


public transportation when it is inaccessible to wheelchairs.
4. They had an opportunity to build a good working rela-
tionship with this particular consumer.

For the consumers, being involved in training volunteers
meant many things:
1. They had ownership over the information that was
passed on to volunteers. Paid staff were not seen as the
“experts.”
2. They gained and improved skills in leadership, group
work and public speaking.
3. They experienced an increase in self-esteem that comes
from performing a task previously considered impossible or
the duty of a professional.
4. As a consequence of the training program, those con-
sumers who were not part of the training team were treated
as individuals and weren'’t judged on the basis of their “'la-
bel.”

Training the Trainers

The consumers themselves had to undergo training before
taking part in the volunteer training program. Each person
(and group of people) that | worked with had different train-
ing needs. | will describe how one group of four consumers
was trained. They expressed an interest in the volunteer
programs and attended a training program for volunteers
as a participating member of the group. This gave them an
understanding of the issues that concerned volunteers, of a
group-work approach to training, and that they were able to
influence attitudes.

Fortnightly meetings were held with this group to
® pass on technical information on volunteering, such as
recruitment techniques, philosophy of volunteering and
style of recordkeeping;

e monitor the volunteer program from a consumer point of
view—for example, to ensure that recruiting articles were
not patronizing;

e determine the greater role that each person would take at
the next training program and individual training needs.

The consumers were also enrolled in additional courses,
such as a projectionist course, public speaking, assertive-
ness training and group-work training.

As the training programs progressed, this group of con-
sumers was gradually given greater responsibility, so that at
the end they had full responsibility for rinning the sessions.
This included welcoming and introducing volunteers, lead-
ing groups, showing films, introducing guest speakers and
coordinating experimental activities.

There is one important limitation in the process of involv-
ing consumers in training volunteers. The paid staff mem-
ber needs to spend a significant amount of time in working
with consumers to build up their skills. It is this one limita-
tion that prevents many ‘“professionals,” not just those
working with volunteers, from passing on the appropriate
skills and information to the consumers.

Despite this limitation, it is clear from the example dis-
cussed here, that there is a strong case to be argued in favor
of involving consumers or clients in the training of volun-
teers. The opportunity for the volunteers to see and under-
stand “life"" from the client’s point of view and the client's
ability to have control over something that concerns them
directly are two big pluses that outweigh the limitation of
time needed to train the clients.

The benefits are overwhelming!
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