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Why Trainer Competencies for Afterschool? 
 
The afterschool field is made up of a diverse and quickly growing workforce.  Those entering the field bring 
with them a vast array of skills and knowledge and range from high school graduates, to community 
members, to college students to experienced educators, to name only a few.  In order to meet the diverse 
professional development needs of the afterschool workforce, the field needs highly trained, skilled, 
knowledgeable and committed trainers.  But given the diversity of the workforce, how can the afterschool 
field provide training in a way that builds upon the wisdom of participants, while ensuring that participants 
gain necessary skills and knowledge in a meaningful and effective way? 
 
CalSAC believes that competencies for trainers in the field of afterschool, based on best practices in 
training adults, can provide a necessary starting point for ensuring that the training and support the field 
receives is of the highest quality.  CalSAC’s Trainer Competencies offer this starting point: a set of 
competencies that trainers and those who support them can use to assess and build upon trainer skills and 
knowledge through collaboration and support.    
 

The Purpose of the CalSAC Trainer Competencies 
 
CalSAC’s Trainer Competencies have been developed to support trainers in the afterschool field to grow 
skills and deepen knowledge.  There are a total of twenty-five competencies that address five areas: Adult 
Learning, Training Delivery, Professionalism and Ethics, Equity and Diversity, and Co-Training.  The 
competencies were originally developed for members of the CalSAC Trainer Network with the assumption 
that trainers are using a prescribed training curriculum, and therefore do not address skills and knowledge 
related to designing training activities or curriculum.    
 
The competencies provide a common language to promote dialogue between trainers and those who 
support them about how the trainer can deepen skills and knowledge.  There are also two tools that 
accompany the competencies, a Trainer Self-assessment Tool and a Trainer Observation Tool.  Trainers 
can assess their own skills and knowledge and set goals for developing further in the competencies using 
the Trainer Self-Assessment Tool.  Those who support trainers can observe and assess a trainer’s 
application of skills and knowledge and work collaboratively with the trainer to develop goals for their 
further development using the Trainer Observation Tool.   
 
We recommend that a trainer complete the self-assessment and share their thoughts with those who 
support them prior to an observation taking place.  We also feel strongly that the final step in any 
observation should be the collaborative goal setting that takes place between the trainer and the person 
supporting them.  
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Adult Learning 
1. The trainer understands and applies the stages of the Adult Learning Cycle, different kinds of learning 

styles, and the opportunity to promote transfer of learning during the training event. 
 
2. The trainer assesses and provides feedback regarding participants' acquisition of knowledge and 

skills at the completion of the training and recommends additional training to promote skill 
development. 

 
3. The trainer facilitates experiential activities by giving clear instructions, providing ongoing direction 

and feedback to participant and connecting the activity to learning objectives. 
 

4. The trainer ensures the effectiveness of experiential activities in achieving objectives by engaging in 
problem solving when the activity is not progressing or accomplishing learning objectives, making 
changes to the activity, if needed, and debriefing the activity to promote application of learning. 

 
Training Delivery 
5. The trainer orients participants to a comfortable physical learning environment, including preparing 

the training room to promote comfort, interaction, and group development, greeting and engaging 
participants and attending to the social, emotional and comfort needs of the learners. 

 
6. The trainer uses an introductory routine to create a positive group climate, including use of name 

tags/name tents, introductions, agenda review and context setting for the training topic, group 
agreements or ground rules and ice-breakers/team builders. 

 
7. The trainer maintains a professional demeanor appropriate to the topic, audience and environment, 

including introducing oneself as a representative of one’s organization and reviewing information 
about one’s organization at the beginning or end of the training; being well organized and fully 
prepared for the training with materials, handouts, and visual aids; and adhering to pre-set time 
periods for the training. 

 
8. The trainer adjusts their presentation methods, use of language, and group management style to 

achieve the optimal level of formality/informality for the group, and/or to match learners’ level of 
expertise. 

 
9. The trainer uses summarization, bridging, and segue to help preserve continuity when moving 

between segments of the training. 
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10. The trainer understands the factors that can create resistance and dissension within training 
groups, including a lack of pre-training preparation, forced attendance at training, pre-existing 
interpersonal conflict among group members and personal, social, and emotional factors of 
participants. 

 
11. The trainer uses strategies to keep the group focused, on task, and within established time 

periods, while remaining responsive to group needs and concerns. 
 
12. The trainer recognizes non-verbal cues from participants and uses active listening and reflection to 

determine their meaning. 
 
13. The trainer encourages group involvement, clarifies and expands upon participant contributions, 

guides the direction of the discussion, and enhances participants' understanding of the content and 
concepts. 

 
14. The trainer effectively handles confrontation and conflict with and between participants; uses a 

series of verbal and non-verbal interventions (such as moving towards or away from a participant) 
to de-escalate the conflict, explores and clarifies the issues, and facilitates resolution. 

 
15. The trainer uses information from written participant evaluations to identify opportunities for 

improving the training and their training facilitation skills. 

 

Professionalism and Ethics 
16. The trainer keeps current on trends, policies, climate, and best practices in the field, and 

incorporates up-to-date information into training modules. 
 
17. The trainer works jointly with the person requesting training prior to the training by conducting a 

thorough intake and incorporating agency- specific or region-specific terminology and 
information into the training. 

 
18. The trainer understands the roles of agency managers, supervisors, training managers, themselves, 

and learners in promoting transfer; knows the importance of supervisory intervention with learners 
both before and after training; understands how organizational and individual barriers can prevent 
transfer; and works collaboratively with others to implement effective transfer of learning activities. 
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Equity and Diversity 
19. The trainer understands and recognizes how their own cultural background, social class or age 

affects communication style, choice of words, body language, and mannerisms; their communication 
style, choice of words, body language, and mannerisms influences their training delivery towards 
participants from different cultures and ethnicities; and ways in which their cultural perspective or 
social class may affect their ability to relate to participants from different cultural groups. 
 

20. The trainer incorporates content, examples, and resources that enhance participants' 
understanding of and comfort with culture and the cultural issues inherent in the training topic. 

 
21. The trainer differentiates stereotyping from culturally relevant information and facilitates 

discussions of stereotyping and its negative impact on cultural interactions. 
 
22. The trainer identifies when cultural misunderstanding may be contributing to interpersonal conflict 

in the training and uses a variety of strategies to explore possible solutions to conflicts. 

 

Co-Training 
23. The trainer develops clear and fair roles, responsibilities, and expectations with co-Trainer(s). 
 
24. The trainer works together with their co-trainer to develop a training delivery plan which makes the 

best use of each other’s content expertise, delivery styles, strengths, and personalities. 
 

25. The trainer constructively manages the challenges of co-training, including managing verbal and 
nonverbal communication, sharing responsibility and authority, responding to cues from the group 
when the co-trainer is leading, respecting the co-trainers lead, while concurrently providing needed 
support and validation, dealing constructively with differences in opinion and assuming full 
responsibility for the training, when needed. 
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Understanding the Training Process for 
Adults 

Introduction 

This article is the first in a five part series aimed at delving deeper into the five areas of the CalSAC Trainer 

Competencies.  This first article addresses basic adult learning principles and the adult learning cycle.  Adult 

learning principles are rooted in respect for the wisdom of all training participants.  Deepening 

understanding of the basic principles of adult learning, expressed by leaders in the field like Malcolm 

Knowles,1 Eduard Lindeman 2 and Stephen Brookfield3, enhances a trainers efficacy and the value of the 

training they provide.    Using this methodology, trainers can support participants in acknowledging and 

building upon the diversity of experiences, approaches, knowledge and skills in the room, including their 

own.     

 

Adults come to training events with a wealth of previous experience and knowledge. 

Training participants contribute to learning, and are not just recipients of information. Good training 

incorporates opportunities for participants to reflect on and share their own experiences, drawing from the 

wisdom of the group and uncovering the diversity in the room.  Recognizing and encouraging participants 

to share their knowledge and skills with the group is also motivating and builds an atmosphere of mutual 

respect. This provides an important connection between new learning and the participant’s own 

experience which strengthens the depth of understanding and retention of new information.  This also 

provides participants with a larger view of the topic as understood by others and can help participants to 

make valuable connections with one another.   

 

Adults learn best when allowed to direct their own learning. 

Adults are, for the most part, voluntary learners. They attend training events with a goal, or expectation of 

how the training will enhance their skills or knowledge.  Successful facilitators will address these 

expectations, and show what learning the training will address. This enables participants to be responsible 

                                                 
1 Knowles, M.S 1980. 
2 Lindeman, E. C. 1926. 
3 Brookfield, S.D. 1986. 
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for their own learning.  Successful facilitators also challenge participants to examine their own expectations 

and look for new opportunities for growth within the context of the learning process.  

 

Adults have individual learning styles. 

Adults, like children and youth, have individual learning styles.  They focus, absorb new information, 

organize ideas and express themselves differently.  Recognizing the variety of learning styles and 

incorporating training activities that address each of these styles will help trainers to capitalize on each 

person’s strengths, ensuring the success of the training for both the trainer and the participants. Three 

general learning modalities are: 

Auditory learners concentrate and learn most effectively when their speaking and hearing faculties are 

engaged. These people: 

 Learn well from lecture and discussion. 

 Need a chance to respond orally to new ideas. 

 Listen well but also feel a need to talk frequently. 

 Work well in both small and large groups. 

 Enjoy evaluating ideas and concepts. 

Visual learners concentrate and learn most effectively when the visual sense is employed. These people: 

 Learn well from flip charts, posters, videos, and handouts. 

 Prefer not to go first and would rather watch others and then respond. 

 Are less likely to participate in a discussion, but may create their own visual images while the topic 

is being discussed. 

Kinesthetic learners concentrate and learn most effectively when they are physically involved with their 

environment. These people: 

 Think best and learn well through games, demonstrations, and activities that involve movement. 

 Do not like to wait too long for their turn to be involved in an activity and have trouble sitting still 

for extended periods of time. 

 Need to take notes or hold something to concentrate most effectively while listening. 

 

Other learning styles are found in the eight types of intelligences identified by Howard Gardner, which are 

listed at the end of this section. 
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Adults learn best through a hands-on approach that actively involves them in the learning 

process. 

Research has shown that people retain new information at a much higher rate if they practice by doing 

and, better yet, if they teach others the new information. This finding reveals that in training adults, 

educators must be sure to include opportunities for hands-on experiences or opportunities to practice or 

apply the learning.  It is also important that trainers create a safe space for participants to observe one 

another, provide feedback, debrief activities, and reflect on future application of new skills.  The outcomes 

of this debrief should be communicated by the trainer to those at the organization or in the program who 

can help promote transfer after the training is over.  

 

Adults gain greater depth of learning by reflecting on the learning experience with peers. 

By sharing their application of new learning with other adults, participants are able to reflect on how the 

learning may be affected by context of real environments and how it may apply to their specific needs.  The 

discussion of different perspectives, challenges and opportunities that arise during practice activities can 

help participants further connect with the material presented, as well as each other. 

 

Adults better retain new information when they connect its relevancy to their jobs or other 

responsibilities.  

Adults choose to participate in training because they want to learn new skills to increase their effectiveness 

in fulfilling the responsibilities of their job or to prepare for advancement in their field. Trainers should offer 

opportunities to apply the new learning specifically within the context of participant’s own work. 

Successful trainings will help participants explore the challenges and generate strategies to continue 

transferring what was learned after the event is over.  

 

The Adult Learning Cycle 

The following page is a visual representation of the adult learning cycle.  Trainers facilitate adult learners 

to discover prior learning, link new learning to previous experiences, practice new skills through multiple 

learning modalities, reflect with their peers on what they are learning, and apply the learning to new 

experiences in work and life.  This application then leads to a new cycle of discovery, in which participants 

begin to integrate the learning into new learning experiences. 
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