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Coordinator’s guide: managing a community volunteer 

tutor program  

Much of this document has been adapted from Read Write Now’s Coordinator Manual, 2021. We are 

grateful for their agreement to share it. 
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Terminology and Roles 

The following roles and titles are used throughout the resources: 

Volunteer Tutor Training Course 

This package of training resources developed by the Reading Writing Hotline. 

Tutoring Program 

The community-based adult literacy tutoring service being provided and coordinated by your 

organisation. 

Coordinator 

The person in your organisation responsible for the operation and oversight of the tutoring 

program, the training course, the volunteer tutors, and the adult literacy students. 

Presenter 

The person delivering the 15-hour training course for the volunteer tutors. Depending on 

circumstances this may be an adult literacy specialist from another organisation, or it may be 

the coordinator. 

Tutor 

Community volunteers who have committed to undertake the training course and work with an 

adult literacy student. 

Student 

Adult literacy learner in your community. 
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About the Training Course 

Adult Literacy Tutoring is a course developed by the Reading Writing Hotline and intended for 

delivery by community organisations, such as community libraries or neighbourhood houses. It 

comprises a package of resources that an organisation would require to support delivery of such a 

program. Central to those resources is the Tutor Training Course. This is a non-accredited training 

course for volunteer tutors and is comprised of a collection of PowerPoints, Presenter Notes and 

videos covering a fifteen-hour training course, over five sessions. This package also contains 

information for the coordinator on assessment of prospective adult literacy students, and setting 

up and maintaining a volunteer tutor program. 

Background 

The Australian Bureau of Statistics 2013 Survey of Literacy found that 44% of adult Australians had 

a literacy level that was insufficient to meet the complex demands of everyday life and work in the 

emerging knowledge-based economy. 

However, many of these people manage to get around these “complex demands 

of everyday life” and don’t feel they need literacy classes. The demands of everyone’s life 

are different so in spite of this survey, we can’t say that there is an average level of literacy 

that everyone needs. 

 

Why Volunteer Tutor Programs? 

Many adults who do struggle with the “complex demands of everyday life” enrol in 

a formal literacy course, but for many, this is not possible. The Reading Writing Hotline’s research 

shows that there are very many communities in Australia where there are simply no appropriate 

courses for adults who wish to improve their literacy skills, or there are none at an appropriate 

time. 

Furthermore, for many adults, the very idea of going to a formal, class-based literacy course is a 

barrier, even if there is one in their area. For most of those adults who struggled with learning at 

school, that was a very negative experience, and formal adult classes remind them of that. So they 

avoid it. Years of hiding their literacy challenges as an adult produce embarrassment and shame, 

further reducing their confidence to go to a group course. They need the emotional safety of one-

to-one tutoring.  
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Starting with a volunteer tutor is often a good first step. Many are then happy to go on to a formal 

class, if one exists, and begin the pathway back to formal education. 

 

Establishing an Adult Literacy Tutoring Program 

The Program Coordinator 

A coordinator needs to be appointed to oversee the operation of the volunteer tutoring program. 

The coordinator role is a most important one and is central to the success of the program.  The 

coordinator is the link between tutor and student, and between your organisation and your 

community. It may be preferable to have two people share this role, in order to share the 

workload and support each other.  This also provides cover for holiday periods or if other demands 

suddenly require a coordinator to step back from the role.  For this tutor training course, it is 

assumed that the coordinator will not be a specialist adult literacy teacher, but this would be an 

advantage. 

The time commitment for the coordinator will vary, depending on the size and stage of your 

program. For example, more time will be required in the initial stages when the program is being 

promoted; when tutors and students are being recruited and interviewed; and the tutor training 

course is delivered. As a guide, the Read Write Now volunteer tutor program in WA suggests 

between 5 – 8 hours per week. 

The coordinator’s duties would typically include: 

• Promote the program in the community 

• Recruit and interview prospective volunteer tutors  

• Recruit and conduct initial assessment of students 

• Establish and maintain ongoing communication with tutors and students 

• Deliver a tutor training course 

• Match students to appropriate trained volunteer tutors  

• Support volunteers through provision of tutor meetings or regular contact by phone or 

email. 
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Your Organisation 

It is important that employees and others in your organisation view this program as a team effort 

and are kept informed and involved in any ways possible, e.g. in promotion of the program and 

design of leaflets etc. 

It is particularly important that staff at the front desk, or answering the phones are given an 

orientation about the program and particularly about the adult students it serves, as they will be 

the first and crucial point of contact for prospective students. Staff should be shown the short 

video Grahame talks about his initial contact and assessment. Grahame is a recent student who 

speaks about his first encounter with the staff at his local community college, and the importance 

of the reception he received there. 

There should be as little delay as possible in arranging an interview (to be called ‘a chat’ – not an 

interview) with the coordinator. For people enquiring in person, they should be given a take-away 

sheet with the name and phone number of the coordinator, and preferably the appointment 

time/date.  

Promotion of the program  

Recruiting volunteer tutors will be the easy part. Flyers and posters in the library, community 

centre and other public places will probably garner sufficient enquiries from prospective tutors. 

However, getting your message to potential adult literacy students will be more difficult. You will 

need to draw on all your community networks and use your personal connections with people in 

the community who may be aware of adults who are struggling with literacy. Make use of your 

local media wherever possible, and don’t forget that adults who have literacy challenges, and 

might not be likely to read the newspaper, still have family and friends who might read your 

promotional material.  

 

Volunteer Tutors 

Before ‘signing up’ to be an adult literacy tutor, it is important that volunteers understand what 

will be required of them. 

Tutor Job Description 

• To complete the training course as provided by your organisation 

• After being matched with a student, to meet weekly for approximately 1.5 hrs to work on 

literacy and/or numeracy tasks related to the student’s goals, with an initial commitment of 

approximately 12 months (unless unforeseen circumstances arise) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3j9c4tTlRtg
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• To adequately prepare weekly tutoring lessons for the student  

• To assist the student to complete the Student Progress update and other means of 

monitoring and recording progress 

• To keep the local coordinator informed of any changes concerning either the student or the 

tutor  

• To attend further training provided at follow-up meetings. 

• To facilitate learning in an equal relationship (not as social worker, counsellor, social trainer 

and carer). 

We suggest you ask tutors to make a commitment of at least 12 months which equates to 

approximately 60 hours of tutoring per year.  Whilst none of us can make absolute commitments 

of this sort, it is important to understand how fragile some of our learners are, and how important 

the relationship between tutor and student is. However, it is hoped that tutors will stay with the 

program for more than 12 months after being matched with a student. 

Some community organisations require that volunteers have a Police Check before working on 

programs that they sponsor. Check with your organisation to see if this is necessary. 

 

Selecting volunteer tutors 

All prospective tutors should fill out an application form (model attached – Appendix i) and be 

interviewed before they are accepted into the program. The application form also provides a 

space to record details of the interview which may be needed to assist in the subsequent 

acceptance/rejection or matching of a tutor. 

You should be looking for these characteristics: 

• good skills in reading, writing and spelling and use of technology  

• education level preferably to at least Year 12  

• good communication skills 

• ability to step away from the authoritative ‘teacher’ role towards an active facilitation role 

• evidence of value and respect of difference (e.g., culture, lifestyle, expectations) 

• flexibility when discussing strategies, timeframes, meeting points etc.   
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Very often, teachers who are trained in other fields of education express an interest in becoming a 

tutor, but wish to be exempted from the training course. However, we recommend that the only 

exemptions should be for people who have proof of involvement in a similar adult literacy 

program elsewhere, since the field of adult literacy is fundamentally different from that of child 

and adolescent education. Nevertheless, it is preferable for everyone involved in the program to 

attend at least some of the training sessions, in order to become part of the community of 

learners, and to share their tutoring experiences with novice tutors. 

Your interview should involve discussion of the volunteer’s employment history, interests and 

hobbies. This helps to match a student with similar interests.  Furthermore, many volunteers who 

are highly skilled in other areas would be happy to take on shorter, more specific tasks while 

waiting to be matched with a student, e.g. promotion, creating newsletters or managing the 

teaching resource materials that tutors gather or create. 

Given that you have a Duty of Care to your literacy students, you should ask for proof of identity at 

the time of interview. It is usual to ask for two separate forms of proof of identity. Make a copy of 

them and attach to the interview form. 

You should investigate your Risk Cover Insurance so that you can explain to what extent, and for 

what purposes the volunteers are covered. 

 

The tricky problem of rejection 

Remember all tutors must be interviewed but not all are accepted.  If, in the interview process, 

you have a gut feeling that a volunteer may be unsuitable, it is preferable that you do not 

recommend them for training, rather than ‘giving them a go.’  It is very difficult to rectify the 

situation once the volunteer has begun their training – or even worse, to have an unsuitable tutor 

matched with a student.  This can be both disastrous for the student’s progress and self-esteem, 

as well as making the rejection even worse for the volunteer. 

You need to give an explanation (either at interview or subsequent communication) why there is 

no place for the person in the program.  You might refer to a mismatch between the applicant and 

the specific needs of individual students in your area, or the fact that the tutor training program is 

over-subscribed.  

It will also be useful if you can research any other volunteer organisations in your area so that you 

could suggest alternative volunteering opportunities for them. 
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However, be careful not to reject potential volunteer tutors because of obvious eccentricities or 

idiosyncrasies. Very often a student will apply who has similar eccentricities and is the perfect match.  

Adult Literacy Students 

The tutoring program is appropriate for adults who: 

• are beyond the age of compulsory schooling in your state (preferably 18+) 

• have at least basic spoken English – (the program focusses on literacy as opposed to 

learning basic spoken language) 

• are able to make continuous progress in literacy. If a student has an intellectual 

disability or other condition which does not allow them to make progress, then both 

the tutor and student will become frustrated. Such students will need strategies 

beyond what are suggested in this course and will need professional assistance. 

• come of their own volition, i.e., they haven’t had their arm twisted! 

• are committed to regular attendance, punctuality and to doing some home-study. 

Confidentiality 

It is important that the processes in your organisation ensure that the confidentiality of the 

student and their information stays between the student, tutor and coordinator. For many 

students, embarrassment is a huge hurdle to overcome and they need to know their information 

will not be made public. 

Your program must abide by the Commonwealth Government’s Privacy Act when handling 

personal information. The Privacy Act of 1988 provides for protection of personal information 

regarding its collection, storage, access, use and disclosure.  

Preparing for the Tutor Training Course 

The presenter delivering the course will need to spend some time familiarising themselves with the 

training. It is very prescriptive, and does not presume that the presenter has a background in adult 

literacy (although that would be an advantage). For that reason, there are a great number of 

PowerPoint slides in order to structure the sessions with discussion questions etc. The Presenter 

Notes give background to the PowerPoint slides. These will need to be printed and used as a guide 

during the presentation. The presenter should take particular note of the timing suggestions on the 

first page of each session presenter notes. Three hours will go very quickly if you have a chatty group.   
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When potential tutors are contacted to inform them of the dates/times for an upcoming training 

course, they should be informed that they will need to begin to gather a tutoring kit that they will 

need to bring to each session. This might include a notebook, felt tip pens and paper scissors. You 

might also detail what arrangements you want to make concerning the manual Literacy Face to Face 

which is the required text for this course. It is free to download from the Reading Writing Hotline 

website. However, it is 188 pages long. Participants will need hard copies of some few pages during 

the training sessions, but will need online access to the remainder. It has been suggested that 

organisations might choose to have bulk copies printed and charge tutors a small, cost-recovery fee 

for them. 

Note that this is a non-accredited course. That means that there are no assessments. It is not a 

pass/fail course. However, at the conclusion of the course participants should be given a statement of 

participation (model at the end of this document – Appendix ii).  

Matching tutor and student 

The coordinator should aim to match the volunteer tutor with a suitable student as soon as possible 

after the tutor has successfully completed the training course.  If there is likely to be a delay in finding 

them a suitable student, the tutor needs to be informed of this. They also need to be informed that 

there may be significant delays in finding the ‘right’ student to match with the ‘right’ trained tutor. 

When the coordinator contacts a tutor to suggest matching them with a student, they then tell them 

a little about that student. At that point, the tutor has the option to accept or not (based, for example 

on a preference for a particular age group or gender, or time available for meetings). If the tutor 

accepts, the coordinator then shares with them the student information gained from the Initial 

Assessment, and helps them to decide on a starting point and recommends strategies and outline 

plans for the first few sessions.  This is particularly important for new tutors. 

The tutor should be given a Student Folder (a manilla folder or similar) with some blank Lesson 

Record forms, Long and Short-Term Goal Sheets and Student Progress forms (see the Assessment and 

Progress Folder). It is important that the tutor is given a copy of all the documents from the Initial 

Assessment to keep in the Student Folder also.  

The coordinator should be present at the first meeting of tutor and student. This will be a time of 

very high anxiety for both of them, and the coordinator will be the familiar presence for both. 

These meetings and the tutoring sessions that follow should take place in a public place, such as 

the local library or neighbourhood house or even cafe. 
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Tutors leave their training course with mixed levels of confidence and it is vital to support them to 

get underway with minimum anxiety.  Some might be happy to get on with the task with little 

support, but many might welcome the help of the coordinator in planning the first few sessions. 

Follow-up communication 

Coordinators should keep in regular contact with their tutors. This should ideally be more frequent 

when the tutor is new to the program.  As tutors find their feet the amount of contact will become 

less, but still on a regular basis. At the very least, new tutors should be rung 6 weeks after 

matching with a new student, if not earlier.  The new student should also be contacted 6 weeks 

after starting, to ensure that they are comfortable with the arrangement and that the partnership 

is working well.   

It is crucial to the success of the program that new tutors are rung or emailed regularly to see how 

the tutoring is going and to see if they need further assistance.  After that, if all is well, they should 

be contacted every couple of months – more regularly if they are having difficulty. 

It is important to hold follow-up tutor meetings for the tutors to share their highs and lows and 

support each other.  These are held ideally approximately every 3-4 months and might be face-to-

face or on Zoom. Try meetings on different days and at different times of day, in order to 

accommodate more people. It is also a good idea to think about putting some variety into tutor 

meetings. For example, if a meeting is arranged in conjunction with the local library staff, the 

latest adult literacy resources could be displayed, and a demonstration on how to use the 

computer-catalogue for finding books. Tutors can then share this information with their student 

on a library visit. Or you might invite a guest speaker. Someone from your state Adult Literacy 

Council, or Australian Council for Adult Literacy (ACAL) or the Reading Writing Hotline could be 

invited to speak on Zoom. 

 

Moving on 

After approximately 12 months the coordinator should arrange a joint meeting with tutor and 

student to discuss progress. At this point they might decide that the student: 

• is continuing to make progress and work on personal goals, and they will continue with the 

arrangement 

• has exhausted the skills and resources of that tutor any may need to be matched with 

another one 
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• has developed enough confidence to move on to another course, so the tutoring is 

terminated 

• has met their goals and developed sufficient learning strategies to continue independently, 

and the tutoring is terminated. 

Adult Literacy Tutoring Policy 

It is rare that you will encounter a disgruntled tutor, prospective tutor or student, however, as an 

aid to dealing with such problems and conflicts, it will be useful to have an Adult Literacy Tutoring 

Policy drawn up when you commence the program.  

The following suggestions are adapted from Read Write Now’s policy. 

Purpose & Role 

Voluntary work is carried out for the benefit of the individual and the community.  Voluntary work with ......... 

however does not mean that the work is casual or irregular or that appointments are optional.  Volunteer work 

as a literacy tutor requires a commitment to regular tutoring sessions and ongoing professional development. 

The role of the tutor is to increase the general literacy levels of their students.  This is done through one-to-one 

tuition.  The lessons are centred on the individual goals of the student and do not follow a formal curriculum. 

The following list covers the conditions under which tutor and student agree to work: 

• RWN students must be 18 years plus.  

• Freedom from discrimination (gender, sexual orientation, ethnicity, religion or disability). 

• Under student’s own volition and motivation to learn. 

• Twelve (12) month period at 1.5 hours per week, then review before further commitment to 

allocation of a tutor. 

• The tutor/student relationship ends when students have achieved their goal, or if the student is not 

able to make literacy progress, or if tutor’s level of expertise is inadequate for student. 

• The role of tutoring is confined to facilitating learning in an equal relationship (not social worker, 

counsellor, social trainer and carer). 

• The tutor has the right to decline a match. 

• The process of selecting tutors must be free from discrimination, however not all applicants can 

be accepted, especially due to the range and type of work that demands the ability of a particular 

type of teaching and the needs of students in regions. 

• Tutors consent to a Police Check being made on their behalf. 
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• .....   supplies a “Risk Cover” insurance policy for volunteers while on duty.  Volunteers are not 

covered while engaging in duties outside of the Tutor Job Description. 

• The Program does not have the resources to pay out of pocket expenses for volunteer tutors. 

• It is stipulated that tutoring takes place in a “neutral venue”, eg public library, community centres, 

coffee shops etc and not in private homes. This is to protect the personal safety of volunteers and 

to empower learners to visit libraries and see themselves doing the things that literate adults do. 

• Student information is always treated as HIGHLY CONFIDENTIAL 

• Volunteers who undertake formal training with .....  are requested to remain with the Program for 

at least one year’s duration of weekly tutoring which entails 1.5 hours tuition and about 1.5 hour 

preparation and travel.  The range of tutors’ levels of expertise may vary enormously, as do their 

students.  Great efforts are made to match tutor to student as closely as possible.  Our aim is to 

make tuition stress-free and enjoyable for both parties. 

Tutors have the right: 

• To be interviewed in accordance with equal opportunity and anti-discrimination legislation 

• To job satisfaction and to receive all relevant information including a full student assessment to 

help them perform their duties more confidently and competently. 

• To receive training, and then support and feedback on lessons/programs developed for the 

student for as long as they require it. 

• To have the support and respect of their Coordinator, co-workers, and the staff .........  

• To be given protection in the form of insurance and personal safety. 

• To have confidentiality from the program about their own personal details in accordance with the 

Privacy Act 1988. 

• To be well briefed on the organisation and informed of new developments. 

• To ask for a new student after 6 weeks if the match is not appropriate. 

Tutors have a responsibility: 

• To treat students with respect, be sensitive to their self-esteem and their literacy needs. 

• In consultation with their student, plan and prepare lessons that are suited to their interests and 

abilities.  Sessions should be aimed to develop the student’s confidence and responsibility for 

their learning. 

• To be willing to undertake ongoing literacy training and digital skills training.  

• To remember that all personal information is strictly confidential. 

• To maintain frequent and regular contact with their Coordinator. 
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• To be dependable and to notify their student if they are unable to keep an appointment. 

• To notify their student if they are planning to go away or finish with the program. 

• To commit to the program for at least 12 months and uphold the policies of ........ 

• To provide their coordinator and the program with progress updates as required. 

• To discuss with their student, their options for future learning and to assist them with any 

necessary planning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                        

                                          

 


