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Learning Objectives | with this toolkit you will be able to: 
● Outline the basic principles of adult learning. 
● Observe how to facilitate and present fireside chats well. 
● Integrate recommended practices into the design and facilitation of your fireside chat 

session. 
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 Conference Vision 

 
The 2020 USAID Global Education Conference is our opportunity to create an ongoing 
system of learning, build relationships and networks across sectors and countries, and share 
our collective knowledge, evidence, and experience to better support education as a critical 
part of a country’s journey to self-reliance. 
 

 
 
As the education sector, we are committed to creating spaces and opportunities that apply 
best practices in adult learning and encourage active engagement. This means relying less on 
lectured PowerPoint presentations and instead applying more innovative formats and 
methods that are better suited to spark and support learning around a given topic.  
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 Adult Learning Principles 

 
 

 

“My conception of adult learning is this: a cooperative venture in 
non authoritarian, informal learning, the chief purpose of which is to 
discover the meaning of experience; a quest of the mind which digs 
down to the roots of the preconceptions which formulate our 
conduct; a technique of learning for adults which makes education 
coterminous with life and hence elevates living itself to the level of 
adventurous experiment.” 

- Malcolm Knowles | Author, The Adult Learner 

Mel Silberman's Top 10 Training/Facilitation Tips 
Mel Silberman is the author of the seminal book, Active Training: A Handbook of Techniques, 
Designs, Case Examples, and Tips, among many other books on adult education. Below are his top 10 
tips for designing and facilitating successful learning sessions for adults. 
 
1. It's not what you give them; it's what they take away that counts. Our minds are like 

sponges as we soak up knowledge and information. When sponges are saturated, any 
additional water will run right through. Just as the sponge is overloaded, a learner can 
experience cognitive overload when he or she receives more information than the 
brain can store in its working memory. It doesn't matter how much information you 
disseminate. If the learner does not retain that information, learning has not taken 
place. The challenge to the trainer is to present information in such a way that 
participants do not experience overload. 

 
2. You can't hide in a pair. Don't overlook the power of pairs to promote active learning. 

Asking participants to work with learning partners is an efficient and effective 
active-learning technique. It guarantees 100 percent participation. 

 
3. Telling is not training.  The belief that "I gave them information," "covered the 

material," or "told them how to do it" is very misleading for both the trainer and the 
learner. Telling, explaining, or lecturing does not guarantee the receiver of the 
information understands it. Learning is not an automatic result of pouring information 
in another person's head. People learn by doing, not by being told. 
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4. Distinguish between "need to know" and "nice to know." When designing your 
training program (session), focus on what participants absolutely need to know. This is 
particularly important when there are time constraints. Don't try to cram eight hours 
of content into a two-hour program. By clearly defining objectives for what 
participants will know and be able to do by the end of the sessions, trainers clarify 
content and select appropriate learning strategies. 

 
5. Inquiring minds want to know. Human beings are naturally curious. If you have any 

doubt, just watch young children exploring and learning about the world around 
them. Take advantage of that innate curiosity. Create learning experiences that 
require the learning to seek something such as an answer to a question, information 
to solve a problem, or ways to do his or her job. 

 
6. When training is active, the participants do the work. Participants work in concert, 

encouraging and facilitating one another's efforts to achieve, complete tasks, and 
reach the group's goals. People understand concepts better and retain information 
longer when they are actively involved with the learning process. The trainer's role is 
to create and environment in which learning takes place and to facilitate the learning 
process. 

 
7. People will remember what they figure out for themselves. One of the trainer's 

objectives is to get participants to think. Learning experiences that require participants 
to use their minds will result in better retention, both long term and short term. 

 
8. Get them active from the start. Getting people involved from the very beginning 

through some type of opening activity accomplishes several purposes. Techniques 
that immediately involve participants are very effective in piquing interest, arousing 
curiosity, and preparing them for the learning experience. They can help reduce 
tension and anxieties, energize the group, set a tone for the session, and involve 
everyone. Most importantly, opening activities communicate to the participants that 
they are not going to sit back and be passive learners or receivers of information. 

 
9. It's not about you. Focus on your audience, not on yourself. Unfortunately, some 

trainers are more concerned about showcasing themselves and demonstrating how 
much they know. When you put the needs of the learner first, you automatically 
change the way you design and deliver training. 
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10. When I hear, I forget. When I hear and see, I remember a little. When I hear, see, 
and ask questions or discuss with someone else, I begin to understand. When I hear, 
see, discuss, and do, I acquire knowledge and skill. When I teach to another, I 
master. This Active Learning Credo is a modification of what Confucius declared over 
2400 years ago: "What I hear, I forget. What I see, I remember. What I do, I 
understand." 
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 Fireside Chats 

 
In this format, a guest is interviewed by another person (talk show/podcast style) to uncover 
key elements of the guest's story and knowledge, while also turning to the audience for their 
questions and comments to help guide the conversation. 
 
This is an ideal format for a deep dive into one (or two) person's expertise, insights, and 
experience with a particular topic.  
 

 
 

 

“The usefulness of the knowledge we acquire and the 
effectiveness of the actions we take depend on the quality of 
the questions we ask. Questions open the door to dialogue and 
discovery. They are an invitation to creativity and breakthrough 
thinking. Questions can lead to movement and action on key 
issues; by generating creative insights,they can ignite change.”  

 
- Juanita Brown 
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 Fireside Chat Example #1 
 
In this fireside chat Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, an award-winning Nigerian author whose 
work deals with race, identity and gender, speaks to The Economist's public policy editor 
Sacha Nauta about some of the most pressing issues facing society today. 
 

 
(click on the image above to watch the video) 

 
What Went Well? 

● The interviewer starts the interview with an interesting question that explores 
something that goes beyond the guest's standard biography. 

● The guest explores complex topics without relying on PowerPoint slides. Instead, 
her expertise is teased out and highlighted through the interviewer's questions. 

● The interviewer and guest are not following a script. There was clearly preparation 
that went into the questions, yet the conversation still flowed naturally between the 
two of them.  
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 Fireside Chat Example #2 
 
A winner of the Nobel Peace Prize and bestselling author of "Banker to the Poor," 
Muhammad Yunus Comes to Google to talk about his new book "A World of Three Zeroes?" 
Joining him on stage is Google X Quantumagician, Jack Hidary, for a fireside chat. 
 

 
(click on the image above to watch the video) 

 
What Went Well? 

● The interviewer provides a short compelling story to introduce the guest. 

● The interviewer briefly outlines the process of the chat and what's in store for the 
audience. He asks people to start thinking about questions at the beginning of the 
conversation. 

● The interviewer asks questions and gives prompts that help ensure the conversation 
touches on the main points they want to convey to the audience. For example, he 
structures the first part of the conversation around the "Three Zeros." 

● The interviewer models good active listening through encouraging the guest to say 
more or go deeper on a thread, clarifying or restating things the guest has said to 
ensure the audience captures those main points, and re-framing the conversation to 
bring it back into focus on the main points. 
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● The interviewer gives clear guidance to audience members asking questions - 
introduce yourself and keep it short so we can get a lot of questions in. 

 
Design and Facilitation Tips 

● Decide what story you want to tell, knowledge you want to share, or idea you want 
to unpack. In other words, what's the main goal of your fireside chat? You want to 
make sure that it’s not a rambling dialogue with no point, but rather an intentional 
conversation that touches on the essential elements and covers the critical points. 

● Decide if you want to do the interviewing or if you are going to be interviewed. 
Regardless of what you choose, the interviewer and interviewee should work together 
to develop a set of questions that will allow the conversation to achieve its intended 
goal. 

● Start with a fun icebreaker question to settle the guest and introduce her/him to the 
audience in an interesting way. Try and avoid an introduction that’s just a vocal 
version of the speaker’s bio one can find online or in the conference program. 

● Involve the audience right at the beginning. For example, show the audience three 
intro icebreaker questions and raising hands or round of applause have them select 
which one the interviewer should ask to start the conversation. 

● Poll the audience around a prompt or question so the speaker can get a feel for 
what’s of interest to people in the audience. You could present questions/prompts on 
a slide and have the audience vote by raising their hands or using a polling app on 
their smartphone. 

● Discourage monologuing and instead create a more conversational dynamic. The 
interviewer should feel comfortable to jump in with follow up questions go with the 
natural flow of a conversation instead of sticking to a predetermined script. 

 

Additional Resources 

● Why and How to Organize Fireside Chats at Your Event. Medium.com, 2016 (article) 

● A Four Step Plan to Make Your Q&A More Audience Friendly. Harvard Business 
Review, 2018 (article) 

● Hosting a Fireside Chat? Here Are Three Tips to Make It Great. Poll Everywhere Blog 
(article) 
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