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Guidelines for Engagement in Group Work with Volunteers
The educator-volunteer relationship is a powerful one. Volunteers are necessary to the goals of Cornell Cooperative Extension and vital to our programs.  We all lead full lives and as such, it seems wise to use guidelines for how we engage together in meetings and groups in the most effective manner as possible.  Here are some tried and true guidelines for public discourse. 
Be present as fully as possible. Be here with your doubts as well as your convictions, your listening as well as your speaking. Being ‘here’ means present to the people with whom you meet.  As such, setting aside your technology may likely be requested.
Speak your truth in ways that respect other people’s truth. Our views of reality may differ, but speaking one’s truth in a meeting does not generally mean interpreting, correcting or debating what others say. When offering an opinion, speak into the center of the room using “I” statements, trusting people to do their own sifting and winnowing.
No fixing, saving, advising or correcting each other. This is one of the hardest guidelines for those of us in the “helping professions,” and yet it is vital to public discourse. 
Know and respect where the buck stops.  At the end of the day, program decisions must be made by educators – educators with full plates who must wrestle with and make important priorities.  Being respectful of this relationship and knowing that educators may receive suggestions, and yet, must ultimately made the decisions, is an important facet of a trusting relationship between educators and volunteers.
Learn to respond to others with honest, open questions instead of counsel, corrections, etc. With such questions, we help “hear each other into deeper speech.”  It may be much more helpful and appreciated if a volunteer asks a thoughtful question which offers an educator a reflective outlook than larding a meeting with exhaustive suggestions and opinions.
When the going gets rough, turn to wonder. If you feel judgmental, or defensive, ask yourself, “I wonder what brought her to this belief?” “I wonder what he’s feeling right now?” “I wonder what my reaction teaches me about myself?” Set aside judgment to listen to others—and to yourself—more deeply.
Appreciate the paradox and tension which enriches our lives and helps us hold greater complexity.  There may be times we differ in our perspectives – this is part of the human journey.  Know that “us and them” doesn’t need to mean “us vs. them.”  It is important in meetings to hold “both–ands” rather than “either–ors” in ways that open us to new insights and possibilities. We trust both our intellects and the knowledge that comes through our emotions – again, knowing that ultimately, decisions may need to be made by an educator, and demonstrating respect for this.
Trust and learn from the silence. Silence is a gift in our noisy world and a way of knowing in itself. Treat silence as a member of the group. After someone has spoken, take time to reflect without immediately filling the space with words. Consider ‘stepping up’ or ‘stepping back.’  If you tend to talk a lot, practice listening.  If you tend to wait for others to speak, you may wish to practice offering your questions, reflection and perspectives.
Everyone can benefit in a meeting – not just the decision makers.  Each of us has experienced at one time the great gift of being listened to; of having respectful and attentive group members allow for each perspective to be heard; of warm engagement regardless of what is being discussed, due to positive relationship-building which undergirds it; and of trusting in effective leadership.  Know that it’s possible to leave a meeting with the confidence that you have been heard and you have also listened, and that the seeds planted here can keep growing in the days ahead.
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