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Strategies for Training Workshops with 
Small Groups 
                                                                                                                                                                                                       

A majority of the workshops are designed to be delivered to a traditional training group size. 
However, sometimes trainers face the need to present workshops to a small group of participants. 
Conducting a workshop for small groups has its advantages and challenges. Some of the challenges may 
include lack of interactions and discussions which may result in covering training content faster than 
planned in the curriculum. However, training workshops for small groups can also present many 
opportunities for a trainer to take the content to a different level with more in-depth discussions, 
practice and transfer of learning activities (IHS, 2009). These types of activities can facilitate an active 
participation and promote a more dynamic training environment.  

Various strategies can be applied when training workshops with small groups. The strategies 
outlined below are divided into two categories, one is for standardized and the other is for non-
standardized workshops. Strategies for standardized workshops were adopted from the resource 
document, Strategies for Training Standardized Workshops with Small Groups, developed by the 
Institute for Human Services (2009). Strategies for the non-standardized workshops were submitted by 
OCWTP trainers David Zidar, Denise Goodman and Janie Rhoads. Thank you for your input and sharing 
your experience!  
 
Please contact Dilya Limes if you would like to share your strategies in conducting workshops for small 
groups.  
  
    
 

Strategies for Standardized Workshops 
(adapted from Strategies for Training Standardized Workshops with Small Groups (IHS, 2009)) 

 
Strategies for the start of training:   

 Use the additional time during introductions to ask for more information from participants.  The 
information requested should be purposeful as follows:    
To review earlier modules: “What has been the most surprising/difficult concept in Core so far?”  
“Do you see any themes developing through the modules?”   
To initiate discussion: “What would you like from your fellow participants?” (such as 
suggestions, resources, problem-solving, etc.), “What do you see as the advantages, 
disadvantages of small training groups?” Ask the participants for their commitment to 
participate as much as they can.   
To set the stage for networking: “What area of special knowledge or experience might you bring 
to this training?”   
To establish valuable expertise in the room: “Have you had a previous job in a helping 
profession?”   
To engage the participants on a more personal level: “What is something about you that your 
colleagues probably don’t know?”   
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Strategies during training:   
 Create CPS questions on-the-fly.  These questions can be designed to recap knowledge of 

content just presented or to anonymously allow participants to give feedback of the topic or the 
training itself.   

 Encourage trainees to bring in their own cases for discussion.  Ask trainees to describe their 
challenges with the family and ask the others to problem-solve.  This can be done verbally or 
written on index cards as “Have you tried this?”   

 Create additional case scenarios beyond the ones provided in the curriculum.   
 Create a twist or add complexity to a given case scenario.  After everyone has worked on the 

same case, ask the group “But what if ..?”  This can be asked of the whole group or the trainer 
may create different “what ifs” to give to each person in the workshop.   

 Create a problem-solving exercise as follows:  Each trainee writes down one challenge, problem, 
tough case, etc. at some length.  Trainees then trade papers and attempt to problem-solve the 
case as if they were the person’s supervisor, asking challenging questions. 

 Periodically, stop the training and ask trainees to take a question “from the hat” such as: “What 
would keep you from implementing this strategy, practice, etc. on the job?” (Is there an 
“elephant in the room” that needs to be addressed?), “What have you been doing already that 
demonstrates this skill, activity, etc.?” or “How would your job change if you started this 
practice”. Discuss and encourage trainees to share ideas.   

 For small groups that may not have much diversity, ask the question: “How might someone else 
feel about this same issue?”  The “someone else” may be a supervisor/manager, a person from 
a different unit, a foster caregiver or adoptive parent, a person of another ethnicity, a person 
from a large city or rural county, etc.  In other words, ask trainees to put themselves in someone 
else’s shoes.   
 

Strategies at the end of training (TOL):   
 Create a point/counterpoint discussion that summarizes concepts that have been presented in 

the workshop for which there may be different perspectives.  Again, the trainer must make sure 
the information given is accurate and should summarize the main points of the discussion.  

 Conduct a Jeopardy-type wrap up exercise that covers the content of the workshop.  This may 
be done with cards or with the game function on the Classroom Performance System.   

 Allow ample time for trainees to complete their action plans.  Pair trainees to ‘critique’ the other 
person’s action plan before presenting them to the large.  Ask each trainee to give feedback and 
suggestions on the implementation of the activities in the plan.    

 Review or re-pose the CPS Questions that had wrong answers to see if trainees had progressed 
in their learning.  You may also repeat opinion questions to see if those have changed during the 
course of the workshop.   

 Create a new CPS Question on-the-fly by slightly changing one of the questions to get to a point 
you taught in the workshop.   

 Provide trainees with links to online resources such as the Field Guide to Child Welfare.  Discuss 
how this and other valuable resources have led to the creation of standards for current 
evidenced-based practice. 

 Create a final case scenario that integrates all the major themes of the workshop.  
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Strategies for Non-Standardized Workshops 
 

Strategies for the start of training:   
David Zidar: 

The first thing I do is move from the front of the room. I sit directly at the table. I let the group 
know that we are going to be informal in the training. I really try to get the group talking about the 
issues that they have. I will follow the outline but make it more individualized. I also re-frame that 
small groups provide everyone (the trainer too) a chance to learn and practice new methods and 
skills. 

Denise A. Goodman: 
I will conduct a thorough introduction activity, so I get a sense of each participant's role and 
responsibilities and begin to think how I can tailor the training to their individual needs.  Next, I'll 
do a WIIFM and ask them to consider a case that they can think about during the day and to share 
some non-confidential info on the case. 

Janie Rhoads  
I take the time to really engage with the class and set the tone that I expect participation 
throughout the day...I emphasize that it will deepen the training experience...I usually use humor 
when I set that up. I tend to get very "down to earth" even more with small groups. 

 
Strategies during training:   
Dave Zidar:   

I follow the outline but if the group has issues that add to the topic, we will go after those as 
well. I have a lot of other trainings in my computer and I can pull from these as well. We also can 
reference other books and methods (i.e., Bruce Perry’s books). I still will use my PowerPoint but I 
also will use flip charts for more personal examples. 

Denise A. Goodman: 
I will interject opportunities for participants to think about their case, apply concepts and jot 
down ideas they want to remember.  If there aren't enough participants for multiple small 
groups, I ask participants to work in pairs (I may end up being a partner with someone to even it 
out), or individually as their own "group" and then have them present their info to the rest of the 
group.  I even have them get up in the front of the group (its' small, so it isn't threatening).   At 
times, I have convened the group around one table and held a "peer consulting" session where 
we worked on their cases, sharing ideas and applying what we learned.  This is particularly 
helpful for problem-solving and troubleshooting. 

Janie Rhoads  
I ask a lot of direct questions and have conversations with participants. We also talk about case 
examples in regard to the training information. Participants often say that they really enjoy 
hearing the experiences of other workers and the trainer...and they also may be able to 
brainstorm solutions to barriers they may be experiencing with cases. 

 
Strategies at the end of training (TOL):   
Dave Zidar: 

We do the role plays but I will also be in the role plays. I also will ask questions like “Tell me about 
a time that you…?” 
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Denise A. Goodman: 
I give the group time to individually work on their "Next Step" plans for the cases that they have 
focused on all day.  They then present their plans to a partner for feedback.  The plans are then 
presented to the large group where I am able to give them some additional feedback and 
encouragement.  I then ask each participant to consider for a few minutes what their most 
critical overall learning was that they will be sure to utilize when they are back on the job for all 
cases. Sometimes the groups have bonded so much that they exchanges emails! 

Janie Rhoads:  
We talk about how they will use the new information at their jobs...but we also may spend time 
discussing a case from a participant applying the information learned in the class that day.  

 
 
 
Recommended Reading:  

 Clark, R. C. (2015). Evidence-based training methods: A guide for training professionals. 

 Silberman, M. L. (2005). 101 ways to make training active. San Francisco, CA: Pfeiffer. 
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