every tutor learns more with each tutoring session. The learning is enhanced by talking about it with me and with other tutors. Setting up opportunities to talk is critical. Luckily, I have an intern who can transport the children between shifts. A lot of discussion can occur just in those few minutes. More discussion can occur before we start and after we finish. These opportunities can vary. Just as one must look for "teachable moments" in kids, there are "trainable moments" in volunteers when you just sense that tutors need to talk about their experience and have the extra time to do so. My availability and responsiveness to those opportunities are part of helping tutors be better teachers. I ask tutors periodically where the problem areas are and am prepared to discuss training points and model if necessary. Volunteers need more than strokes when they have a tough session. They need specific tips. Show me a frustrated tutor and I'll show you one that needs a little additional training. Sometimes the whole group can go a bit off a course. Tutor meetings don't need to be frequent, but they do need to happen. Sure, meetings are a good time to praise everyone and feed them some cookies, but they also serve a training function.

There are some manuals on tutoring out there, but it's worth it to write your own specific to your program. 
Writing a manual specific to my program was a time investment, especially with lesson plans and grants to write too. However, if there is a structure to your program, it's best to have everyone on the same page. It helps tutors to have something to refer to. They might be thinking about that day's lesson that evening, and having a manual to look at can help them reflect. I give new volunteers the manual after they have observed.

Training should be individualized.
Although anyone with the motivation to volunteer as a tutor is likely to find the topic of education to be interesting, there will be variances in how much tutors want to know. Don't give them more information than they need and don't be too technical. Whenever possible, relate a teaching point to the specific child the volunteer is working with. Again, look for that "trainable moment" in the really eager tutors. Be prepared to pass on a pertinent professional article to those who are interested.

Make lesson plans a training tool.
The prepared lesson plans are not treated as "marching orders." Volunteers like having the structure and are encouraged to make written comments. I use a copied form which I have designed. Besides subjecting the tutors to less of my handwriting, it is a nice forum for training "reminders." Although there is a basic lesson structure, slight changes in the form are made regularly. One week the form might exhort tutors to be vigilant about students attending to first sounds. Another week the form might remind tutors not to spend a lot of time on the word banks. In individual plans, I might be very specific about what to look for. For example, I might say "Jarvis is ready to think about long vowels, so look for them in his writing." I also pepper the plan forms with a changing variety of fonts and fill out the forms with different colored pens to make sure tutors don't stop reading them. Since they have a sometimes wiggly child sifting next to them, this is always a possibility. 

Slip some training into your volunteer bulletin.
Tutors enjoy getting little newsletters informing them of program developments and new people. They won't mind if you slip in a paragraph on how to teach consonant blends. In the classroom, this type of teaching is referred to as "mini-lessons." Kids aren't the only ones who don't like long lectures.

The tutors of the Reading Coaches Program are my colleagues. To encourage this collegiality, I need to help them feel like they know what they are doing without being heavy-handed. I must avoid being pedantic at all costs. "Try this" is much better than "this isn't correct." Helping kids learn to read is both art and science, and the interpersonal skills of the volunteers are a vital part of the mix.

Lesson Plan Overview,

Each lesson consists of four parts: 1) rereading familiar books; 2) reading of a new book; 3) word study and phonics; 4) writing for sounds.

Each part will be explained more fully in following sections.

1. Rereading familiar books (warm Up). Each lesson begins with the rereading of two books previously read, including the one introduced the day before. Rereading builds confidence, develops smooth, accurate reading (fluency), and develops an automatic sight vocabulary. In the plans, these rereadings are referred to as the "warm up" and the "chart book."

11. Reading of a new book. Before reading, briefly preview the book. Tutors should point out pictures that correspond to the text. (For example, animals or the type of activity going on in the pictures.) The last page is usually left untouched so the kid can provide a prediction about what will happen. I know, you're saying "Does anything actually happen in these little books?" But there usually is some kind of "punch line." Note: Kids with weak oral language skills will need a richer, more involved preview than others. The book is then given supported readings.

III. Word Study and Phonics. This component is accomplished through word banks and sorting. A word bank is a collection of high frequency words collected daily from the rereadings. These words are put on cards (by the tutor) and identified automatically in isolation. The purpose is to build sight vocabulary. Word sorts, or picture sorts for very new readers, develop awareness of sounds and spelling patterns which impact both reading and writing.

IV. Writing for sounds. Kids' understandings of reading and spelling are enhanced through writing activities that focus on hearing the sounds in words and forming the letters to record the sounds. We encourage kids to segment their speech (a very hard task, initially) and to match letters to those segmented sounds. You may need to stretch the sounds for the kid at the beginning. As soon as you can, get him to stretch them on his own. Writing is limited to one sentence. Conventions of print are expected from the get go. This means that there should be a capital letter at the beginning and period at the end. Penmanship is deemphasized.

The basic lesson plan structure is as follows:

1)Warm up
2)Rereading for the chart
3)Word Bank
4)Introduction of a new book
5)Word or Picture Sort
6)Spell Check
7)Writing

This is a lot to cover in 30 minutes. It might seem that the reading alone could take the whole time. If you are pacing the lesson briskly (not frenetically), the book level is on target, and the kid is cooperative, numbers 1 - 4 should be covered in 20 minutes or less. The word bank doesn't need to be done every day. (Many new tutors find the word bank cumbersome at first. If you are new, it is ok to leave that till last.) If you look at your watch and time is short, skip the spell check rather than writing. It is possible to end up with extra time at the end of the lesson, and this manual gives several suggestions for filling this extra time.

Aboutthe Books
The books used in this program are primarily taken from the reading list of the Project Prevent program. Project Prevent is an in-school consulting business which is run by two of my mentors from National-Louis, Barbara Kaufman and Betty Johnson. This list is made up of 12 levels of emergent reading. We pay close attention to the students movement through these levels. Some will move faster than others. We become concerned if they don't move. Barb and Betty would be the first to admit that the levels are not fail-safe. There is no magic formula to leveling books, especially books for new readers. It is an art as much as a science. A given title may have some quirk that makes it tough. Suburban and city kids may have different perspectives. Some titles are well loved and others are dogs. With your input, we can try to weed out the dogs.

These little books are published by whole language publishers. This does not mean that we are a whole language proaram! The books were chosen in part because they use natural language. The clunky basal reading series that most of us grew up on frequently had stories which sounded stilted because they gave priority to the use of a controlled word list. Stories were generally uninspired. Basais have improved over the years, but they don't suit our purposes. They are designed for classroom use and many aren't leveled low enough for non-readers. The shortness of our books is also appropriate for our format. The kids get an ego boost out of working with these cute little books which they can read by themselves. The books are relatively inexpensive, so we can let kids borrow them. That is an important part of our program. One reading educator said, "It's more expensive not to send books home."
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