
Wheelchair Skills Training: What in 
the World is Going On!?

R. Lee Kirby

Dalhousie University and the Nova Scotia 
Health Authority

Halifax, Nova Scotia, Canada



Setting the Stage

• Conflicts of interest: None
• Acknowledgements: 

– Wheelchair Research Team
– Collaborators
– Funding bodies

• Caveats:
– Late starter (2005)
– Parachute-style experiences
– Personal opinions



Session Objectives

On completion of the session, participants 
will be able to describe the 
complementary aspects of the:
1. Wheelchair Skills Training Program 
2. World Health Organization Guidelines
3.  International Society of Wheelchair Professionals



UN Convention on the Rights of 
Persons with Disabilities (2006)

• Article 20 – Personal mobility
– States Parties shall take effective measures to 

ensure personal mobility with the greatest 
possible independence for persons with 
disabilities, including by… Providing training 
in mobility skills to persons with disabilities 
and to specialist staff working with persons 
with disabilities…



Prevalence of Manual Wheelchair Skills 
Training

• 17%  UK children: Whizz-Kidz 2004
• 18%  US veterans: Karmarkar AM et al. JRRD     

2009;46:567-76
• 66% US paraplegia: Zanca JM et al. Phys Ther 

2011;91:1877-91
• 29% Bangladesh: Borg J et al. BMC Health 

Services Res 2012;12:330
• 11% Canada stroke: Charbonneau R et al. Arch 

Phys Med Rehabil 2013;94:1707-13
• 55% Canada: Kirby RL et al. RESNA 2013.



Established 1996



What’s Different About the WSP?

• Evidence-based
• Both assessment and training
• Both wheelchair users and caregivers
• Manual wheelchairs, power and scooters
• The process and sequencing used
• Updated often
• It’s FREE! (“open source”)



Wheelchair Skills Training Program

Process
(How to teach)

Content
(What to teach)

WSTP



Example of motor-learning principles: 
segmentation and feedback



Example of training tip: backwards method 
for foot propulsion

Charbonneau R et al. Arch Phys Med Rehabil 2013;94:707-13
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Keeler L et al, 2015



International Classification of Function (ICF) 

WHO, 2001
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Impact of Wheelchair Skills

• Training increases confidence

• Training increases amount of wheelchair use

• Skills correlate with daily wheeled distance

• Skills correlate with return to work

• Skills correlate with participation measures



Levels of Scientific Evidence

I. Large randomized trials with clear-cut results 
(and low risk of error)

II. Small randomized trials with uncertain results 
(and moderate-high risk of error)

III. Nonrandomized trials with concurrent controls
IV. Nonrandomized trials with historical controls
V. Case series with no controls

Sackett DL. Chest (2 Suppl) 1989:2S-4S





Web Site: December 31, 2015
(62,971 users in 175 countries)



Wheelchair Skills Program

“Low tech, high impact”

Nenad Kostanjsek, WHO 
ICF Conference, 2004
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India (Kanpur) 2005



Tanzania (Dar) 2011



Tanzania (Moshi) 2011



India (Jaipur) 2005



Bosnia (Banja Luka) 2008



Nepal (Kathmandu) 2013



www.who.int/disabilities/publications/technology/wheelchairguidelines/en/index.html.

2008



http://www.who.int/disabilities/publications/technology/wheelchairguidelines/en/

http://www.who.int/disabilities/publications/technology/wheelchairguidelines/en/


www.who.int/disabilities/publications/technology/wheelchairguidelines/en/index.html.

2012



WHO Wheelchair Provision
1. Design
2. Production
3. Supply
4. Service Delivery

WHO Guidelines 2008, Section 1.7, p 25



WHO Service-Delivery Model

1. Referral and appointment
2. Assessment
3. Prescription
4. Funding and ordering
5. Product preparation
6. Fitting
7. User training
8. Follow-up, maintenance and repairs

WHO Guidelines 2008, Section 3.2.1, p 76



WHO Wheelchair-Provision 
Service Model

1. Referral and appointment
2. Assessment
3. Prescription
4. Funding and ordering
5. Product preparation
6. Fitting
7. User training
8. Follow-up, maintenance and repairs

WHO Guidelines 2008, Section 3.2.1, p 76

WSTP



“…no research supports the recommended approaches.”



Evidence for WHO Process

The full package
vs

Individual steps



The Full Package



www.jhpiego.org/accelovate, 2015

The Full Package

http://www.jhpiego.org/accelovate


www.jhpiego.org/accelovate, 2015, p 42

http://www.jhpiego.org/accelovate


www.jhpiego.org/accelovate, 2015, p 57

http://www.jhpiego.org/accelovate


WHO Content Review
• Need:

– Less-resourced settings vs global focus
– Accumulating experience and evidence

• Countervailing forces:
– Growing investment in process
– Competing priorities (e.g. GATE initiative)

• Process:
– WHO 5-year plan
– Need for funding



http://www.wheelchairnet.org/



ISWP Organization Chart

• ISWP Central
• Advisory Board
• Working Groups:

– Advocacy
– Evidence-Based Practice
– Membership and Coordination
– Training
– Standards



ISWP Training Working Group

• Subcommittees:
– Competency testing
– Integration
– Hybrid (Blended) Course

• Training of Trainers



Emerging Training Issues

• Understudied mobility devices
• Training of caregivers
• Role of peers in training
• New educational methods:

– Tablet-based applications
– Virtual reality
– Asynchronous training



Session Objectives

On completion of the session, participants 
will be able to describe the 
complementary aspects of the:
1. Wheelchair Skills Training Program 
2. World Health Organization Guidelines
3.  International Society of Wheelchair Professionals



“Half the world knows not how 
the other half lives.”

George Herbert, 1593-1633
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