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People share many of the same anxieties and fears about anything that's new 

or changing. So imagine the anxiety of an older adult who has decided to not 

drive anymore and how it feels to look for a new way to get where one needs 

to go. Depending on where people live, taxis are expensive, Uber doesn't exist, 

and they have never ridden a public bus.  

 

Trying to translate bus schedules can be a daunting task for even a seasoned 

bus rider, but for someone who's never tried the bus, it's scary. An older adult 

decides to call the transit number and ask for help and he or she is told, no 

problem, "Travel Training" is available.  

Travel Training? 

People do not need to be "trained;" they aren't dogs and they don't get a biscuit for catching the correct bus. 

Many people are just looking for help reading schedules and want to feel comfortable using the bus as part of 

their daily lives. Some people do need a more extensive process to use public transportation independently, 

but many just want "the scary" taken out of doing something for the first time.  

 

After attending Easter Seals: Project Action's travel training class, I gained an appreciation of the finer points 

of individual travel training. This is a very valuable service with a very institutional sounding name. Upon 

returning to my community, we advertised that free travel training was available and most people did not 

know what it was.  

 

Wondering if people were having the same reaction to being "trained" that I had, we re-packaged this 

process into a more user-friendly, social, group event.  

Welcoming and Social: Transit and Tea 

Transit and Tea works like this: There are three "gatherings" or "events" designed to orient and familiarize 

people with using the bus.  

 

The first event explains the overall transit system, providing "how to" information such as, how to read a 

schedule, what is flagging a bus and how to do it, how to pay, how frequently the bus goes by, and how to 

be a safe pedestrian. Participants are given "Tour Tickets" for the trip to ride the route. Then the group goes 

to the bus stop, is introduced to the driver and as a group, rides the route. As they ride, questions are 

answered and the details about bus stops are explained. The more participants interact and ride, the more 

the group relaxes and enjoys the trip. Destinations, such as coffee and sandwich shops, parks and libraries, 

are pointed out. It's important that people know they can use the bus for more than a trip to the doctor. For 

the first outing they don't get off the bus; they just ride the route. This way there's no fear of missing a bus 

heading back. At the end of the trip, the next gathering is previewed.  
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Familiarity Breeds Comfort 

The second "gathering" is about going to a specific place and returning. Arrive early and if your program 

allows, issue everyone who qualifies, a half-fare ID card. Outline the day's trip, again proving a level of 

comfort. The experience is not new or scary and people are smiling when they board the bus. Once at the 

planned stop, the group decides where to go for its third "gathering." If you don't have a coffee house 

nearby, see if the Office of the Aging or other organization would be willing to host a coffee and tea hour 

where they can highlight some of the services they provide. The key to this trip is taking the bus to a specific 

destination, reviewing information about the bus schedule, and providing comfort and familiarity with the 

schedule to catch another bus back.  

 

The goal of the third "gathering" is about making each person comfortable and letting him or her believe that 

the bus will be a useful part of everyday life. Participants choose this destination and, again, if the program 

allows, try and have transit tickets or passes available to purchase. The easier it is for Transit and Tea 

participants to continue to ride, the more likely it is they will ride and incorporate the bus as part of their 

lives. Through these trips they are able to see riding the bus as a social venture. Look for a champion in the 

group and suggest that this continue the group outings. The fear of trying something new is gone and the 
likelihood that they will continue to ride is good.  

Getting to Know You Is a Benefit 

There was an unexpected bonus to providing this social approach to transit orientation. While with the group, 

a member privately asked me for individual assistance. She was struggling with memory problems and 

needed a little more help to use the bus independently. She would not have called for "travel training," but 

she felt comfortable in a personal discussion to ask for help. This resulted in additional individual instruction 

and the person learned to use the bus independently.  

 

Success - No biscuit required.  

 

Amber Simmons can be reached at asimmons@arcofschuyler.org.  
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