
‘SUITCASE’ 

This is a multi-purpose ‘opening activity’ devised for use at the beginning of workshops. Pre-course questionnaires are not always the most reliable way of finding out what participants need/want/lack, as they are typically completed some weeks in advance of the workshop and may produce an idealised version of what an individual’s agenda actually consists of. ‘Suitcase’ (and its variant ‘The Back Seat of my Car’) works according to the following principles:

1. ‘Start from where the participants are.’ This is a key learning principle for training events – the ‘journey’ may best begin with participants’ existing knowledge and skills, levels of awareness, constructs, values, beliefs and attitudes.

2. Establish immediate participant needs. This means that the trainers must be ready to adjust and adapt subsequent activity according to what comes up during the ‘Suitcase’ activity. This is risky and potentially onerous. However, if we try to go to meet the participants rather than trying to bring them to us, then we stand a greater chance of success.

3. Towards a Shared Workshop Agenda. The outcomes of the activity are generated by the group and help to establish a shared agenda for the training event. This can help to avoid problems later on in the event.

4. Participants generate material. The outcomes of the suitcase often suggest useful directions in which the training event can move, and participants’ questions and comments can help to generate a lot of ideas. ‘Thinking questions’ on the product can help to move the discussion forward and into new directions.

5. Trainer as facilitator. The activity epitomises a facilitative trainer who is prepared to accommodate participants’ needs and wants rather than simply imposing an agenda. Even if there is a trainer agenda, finding out where participants are is helpful so that the trainer can ‘tune’ the input accordingly.

Experience shows that this is a versatile and productive way of getting a training event under way. The ‘compartments’ of the suitcase can be varied according to need.

Note: This activity was originally devised by Rod Bolitho. A fuller version of the activity appears in ‘Trainer Development’ by Tony Wright and Rod Bolitho (2006).
