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Preface

WHOLE SYSTEMS THINKING is a series of working papers. They offer insights derived from
putting ideas into practice as part of an action research programme — ideas about partnership and
whole systems which are now central to the Government’s ambitions for sustainable change,
regeneration and the development of action zones in employment, education and health.

The papers reflect our experience of developing and applying a new approach to primary health
care in cities. Similar issues of partnership and public participation arise elsewhere in the
public sector and in the commercial world. We find much in common with people from many
different organisations who recognise that, notwithstanding the new political climate, things
are not really going to change if we just do ‘more of the same’. They, and we, are looking for new
ways of working.

WHOLE SYSTEMS THINKING is not a sequential series. It does not matter where you start from
and none of the papers offers a complete picture. What we hope you find are thought-provoking
ideas, particularly if you are curious about the kind of problems that return to haunt organisations
over and over again. Some prove remarkably difficult to influence despite the best efforts of
policy-makers and highly motivated people ‘on the ground’ — homelessness, for instance, and
under-achievement in schools, long-term unemployment, ‘sink’ housing estates, family poverty.
Issues like these need effective inter-agency work and consultation with the people who use the
services, but even this can seem like a chore rather than part of the solution.

We have long experience of primary health care development in cities and a growing dissatisfaction
with change initiatives which both fail to leam the lessons of earlier investment and to deliver
desired outcomes. Four years ago we were in the position of developing a new action research
programme whose focus was to be the intractable problems we refer to above. These may be
recognised as ‘wicked’ problems. They are ill defined and constantly changing. They are
perceived differently by different stakeholders and in trying to tackle them the tendency is to
break them into actionable parts, which often turn into projects. We reasoned that it they could
be recognised instead as issues for an interconnected system to tackle together, then they may
become more tractable.

We chose to shift the focus of our work away from attention to parts and onto ‘the whole’ and
thus to the connections between parts — how things fit together. This led us to explore ideas
related to systems dynamics and the ‘new science’ of complexity. This has resulted in our designing
a distinctive set of interventions which link ideas and practice and which we have called whole
system working. This is a new development approach which does not offer certainty or
guarantee success but it has rekindled our enthusiasm and that of many of the people with whom
we are working.

We hope the ideas in these working papers enthuse you too. Because of our roots, many of the
examples come from the health sector but we believe the concepts and the practical methods of
working whole systems are widely applicable.

Pat Gordon, Diane Plamping, Julian Pratt
King's Fund
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Whole Systems Thinking

The Urban Health Partnership is an action research programme on inter-agency working
and public participation. The work is in London, Liverpool and Newcastle and North
Tyneside, with health agencies and their local partners in housing, local government,
commerce, police, transport, voluntary sector and local people.

Further information is available from:

Pat Gordon, Diane Plamping, Julian Pratt
Working Whole Systems

Urban Health Partnership

King’s Fund

11-13 Cavendish Square

London W1M OAN

Tel: +44(0)171 307 2675

Fax: +44(0)171 307 2801

e-mail: wws@dial.pipex.com
htep://dialspace.dial. pipex.com/wws




PART 1

Creative writing and the whole systems
approach in Newcastle and North Tyneside

Barbara Douglas

The Newcastle Health Partnership was formed to bring together the local authority, the health
authority, the two universities and an umbrella voluntary sector organisation, recognising that
improving the health of the population can be achieved only by working together. In 1995 the
partnership chose to focus on older people and decided to adopt the ‘whole systems’ approach
that was being developed by the Urban Health Partnerships team at the King’s Fund (Pratt,
Gordon & Plamping 1999).

This programme of work (Newcastle Whole Systems 1996, 1997, 1998) has allowed organisations
to find new ways of working with each other, with citizens and with people who use their services.
We hold meetings in different ways, whether large or small. Most of the work is done in
conversations groups, often at round tables, and this holds true whether two or 200 people take
part. We work through story-telling and narrative, which is initially frustrating for professionals
until they begin to see the utility of this form of intelligence. There are no experts, or rather
everyone is an expert. We work with the past, as well as the present and the future. We work in
‘real time’, not the usual committee mode. For many older people and front-line staff this is the
first time they have had an opportunity to work on strategy or design alongside the ‘high status’
people. The work is about creating joint products which people care enough to work for, not a
wish list for ‘them’ to deliver. People are encouraged to work with their own direct experience,
rather than try to represent others. The work is about exploring possibilities before trying to find
solutions to problems, and the methods are designed to make the common purpose explicit.

The programme has been evaluated by Angela Everitt (Everite 1997, 1999) as part of the
national evaluation programme led by Professor Jennie Popay (Popay et al. 1998). Evidence has
been generated for the evaluation in three ways:

— semi-structured interviews
~ direct observation
— encouraging participants to be self-evaluative.

Encouraging people to be self-evaluative was much more difficult than we expected. For a long
time we tried to get people to spend the first few minutes of each meeting reflecting on what
had happened since the last meeting; and the last minutes reflecting on the meeting itself.
We found that people treated it as an unnecessary chore that got in the way of the work of the group.

After one particularly unsuccessful attempt we realised that perhaps group self-evaluation was
never going to happen! Could we at least get people to be individually self-evaluative?
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We knew that providing a pile of evaluation forms to be filled in at the end of each meeting
would never get what we wanted. If this was to be congruent with the whole systems approach,
it would not be a solitary activity and it would certainly be fun and creative. It would have to feed
those involved. Perhaps we could help people to write creatively about their experiences . . .

Haiku

My first meeting meant
creatively writing and
all being honest

Remembering the present

I remember when the group met to do creative writing together. We had been a bit worried beforehand
about how it would go. But on the day people who turned up really got into it, and some very useful
material was produced.

[ remember a discussion . . . at the creative writing session I focused on the work I was doing then . . .
[ decided to give more time to my own needs for leisure, pleasure and learning.

Poem

The time I have left
I will use to grow

flowers, fruit and leeks

In most people’s work there is a tendency to focus on products and outcomes, leaving little time
and space to reflect on the processes which made those outcomes possible. By using creative
writing in the ‘whole systems’ evaluation process, participants have been able to reflect on, and
perhaps understand for the first time, the way in which the ‘whole systems’ approach works, how
it has influenced their daily practice and how it might be applied in the future. Examples have
emerged which we might otherwise never have heard about.

During the creative writing workshops people have shared their experiences and understandings
in ways which have brought greater cohesion to the group — reinforcing relationships and giving
the group and individuals more confidence. Participants have been able to evaluate the ‘whole
systems’ approach for themselves, as well as providing a wealth of material for the evaluation
teamn. The process of creative writing has been fun, discovering new talents and the pleasure in

writing itself, while enabling participants to reveal what they actually think about the approach
in a candid, critical and constructive manner.

et v A ST
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Why use creative writing?

Margaret Wilkinson

Creative writing is based on the premise that everyone has a story to tell and, with the right
guidance, can tell it. Such stories can help describe social processes from the individual’s point
of view. The techniques suggested here will be new to both professionals and lay people.
This has the effect of placing these two groups on a more equal footing when it comes to
evaluation, problem-spotting and problem-solving.

Creative writing techniques value each and every story that is told, each and every viewpoint
that is expressed. Group processes thereby become more democratic as each person is under the
same constraint and each viewpoint carries equal weight. The results can provide a series of
pictures describing how it feels for different people to be part of the social processes under scrutiny.
The ideas that emerge — not only from the writing but from the interactions stimulated by
the workshops — will reveal layers of truth, often contradictory, from multiple viewpoints.

This subjectivity allows an evaluator to build up a picture of the impact of such processes, and
services, on individuals.

The teaching of creative writing has developed in many ways over the last ten years. As an
academic subject, it now commands a place on undergraduate English courses as well as being a
postgraduate subject in its own right. It has been offered as part of return-to-learning courses,
access courses, community projects and group therapy. It has been used in a wide variety of
settings and with many different student groups, including primary school children, prisoners,
people with a terminal illness, people with learning disabilities, drug users, people with low
levels of educational achievement as well as university students. While I was leading workshops
for the Whole Systems Initiative in Newcastle-upon-Tyne I realised that creative writing could
provide a powerful tool in qualitative evaluation, as well as enhancing group operations and
cohesion, highlighting problems and offering possible solutions.

The exercises in this workbook are based on writing games and improvisational writing
techniques, and on storytelling and memory. They are uniquely empowering, aftirming,
problem-solving and democratising. Writing games and improvisational writing allow people to
make discoveries as they write, to access ideas they may not have known they had, find hidden
connections, juxtapose concepts, break down familiar boundaries in their thinking, make
accidents happen, think with their pens and generally see the act of writing as producing
insights. Order often emerges from accident, free-thinking and improvisation.
The storytelling exercises affirm and shape individual voices and seek relevant links between
past experience and current change. They make use of history to describe the future and hearing
these stories aloud validates and shares individual realities.

Creative writing techniques tease out information that might be difficult to obtain by other

means, emotionally truthful responses, for example. By concentrating on the strict rules and
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instructions that accompany these exercises or on juggling language, form and imagery, people
often find themselves taking more risks with the content of what they are writing.
Unusual starting points, quirky exercises and uncertainty about where the exercises are leading
mean that people approach the whole experience in a new way, without controlling the outcome.

When social enterprises are being evaluated, people are frequently asked to comment on content
and meaning, and the results can be disappointingly unsurprising and formulaic. When using
writing exercises, however, syllabic counting or prescribed vocabulary or repetition rules seem
just as important as content or meaning. The resulting responses are often fresher, less censored,
almost unconsciously produced because evaluation is not dictated by familiar evaluative jargon
and processes. Evaluation seems, instead, to become a by-product of creative thinking.

Writing itself is a source of satisfaction: experiential, educational and craft-based. Demystifying
the process of writing, via the exercises, is an enjoyable and empowering feeling. In addition to
other surprising outcomes, all the participants will almost certainly leave the workshop having
written a poem or shaped a piece of prose.

What happens in a creative writing session? Short exercises are set. These are done by the group,
on the spot, in a limited amount of time. Responses are read out loud. People are asked to listen
and there is time for discussion.

Why write on the spot? Because people can make discoveries even when they think they know
how they feel about a certain issue. Limited time, group pressure and unusual exercises are all
important factors in helping people encounter an idea from a different perspective and write
about it subjectively. Why read out what you have written? Because everyone gets the opportunity
to hear their own words read in their own voice. This often provides powerful individual and
collective experience. Why listen to others read aloud? Because the trust established by agreeing
to read to each other and agreeing to listen carefully to each other is an important part of the
group process. The pieces read aloud can inspire, question, spark disagreement, redefine issues
and encourage conversation. Finally, there is an opportunity for questions, commentary, feedback
and discussion and the group’s response to the exercise as a whole. Feedback will usually be
about the issues and emotions raised rather than the technique and craft of writing but, whether
the group facilitator is a writer or not, some response about the ability of writing to clarify, move
and focus can almost always be given.

The nature of the exercises in this book is elastic. The tasks can be easy or challenging.
They can be used singly or in a developmental way to build up patterns. They can be tailored
to meet the needs of specific groups of people and to address specific evaluation purposes.
Not only are the results satisfying and even surprising but creative writing can be fun as well as
producing ideas and insights.




Writing creatively for evaluation

Angela Ewveritt and Julian Pratt

Creative writing for evaluation is based on a particular understanding of the dynamic
relationships between generating evidence and making judgements: and between evaluation
(evidence and judgement) and action.

Evaluation is different from research. Research is to do with finding out; evaluation is to do with
making value judgements informed by research. Evidence generated through research can, and
should, inform evaluative judgements but evidence does not dictate these judgements.
Evaluation has been understood as comprising two separate, but interrelated, components: that
to do with generating evidence; and that to do with making judgements (Everitt & Hardiker
1996). These two components can be separated conceptually and it is useful to do so in order to
ensure that both are given due attention. In practice, however, the two are intertwined.

We set out below our analytical thinking about the relationship between evidence, judgement
and action. We conceptualise these as distinct entities in order to alert us to different processes
at work in programme evaluation. However, the essence of our approach is to understand the
interconnectedness of evidence, judgement and action. The dichotomising of evaluation and
policy is rejected in favour of an approach that recognises the making of policy through practices.

The developmental story of evaluation

Before pursuing our approach to evaluation in more detail, it may be helpful to locate it in the
recent developmental story of evaluation. Evaluation, as part of the repertoire of new public-
sector management approaches of the 1980s and 1990s, adopted a technical approach imbued
with ways of knowing about the world broadly informed by logical positivism. Evaluation
became a requirement of public funding: outputs and outcomes had to be decided at the outset
and the extent to which these were achieved was to be measured quantitatively. This approach
assumed that measures could be refined to be objective, and evaluation was conceived as
separate from ongoing practice. Evaluation findings, the measurements, were intended to inform
policy and resource allocation decisions in a rational, linear way. Policy analysts have pointed
out that one significant effect of this approach to evaluation was to control devolved and
increasingly fragmented practices (Gray & Jenkins 1993).

Alternative approaches to research and evaluation have placed more emphasis on subjective
ways of knowirlg. Pluralistic approaches to evaluation have valued the multiple perspectives of
professional practitioners, managers and lay people (including citizens and people who use services)

— all those involved in initiatives being evaluated (Smith & Cantley 1985). In pluralistic
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studies, perspectives that are possibly competing or conflicting are set down in evaluation
reports. With the report in the hands of the commissioner of the evaluation, or the manager to
whom the evaluation is addressed, implicitly it is left to them to decide which views to take into
account when making resource and policy decisions.

In their Fourth Generation evaluation approach, Guba & Lincoln (1989) highlighted the problem
of power in evaluation. They revealed ways in which power shaped both people’s views and the
processes through which those views are articulated. They argued that, in the context of
multiple views, evaluators had responsibilities to intervene in evaluative processes in order to
facilitate debate between different actors. They left it with the evaluators, not the managers or
commissioners, to reach evaluative conclusions.

New ways of thinking about knowledge have revealed the ways in which research produces
many truths rather than the truth (Barrett 1991). Everitt & Hardiker (1996) have developed an
approach to evaluation that takes account of this post-modern world. Here, the evaluator is
concerned with revealing the many truths of practice, and with having regard for the powerful
ways in which some views come to be regarded as the truth. The role of the evaluator becomes
concerned with facilitating processes to deconstruct what has come to be thought of as ‘true’,
while at the same time providing opportunities for alternative discourses to be articulated.
Recognising evidence as producing many truths makes the place of judgement-making in
evaluation central. Dialogue and debate are fostered to articulate different truths but also to

engage in judgement-making.

Our approach to evaluation

In the process of evaluating the ‘whole systems’ work in Newcastle it has seemed appropriate to
develop an approach to evaluation that is consistent with the whole systems approach itself.
Whole systems working enables organisations and networks of organisations to explore and create
their future together (Pratt, Gordon & Plamping 1999). Participants, including lay people and
people working in organisations at strategic, monitoring and operational levels, contribute
many different perspectives. They work with their personal experiences and bring together the
traditionally separate activities of research, analysis, decision-making, implementation and
review into a single process. An evaluation approach consistent with this necessarily emphasises

participation in the integration of evaluation and action.

We now give attention in turn to the three aspects of our approach to evaluation: generating
evidence, making value judgements, and integrating evaluation with action.

Generating evidence

During the ‘whole systems’ work in Newcastle groups ranging from two to 200 people, from a
variety of different backgrounds, met to explore how they could do something about a range of
issues they cared passionately about. Some of the smaller groups, of 10-20 people, who had been
meeting regularly accepted the offer of creative writing workshop to explore their experiences
of whole systems working. The examples that follow were written during these workshops and
have contributed to the evaluation of the whole systems work in Newcastle.
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Most research traditions emphasise the gathering of ideas and data, things of the mind.
Co-operative Inquiry (Reason 1994) identifies, in addition to this ‘propositional’ knowledge,
three other aspects of knowledge: experiential, practical and presentational. In our evaluative
approach we seek to engage with all of these four types of knowledge. People articulate their
experiences of a programme or project in many kinds of ways. In order to engage with the four
types of knowledge, we need to think imaginatively about the most appropriate ways for
different people: for example, drawing pictures and taking photographs may be particularly
appropriate for children; forum theatre has been imaginatively used by disadvantaged people
and disabled people (Boal 1993). Creative writing can be engaging, and enjoyable, for
professionals and lay people alike.

Experiential knowledge

Experiential knowing means direct encounter, face-to-face meeting. It is knowing through

participative, empathic resonance with a being, so that as knower | feel attuned with it and
distinct from it.

Experiential knowing cannot be accessed directly through those methods of enquiry that strive
to maintain distance and objectivity. Knowing our experiences requires that we have some
direct conduit into self, into our personal. Researchers who focus on exploring subjectivities,
albeit through recognising the inter-subjectivity of researcher—researched relations, are able to
reveal subjective knowing. These researchers abandon predetermined sets of questions in favour
of conversations with those researched, perhaps guided by interview schedules. Creative writing
is a way of generating evidence which enables people to access this inner knowing without
having to respond to questions imposed upon them by outside researchers.

Three ways I see myself differently at whole systems meetings compared with
other meetings

I feel as though I am among friends
I can be open, explore ideas, take risks, have a laugh and some fun

What matters is the real purpose of what we are trying to achieve, not kudos or benefit for one organisation
or individual — trying at least to lose the hidden agendas

I am among friends
I can be open, take risks
The purpose matters

Ways in which experiences of whole systems meetings had affected other aspects
of my life

I say hello to new people in the supermarket
I take learning into my everyday world
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Using the whole system approach

Without order and control, people didn’t interrupt each other. There must have been twelve people there
— all women. We sat quite formally around a rectangular table. At first I felt quite frustrated as I often
do at the beginning of meetings. Why had this meeting not been planned? Why were there no papers sent
out before the meeting for us to read and prepare ourselves? I sull feel confused. The contradiction
between on the one hand people shouldn't waste the time of others by speaking off the top of their heads.
We owe it to others to speak in an informed way and yet, and yet? The meeting showed the value of
people engaging personally together talking about matters that would not have been agenda’d.
Everyone had a say, everyone stayed. There was no difference between asking questions, raising problems,
speaking tentatively, and proposing possible things to try. Possible ways forward. No one had only the
answers. Everyone had questions and vulnerabilities as well as answers and autonomy. Spontaneous
democracy. How? We have been talking about values and purpose in ways that are so strange, ways
usually excluded from us. How often do we talk like this within organisations? We are not allowed to.

Propositional knowledge

Propositional knowing is knowing in conceptual terms; knowledge by description.
This kind of knowing is expressed in statements, theories and formulae that come with the
mastery of concepts and classes that language bestows.

Sometimes the opportunity for creative writing brings statements and theories to the surface.
Perhaps these could have been accessed by a more formal and directed approach, but the
creative writing may enable people to be more reflective and to include contradictory views as
well as describing other aspects of knowledge along with the proposistional.

Using the whole system approach

The ‘saneness’ of the discussion came as a surprise. People talked about things they really value and feel
strongly about. They then tried to relate these ‘real things’ to the way in which they worked or their
organisations work. It opened up new horizons, new wisions, new possibilities. It was exciting and
stimulating and felt very ‘real’. Drawing back from the excitement and the wealth of possibility is hard
and frightening. How can we make it happen? What stops us making some of these things a reality?
How do we get there? The ways forward often seem ‘quirky’ and different, but it’s hard to fight against
falling back into the way an organisation has always done things or how we can make it fit into existing
structures. There comes a stage when you simply want to hand it all over to someone to ‘do" but the
‘real’ solutions don't work like that. You have to keep working on it together. It usually involves a bit
more effort, a few more connections, more people to persuade and cajole into looking at things differently.
It's tough and it’s often confusing.

Using the whole systems approach

EXCITED

The possibilities of a whole range of organisations pulling together to meet the same end whereas they
might normally be working in isolation on a small section of the population, when organisations work
together the relationships formed spill over into many of the sub-groups you are involved with and good
friendships can be developed. This excites me!!
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SURPRISED

By the range of organisations that were involved in the event and the range of members, ie. from
health/directors to volunteers. They all want to share the same vision so it begs the question why it is so
difficult to achieve. This doesn’t surprise me but the fact that people want it but don't achieve it does.

FRIGHTENED

By the theories that are used and whether I would be able to adapt these to my everyday work. The concept
of open space technology is all wery well but what happens if the main issue for discussion is left
untouched? At times I feel out of my depth but this could be down to not having a good initial
understanding of the whole systems concept.

COURAGE

Would be required to speak up, questioning theories and concepts being promoted and pointing out
limitations to the model. People seem very taken by the approach and perhaps it needs/begs to be
questioned as to its effective use of time or is it high-falutin bull-shit! I'm undecided.

DIFFERENT

From any approaches I have come across although in saying that I feel that concepts have been given
names which describe something that already exists. The difference with this approach is that everybody
seems committed to trying to make it succeed. If it does that . . .

Four thing’s I’ve got from this group

Taken away the feelings of isolation

Motivated, and moved forward

Provided me with new information, possibilities, ideas and knowledge
Made me appreciate the ways people can work together in a variety of ways

People sitting at individual tables with cappuccinos — like a café
Offers of help in carrying out a possibly difficult task

Laughter ideas and creativity

People exploring imaginative ways of working together

Practical knowledge

Practical knowing is knowing how to do something, demonstrated in a skill or competence.
It brings knowing to fruition in purposive deeds, and consummates them with its
autonomous celebration of excellent accomplishment.

Capturing this practical knowing is difficult. However, when people reflect on their experiences
of a programme or project through writing creatively about them, they can reveal to others and
themselves ways in which they have become skilled and competent and made contributions to
action — as the following examples indicate.

Using the whole system approach myself

Deciding to use self-organising groups. This felt like a big visk for lots of things. Personally — that
people would think that I wasn’t doing my job properly; that people would think that their time was
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wasted; that people would tun out of things to say before the end of the workshop; that
people would not ‘play’ or use it. Typing out the procedure for running self-organising groups and going
through it, using the mike so that everyone knew what to do next — and then going and sitting down and
letting the people at the workshop get on with it. The silence began slowly to be filled as people began
taking charge of their groups and didn’t walk out.

Sticking to the decision to use self-organising groups at the disastrous beginning when the room had not
been laid out properly and the speaker to introduce the paper did not arrive — and it worked, people used
it, were glad they'd gone and said they'd learned a lot. People were in themed tables, arranged o avoid
any major persondlity clashes. Would it work if that was not done or should tables be allocated?

My question now though is how to use this practice of organising participation in meetings to make
purposeful change, and still get everyone to join in with the approach.

How can we make it more routine to discuss issues/problems and arrive at change through participation?
How can the action group I convene use the approach more?

The march

One woman said, ‘I've never done anything like this before — do you think we’ll be on telly tonight”’
It reminded me of the demos of my twenties . . . for many of them it was a new and exciting experience.
We marched down Northumberland Street with the brass band playing at the front — some people singing
and linking arms as went. That sense of the strength of a large group of people with a common purpose
— probably not a frequent feeling for many of the older people who had come along — we felt strong (the
police had moved people out of the way as we marched along). This was an aftemoon for fun and making
Newcastle aware that older people need to be seen and don’t sit at home knitting with the cat.

Remembering

I remember a group event for the over 50s in June 1997. The start of many cycling days developing skills
health and fun. I remember Dec 1997 still going rain or cold there’s no stopping the people whe have
matured not grown old.

I remember older people becoming teachers of keep fit for others. Viewing their session with delight
getting a buzz out of what they had done and I might.

I remember a feeling of pride. Seeing the older people perform in front of Tyne Tees cameras. The training
course had done wonders for their self-esteem and the group had initiated and made this possible.

Presentational knowledge

Presentational knowing clothes our encounter with the world in the metaphors of aesthetic
creation. It draws on expressive and symbolic forms of imagery. It symbolises both our felt
attunement with the world and the primary meaning which it holds for us.

Creative writing is one approach to ‘presentational’ knowing which can be readily heard by others
and is durable for further re-readings and interpretations as evidence is taken into judgement-
making and action.
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Using the language of a newspaper cutting to describe the whole systems approach

In general, working with other agencies can often be a volatile business which descends into the brown
sulphurous dirt of competitiveness and misunderstanding. Meetings can seem like a crowd of people
gathering in a pungent dark crypt erying to decipher the Egyptian hieroglyphics that represent our individual
cultures. The whole systems approach, however, has more clarity and colour. Its strength is the sharing
and developing understanding of common nutty problems, indeed the drawing out and making visible
the amino acids that bind our work together.

Imagining my childhood hero/heroine attending a whole systems meeting

Mr Kinmond was a very intelligent, sporting and energetic teacher who simply loved people and who
oozed confidence. If he was at the whole systems event I can visualise him enthusiastically writing and
at the same time speaking his ideas at the blackboard (or flipchart). He would also be in his element
moving from group to group to encourage people and give advice on idea development and promote initiative.

Hayley Mills comes in, smartly dressed, full of confidence. She greets everyone like old friends.
She seems to need to have a quick chat with a few different people, fixing up meetings or sorting something
out. Hayley always seems to have a finger in so many pies. Throughout the meeting Hayley always
seems to have a pertinent point to make — she hrs so many good connections; she knows the right people
to talk to, shes in a position to influence things. We're always pleased when Hayley can make the meeting.
It’s not quite the same without her. She’s fun too — there’s always a good anecdote, so we have a laugh
and a bit of fun — event though it's a serious business.

Making value judgements

Creative, artistic and personal ways of generating evidence, in contrast to, say, the self-completion
of semi-structured questionnaires, highlight the ways in which evidence and judgement are, in
practice, integrated. When people write or act in passionate ways about their experiences, they
draw upon their own evidence but also imbue this with their value judgements. At this personal
level, evidence and judgement are inseparable.

Technical approaches to evaluation assume that the data, the measurements of outputs and
outcomes, reveal the truth and that there is no need for judgement-making. Pluralist approaches
reveal multiple perspectives, the many truths of practice, but leave the evaluation judgements
with the commissioner, manager or the evaluator. Our approach here is to explore ways of
placing the appraisal of evidence and the making of these judgements firmly with all those
engaged in the practices. This expands the responsibility for the evaluation and action to
include lay people and practitioners as well as managers and evaluators, both across and within
organisations. Stories and images are shared and debated, differences between articulated
experiences acknowledged. People engage in processes to seek to understand and to explain how
it is that they experience practices differently and how it is that they make different evaluative
judgements. Importantly, people question what has come to be thought of as true and opportunities
are made and grasped for alternative stories to be told and heard.

Evaluation and action

In both pluralistic and fourth generation approaches, the evaluator produces written reports to
be fed into the policy arenas. The relationship between the findings in the evaluation report and
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the action subsequently taken, informed by these findings, is assumed to be linear and rational
(Bulmer 1984). Our approach recognises evidence, judgement and action as three vital components
of evaluations which interact simultaneously. This approach to evaluation adopts a different
understanding of the relationship between ‘finished’ evaluation studies and policy decisions
informed by them. In our model, evaluation is emphasised as process rather than product,
evaluations are never ‘finished’ but are essential processes if organisations are to be open to
critical questioning and learning. Thus, rather than the policy arenas being the depository of
evaluation reports, policy is understood as produced through the myriad of practices that take
place in and between organisations and their users. Policies experienced are those produced
through multiple practices. Engaging in evaluative talk about ways in which these practices are
experienced, countering what may have become known in organisations as ‘the’ truth of these
practices and telling alternative stories has the effect of changing practices in dynamic and
ongoing ways (Fraser 1989). The practice of evaluation, of generating evidence and making
judgements is also about the practice of ever-changing practices and policies.

Through the experience of whole systems working, we discovered ways in which conversations
trigger actions. These took place between programme participants — managers and practitioners,
across and within organisations, and lay people. Likewise, evaluative conversations took place,
not just between the evaluator and the programme participants, but among all participants.
Change arising through these conversations develops organically as talk shapes understandings
and interventions.

We are developing ways in which the outputs of creative writing workshops may serve a
narrative role in written reports and participatory events similar to the role of conversations in

whole systems ways of working.
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Exercise 1

Object riddle

Purpose

This is a good first exercise, or ice-breaker, because it provides an offbeat way of introducing
group members to each other — using alternative identities. It is also an affirming
exercise that builds self-confidence in writing by producing something similar to a real
poem immediately, and thus helps demystify the process of writing from the beginning
of the workshop.

Method

Prepare an envelope full of strips of paper on which you have written the names of ordinary
objects — simple, concrete objects seem to work better. The ones I use include: a cup;
an egg; a chair; ink; a newspaper; a shoe; a pillow; a cigarette. In the workshop pass
the envelope around and let participants blindly choose a strip of paper. Each participant
must become the object written on their strip of paper. (‘You are the object you've
picked.’) Writing in first person (‘] am’), participants describe themselves in four to
seven sentences, without mentioning the name of the object. They try to fool the group,
but they must be truthful. Then the riddles are read out, and group members try to guess
the object’s identity.

Remind participants how traditional riddles are written. In a traditional “‘What am [?
riddle, the hidden object is described by both what it is like (what it resembles), and
what it is not like. What it does, and what it cannot do. Participants might want to
vary the beginning of their sentences, so that each sentence doesn’t always start with

the pronoun [.

10 minutes’ writing time.

Variations

The object names in the envelope can be tailored to address group needs and specific
issues. For example, at a workshop exploring conventional views of old age, some of the
object names in the envelope included: a photo album; a bus pass; a cardigan; slippers;
a hearing aid; a walking stick. It is not always important to have as many objects as
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there are group members. You can have duplicates because sometimes it is interesting to

have more than one participant describe the same object.

Development

The object riddles can be developed into non-rhyming poems by introducing the idea
of line breaks (see Exercise 6). The resulting poem can then be given a title. (Don’t use
the name of the object as the title, giving away the riddle. Use a word or phrase from
the body of the poem.)

@ 10 minutes to develop a ten-syllable-per-line poem from a riddle.

Examples

Object chosen by participant: An armchair.

| give & little fov your comfort

My Erout is your behind

Whew 'm wovking you've vesting

'm wot havd and vigid

But soft and giving

So velax anad fovget that I'm suppovting you.

Developed into a free verse poem:

GIVING

| give a little for your combort. My
Frowt is your behind. When | am wovking
You ave vesting. | am not havd ana
Rigid. But soft and giving. So velax
Anad fovget that | am supporting you.

Object chosen by participant: A bus pass (for a workshop exploring conventional
view of old age).

| am your passpovt to the wovlad
But my use is vestvicted
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So you ave vestvicted
Tl | can emerge from wmy plastic
And set you fvee in the worla.

Developed into a free verse poem:

RESTRICTED?
I am your passport to the wovld, but wmy

Use is vestricted, so you ave vestricted
Tl | canm emevge from wmy plastic to
Set you fvee into the wovld.
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Exercise 2

Character riddle

Purpose

These riddles can be very effective when developing a workshop theme. They allow
participants to role-play and try out another person’s point of view. They spark discussion
and help break down some conventional boundaries and preconceptions.

Method

Use character riddles after a group has done object riddles, so that they are already familiar
with the technique. This is a good example of how to progress from one exercise to
another. (Many of the exercises in this workbook can be related and used together to
build towards a more complete exploration of a theme or issue.)

Proceed as in Exercise 1, except participants here choose characters (relating to a
theme) rather than objects. For example, on the theme of “Team Meetings’, the characters
| devised were: someone at their first team meeting; someone with an important issue
to raise at a team meeting; someone who always comes late to team meetings; someone
who'’s bored at a team meeting; someone who never has anything to say at a team
meeting; someone who talks too much at a team meeting; someone who disagrees
with everyone else; someone who has difficulty getting his/her point across.

Participants become the character they've picked out of the envelope and describe
themselves, in four to seven sentences, in the first person, while hiding their identity.
The riddles are read around and the group tries to guess the type of person described in each.

@ 10 minutes for writing.

Example

Character chosen by participant: A person who is always late for meetings.

| always look embavrassed

When | come in evevyone looks at me
| wever sit wheve | want

My coffee is cold

| always wmiss something.
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Exercise 3

ABCs

Purpose

This exercise can give a shape to memory or experience by focusing on a single concrete
image. Participants feel they can risk exploring emotions because the boundaries are so
clearly defined. Sharing experiences and learning about each other in this way enhance
group processes, while encouraging participants to express their individuality.

Method

Give out any three consecutive letters of the alphabet. For each letter ask participants
to come up with a few images, objects, food, people’s names, or place names that begin
with that given letter and are related to a particular topic. Topics [ have used include:
my childhood; my first job; my current job. After reading around their associations for
each of the three given letters, so that the whole group can share in one another’s
process, ask participants to develop one association in a paragraph of prose. This paragraph
is then read out.

5 minutes to list images associated with the given letters. 10 minutes to develop

a prose paragraph associated with a single image.

Development

The prose produced can be successfully developed into haiku (see Exercise 7) or
cinquains (see Exercise 8). Both these poetry forms further focus a piece of writing.
Haiku seem more profound, cinquains more light-hearted. Having already produced a
shaped piece of prose, participants can now produce a poem with the same material.
The writing process is demystified and participants gain confidence in their ability to
access and develop raw material for stories and poems. There is also the opportunity for
participants to share emotional writing with each other that is safe because it is structured.

10 minutes to write either a haiku or cinquain.
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Examples

Topic: My childhood

Letters: AB C

A: asthwma, Mys Ashburton, Alex
B: Bavvy, Blyth Gramwmar School, veev, Beatles
C: Covtina, custard, coal five

A is Pov asthma. | suffeved rom asthma as a child. I+ was
a veal thing squeezing the breath out of wme. It came and
weut like a hunting animal and | was Prightened of it.

The asthma took Lorm at night. It came as a big cat inte
my voow, slowly civcling then pouncing at wme. lts claws
slashing at wmy body. other wights it became a lowg swake.
Not & Past spitting suake with fangs and poison but a sly,
slitheving, strong one that used its strength amnd lewgth to
cvush the breath out of me. Doctors said these weve
hallucinations caused by lack of oxygen, but | knew better.

Topic: My work

A: application fovms, ashivays, auxiety, assiguments
B: break, beds, bveakfast
C: coflee, chavt, computer

C is fov cobfee. The only thing that unites us. We all
gather vound the cobfee machine at some time Auving
the Aay. It provides chat and velief and wavwmth. wWhen
othev things ave £alling apart | kunow the cobfee will be
hot amd someone will be theve. I£ not, | cam always pevsuade
someone else to shave a coffee and that provides a

captive audience fov my troubles. l've often beew someone
else’s captive aundience too.
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Exercise 4

Rant and rave

Purpose

This is an evaluative exercise which allows participants to let off steam in an offbeat
way, while experiencing the different sides of an argument.

Method

Give out catds that say either ‘rant’ or ‘rave’. Half the group responds positively to a
given topic (no matter how they really feel), the other half negatively. Ask participants
to write as they would speak. Repeat the exercise allowing participants to switch roles.
Read around. Notice how much of the individual participant’s own voice comes
through. The results are often great for starting discussions.

@ 10 minutes for each rant or rave.

Development

These ‘rants and raves’ can be successfully developed into haiku (see Exercise 7) or
cinquains (see Exercise 8), turning the prose into brief, pithy poems. The results often
sound delightfully profound.

@ 10 minutes to write either a haiku or cinquain.

Examples

A rant on user involvement

They've never grateful that's what gets me. | tvy, | Ao
everything | can amd wove but is theve any gratitude?
Of couvse uot. It's all meetings and feedvack which is
always critical like, “You shoulAn’t patvonise us’, as if |
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inteud to. IH's havd explaining complicated issues u

undevstandable language so it can sound patvounising.

Does anyoue see that? No, it's always criticisw. 1€ 1'm
Aoing six other things all | get is, ‘You should make Fime
Pov me’. | call that selbish as I'm Aoing things fov othev
people but that's wever vecoguised. | never feel valued.
You all think i's great being avle to slag me off but you've
veally giving ammuuition to those who want o make things
wovse. What avout being coustructive? It wever happens.

The paragraph of prose is then developed into haiku. First the participant
underlines a favourite or interesting line, then translates it into a haiku.

EXPLAINING

I+'s havd explaining
issues, so | sometrimes
sound patvouising.
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Exercise 5

Speaking directly

Purpose

To give participants a focused voice and help them ‘energise’ their writing by writing as
they speak. This exercise allows participants to communicate their thoughts in a new

way.

Method

Write an eight-line, non-rhyming poem addressing each line to someone (the same person)
on a given topic. (It is sometimes better for the facilitator to avoid the word ‘poem’, and
simply ask participants to write an eight-line piece.)

The whole group writes on the same topic. In a workshop I ran, I selected as a topic
‘The value of older people in society’, and asked participants to address each line of their
piece to a teenager they knew. (The facilitator has to provide the topic, as well as the
type of person addressed, who should be related to the topic. Participants think of a
particular person to fit the bill.) Each line of the poem must start with that person’s
name and say something to that person about the topic. Each line should be a sentence
in length, rather than run on to a paragraph. Read out the results.

10 minutes for writing.

Development

These poems can be developed by attempting another version in which the name at the
beginning of each line is deleted. Then line breaks can be determined using ten syllables
(approximately) per line (see Exercise 6). A title should be found.

It is surprising how the simple use of a name (addressing your thoughts to someone in
particular) focuses writing. Often when the name is taken away, the results remain
strong and direct, but become more universal. It is important to remember, however,
that participants need the name in the first place. The results of this exercise will probably
be something you would never have got if you had asked participants to comment, for
instance, on ‘The value of older people in society’.
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@ 10 minutes

Examples

Topic: Advice I'd like to give.

Person addressed: My boss.

Lisa, we like you

Lisa, you've ouv boss

Lisa, we weed to grumble

Lisa, iH's wot all pevsonal

Lisa, you should concentrate oun your jov
Lisa, don't tvy to Ao ouvs

Lisa, we weed some space

Lisa, we like you

The piece is then developed into a free verse poem (approximately ten syllables a
line, although in this case, the writer thought the first and last lines should be shorter),
with the addressee’s name removed and a title selected.

MY BOSS

I like you

even though you've my boss. | need to grumble,
I+'s wothing pevsonal. Just Ao your job.

Not wmine. | need some space. But Lisa,

I like you.
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Exercise 6

Free verse

Purpose

To develop into a finished poem material from a previous exercise, such as prose
fragments, especially lists, groups of sentences, or something that is nearly a poem.
This exercise gives participants a sense of accomplishment and confidence in a growing
ability to produce finished writing.

Method

Finishing or refining a piece of writing is often a nice thing to do at the end of a workshop.
Ask participants to choose an exercise they have done that they would like to develop
into free verse. Because it does not rhyme, free verse uses a system called ‘iambic
pentameter’ to determine where to end one line and start another. For our purposes
here, this simply means counting ten syllables a line. Ask participants to set out their
poems in approximately ten syllables per line. (Ten syllables is said to resemble the
thythm of spoken English.) It may be necessary to demonstrate how to count syllables.
If the measure of ten syllables ends the line in an awkward place, it is OK to try between
nine and thirteen syllables.

Counting syllables in this way makes a poem flow and avoids the problem of producing
something that resembles a list because each line is a sentence. When you count syllables,

sentences can go over line breaks.

After a new draft is produced, ask participants to give their poem a title: choosing a
word or phrase from the body of the poem is often a good idea. The results are read out.

15 minutes to develop a prose fragment into a ten-syllable-per-line poem, and
to find a title.

Example

For an example of free verse see Exercise 1 (page 21) or Exercise 5 (page 29).
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Exercise 7

Haiku

Purpose

To develop work from a previous exercise, turning prose fragments into poetry, or finding
a poem within a paragraph of prose. The haiku form, in particular, has the ability to
isolate an idea or thought and make it resonate with meaning. The results are often very
powerful, enigmatic and profound. There is a real sense of discovery in finding a gem of
a poem in a block of prose. This gives the participant a sense of accomplishment and
confidence in a growing ability to produce finished writing.

Method

Finishing or refining a piece of writing is often a nice thing to do at the end of a workshop.
Ask participants to choose an exercise they have done that they would like to develop
into haiku. Haiku is a very short Japanese syllabic poem consisting of three lines:

¢ the first line has five syllables
¢ the second line has seven syllables
¢ the third line has five syllables.

[t may be necessary to demonstrate how to count syllables. Because haiku is so short,

participants could be asked to first underline their favourite sentence in a piece of prose
and then translate that into haiku. The results are read out.

@ 10 minutes.

Example

For an example of haiku see Exercise 4 (page 27).
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Exercise 8

Cinquain

Purpose

To develop work from a previous exercise, turning prose fragments into poetry, ot finding
a poem within a paragraph of prose.

Method

Finishing or refining a piece of writing is often a nice thing to do at the end of a workshop.
Ask participants to choose an exercise they have done that they would like to develop
into a cinquain. A cinquain is a five-line, syllabic poem:

* the first line has two syllables

¢ the second line has four syllables

* the third line has six syllables

¢ the fourth line has eight syllables

® the fifth line has two syllables again.

[t may be necessary to demonstrate how to count syllables.

Because of its ‘rounded’ form, the cinquain can often sound light-hearted. A long
sentence (or two consecutive sentences) of prose often translates best into a cinquain.
Ask participants to first underline their favourite sentence in a piece of prose and then
translate that into a cinquain. The results are read out. (If the group has also done haiku,
notice how the results feel very different.)

@ 10 minutes.

Example

For an example of a cinquain see Exercise 28 (page 79).
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Exercise 9

Lists

Purpose

A list provides participants with an easy and accessible format to respond to a variety of
topics. Because of its immediacy, this is a good beginning exercise or ice-breaker.

Method

Ask participants to construct a variety of lists, consisting of four items on each list,
describing themselves. For example: four things love; four things I hate; four things
I’ve seen; four things I’ve never seen. (It is often interesting to construct two lists
simultaneously that are opposites.)

The only requirement here is that the items remain in concise list form (i.e. are not
connected) and that the responses are concrete rather than abstract. Abstract nouns
should be avoided. For instance, under ‘four things I love’, rather than listing ‘happiness,
peace, equality, a challenge’, try to find concrete, specific images for these abstract
states. Happiness might be ‘walking my dog on a cold dry evening’, for example.
Lists can also mix in small idiosyncratic likes (e.g. ‘T love the fizz in fizzy drinks’), with
deeper responses. The best lists are varied. [tems listed should be sentence-length, rather
than a single word, because it is often easier to communicate a specific image with a phrase,
or something longer. Read out the results. If the participants already know one another, the
facilitator can read out the lists and group members can guess who wrote each list.

5 minutes per list (8 minutes per paired lists).

Variations

For another good ice-breaker, ask participants to list ‘four things you do outside your
working or professional lives’.

When I asked a group that had been meeting together professionally for some time to
do this exercise, they discovered surprising similarities in hobbies and interests they had
never known about at all. This was a major factor in developing group cohesion.
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Another variation is to construct a list that evaluates an issue that is important to the
group. By altering the list title you can retrieve feelings and evaluative responses on a
variety of issues. Some of the list titles [ have used that have successfully tackled issues
that have been of concern to particular groups include: ‘four pieces of advice you'd give
someone joining this organisation’; ‘four things 'm sick and tired of at work’; ‘four ways in
which my job has influenced the rest of my life’; four things I often feel at a team meeting’.

My only reservation here would be to limit the number of lists you ask participants to write
in a single workshop, and also to limit the number of items on each list. My experience
has been that this exercise can be tiring, or perhaps numbing, and although the first
couple of lists are often inspired, list-fatigue soon sets in.

Development

You can expand this exercise by asking participants to develop one of the items on their
list as the title of a short piece of prose.

List-making is connected to poetry. Before or after doing this exercise, you can hand out
a poem based on a list (and there are many). I'd suggest ‘Warning’ by Jenny Joseph,* or
‘He Loved Three Things' by Anna Akhmatova.**

It is interesting and enabling for people to see how something as simple as a list can be

transformed into a poem.

Examples

Topic: Four things 1 love about work

Laughing ovev coffee in the wmorning

Closing & case

An empty in-tvay

A case coubevence ending with evervyoune feeling positive

Topic: Four things 1 hate about work

Divty coflee cups on my desk

Being shouted at with hostility

Too little time

Move to do at the eud of the day thau at the begiuning

* The Bloodaxe Book of Contemporary Women Poets, edited by Jeni Couzyn, Bloodaxe
** Anna Akhmatova, Selected Poems, Bloodaxe
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Topic: Four things I've seen

The suu setting into the Pacific
A viot

My sou playing with a fish

The Book of the Novth
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Exercise 10

Autobiography

Purpose

An ice-breaker and an alternative way for participants to introduce themselves, this
exercise also gives them a brief taste of reading out loud, because they are only reading
a single sentence.

Method

Ask participants to write the first sentence of their autobiography. Read out.

@ 5 minutes, or less.

Example

I was bovru in & blizzavA,

CREATIVE WRITING @




Exercise 11

Ambitions

Purpose

This exercise encourages participants to express and communicate a wish or desire.
It introduces a method of thinking with a pen, of digging deeper by using a writing
technique based on interviewing.

Method

Ask participants to list four ambitions (small or large). Read out. Then choose one
ambition and probe it by asking it four questions (i.e. by interviewing it). Ask partici-
pants to read out the ambition selected and the four questions they have asked.

5 minutes for writing the first list.
5 minutes to question one item on the first list.
Development

Participants choose their favourite question and use it as the recurring line in a triolet.
A triolet is a simple, non-rthyming poem based on recurrence (see Exercise 15).

The repeated line often creates a wistful or emotional piece of writing from unlikely
subject matter.

Example

Four ambitions:

| To ve independent
2 To have a jov

3 To be avle to help other pecple rather thau ve helpea

4 To have a holiday
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Questions to ambition 1 ‘To be independent”:

e What would | Ao if | weve independent?
o Could | go to China?

¢ Is independence wecessavy to be happy?
o Why is independeunce so important?

Triolet: Repeated line: ‘Is independence necessary to be happy?’

Is independence necessary to ve happy?
| Adow’t kwow
But I'A like to finad out

Is independence nwecessary to ve happy?
'm wot happy being Aependent
So | can ouly tvy it aud see

Is independence necessary to be happy?
| Aon't kwnow
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Exercise 12

Remembering the present

Purpose

This exercise gives participants a sense of distance, a perspective, on current issues,
circumstances, concerns and problems.

Method

For each word or phrase you read out loud, ask participants to write three sentences
remembering the previous year (or the previous few months) as if it were from a distance
of ten (or twenty) years. The first sentence must begin with the phrase ‘I remember ...’

Participants should try to record a specific memory as each prompting word or phrase is
read out by the facilitator. Then the next word or phrase is given. Six to eight words or
phrases are optimal.

This is a guided exercise. The facilitator gives the prompting word or phrase and the
participants respond immediately. When everyone has finished writing, or time is up,
the facilitator goes on to the next word or phrase. The given words, or phrases, depend
on the aims of the workshop. Phrases | have recently used include: ‘I remember ... : a team
meeting; the time [ was late; a conflict; my desk; a letter; a laughing man; an insight'.

After all the words have been given, one participant is asked to choose his/her favourite
response and read that. Then each participant, in turn, reads his/her response to that
particular word. After that, another participant is asked to read his/her favourite response,
and again, each participant, in turn, reads his/her response to that word, and so on.

@ 2-3 minutes per word.

Example

Key phrases: team meeting; the time I was late; a conflict at work; my desk.

| remember a team meeting that took Lovever., Evevyowe
seemed afraid to veach any conclusion so we wewt ou
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oamd on. In the ena nwothing was vesolved and | canvot
even vemember what the provlem was.

| remember the time | was late for a warad vouuAd.
Of course everyone locked as | slid thvough the Acor.
My heart pounded as | anticipated the savcastic
comments to come.

| vemember a conblict at work. It began as a misumderstanding
avout who should Ao what and ended up with people
vefusing to speak to oue another. Someone should have
knocked our heads together.

| remember my desk being tidy owe Aday. I'A veally wovked
havd cleaning it before | went on holiday. | felt uneasy
with the absence of chaos.
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Exercise 13

Guided fantasy

Purpose

This is an experiential exercise that allows participants to evaluate, assess, make choices
and communicate likes and dislikes in a new way.

Method

The facilitator speaks to the participants asking them to close their eyes and imagine a
house. This fantasy is scripted and the facilitator might want to say something like: ‘You
are visiting in your mind a house you would like to live in, a house where you would feel
happy and comfortable. Take a moment and think about it.” Now give participants a
minute to think and imagine. As you ask each question, participants respond with a
sentence or two of prose rather than a single word.

Where is this house? (Give participants a few moments to write after each question.)

Imagine you're there right now. As you approach, you take in the surroundings.
What's around the house?

* You're walking up to the front door. You notice a detail about the outside of the house
and pause for a moment to concentrate on it. What is it?

Now you're moving right up close to the door. You take a key out to unlock it. As the
door opens, you're conscious of a smell in the house. Describe it.

You enter the house and make your way to the kitchen. Someone’s in the kitchen.
Who is it? And what are they doing?

* That person asks you a question. What's the question?

Then that person gives you something surprising. What is it? (Remind participants to
write in whole sentences.)

As you're leaving the room, you see an object on the kitchen table that’s well known
to you. Describe it.
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* You tour the rest of the house you wish you lived in. In the sitting room you notice
the view through the window. Describe the view.

¢ Standing in the middle of your favourite room, you begin to imagine something
special or important that could happen here. What?

¢ When it’s time to leave, how do you feel? Explain.

@ 2-3 minutes per question.

Variations

Depending on the aims of the workshop, you can design your own guided fantasy about
a place, using the questions above as a model. You could ask participants to fantasise
about the office, day centre, meeting room, or any other facility they wish they had.
Or the kind of community or neighbourhood they wish they lived in.

Example

Theme: The day centre | wish 1 attended.

¢ Where is the day centre?

The Aay ceutre is in the middle of town so theve ave
othev places to 9o if | get boved.

* Imagine you're there right now, as you approach you take in the surroundings.
What's around the day centre?

The centre is survounded by other builldiungs. It is on a
busy voad so cars and buses pass by. Of couvse theve
ave vawmps evevywheve so | have wo problem approaching.

* You're going up to the front entrance. You notice a detail about the outside of
the day centre and pause for a moment to concentrate on it. What is it?

The sigu. Theve's always a sign that wmavks this place
as somewhere special. Just a name would be vest, not o
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social sevvices logo ov, even wovse, wovds identifying this
as o place for the AisavleAd.

* Now you're moving right up close to the door. You open the door, as it opens
you're conscious of a smell in the day centre. Describe it.

The smell isn't tustitutional. It smells like freshly
brewed coffee.

* You enter the day centre and make your way to the kitchen. Someone’s in the
kitchen. Who is it? And what are they doing?

Stafl. They've cheeviul, making coflee, tea and toast.
They kwow my name and make jokes. They even laungh
at my jokes.

* That person asks you a question. What's the question?

‘How ave you today? Theu they'll listen to wmy veply.

* Then that person gives you something surprising. What is it?

She gives wme a plaunt. Plants should ve everywheve
heve. This plaut vibrates with life and gveeuness.
I hawve to Adecide wheve i+ will live.

* As you're leaving the room you see an object on the kitchen table that's well
known to you. Describe it.

A huge teapot. This teapot is made of metal ana is Aull
with ovevuse. It cam produce ewough tea for twenty people.
The teapot provides combort, talk and pleasuve. I+ tells
the time as it always appears at | |lam and 3pwm.
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* You tour the rest of the day centre you wish you attended. In the lounge you
notice the view from the window. Describe the view.

Things ave happening in the veal world. The view is
intevesting to look at. People shop, vush, look at their
watch waiting for semeone who's late. Cavs tvy to huvvy
vut have to cvawl, their dvivers wishing they’'d walked.
Sometimes people look in heve but quickly turn away
embarrassed as they realise what they've locking at.

* Standing in the middle of your favourite room, you begin to imagine something
special or important that could happen here. What is it?

l'w talking to my key worker about leaving. | might have
a job. She's advising caution, telling me that | can come
vack if things Aot work out. I'm impatient and just
wamt to go, although part of me wants to stay in the
combort amnd security of this place.

¢ When it's time to leave, how do you feel? Explain.

I'm pleased to be back in the wovld again but | know
theve will be problems. Theve ave so many things |
camvot Ao that | sometimes Porget the things | can Ao.
| vemember that I'll be back in twe Aays.
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Exercise 14

Letter writing

Purpose

A problem-solving exercise that also allows participants to give vent to some negative
feelings towards, complaints about, or uneasiness with the workplace and/or services.
This exercise was first devised for a workshop for older users of a service who were often
reticent and unwilling to evaluate the service. The format of letter-writing seems very
accessible because it is familiar to people who have no experience with other forms
of writing.

Method

Ask participants to write a brief letter to a friend or relation (not an agony aunt) asking
advice on a problem (large or small) at work, in the community, with a service, with
neighbours, etc. (The facilitator must tailor this exercise to the needs of the group and
the issues that concern them.) Without letting on what is coming, be sure to ask
participants to try to write legibly.

The finished letters are collected and handed out again at random, making sure that
none of the participants gets back the letter they wrote.

Everyone must now answer the letter they have been randomly given as if they were
the person it was addressed to, and offer the required advice.

When reading out, each participants reads both the letter they received and the
answer given.

10 minutes to write the first letter.
10 minutes to write the answer.

(This exercise usually prompts a lot of discussion and I would advise facilitators to leave
plenty of time around it. In addition, the letters produced are often longer than the writing
that’s usually done in these workshops, and every participant must read two letters out,
s0 a lot of time must be allocated for reading out loud.)
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Example

Topic: Day care.
The letter | received:

Dear Mavy,

I am writing to ask your advice about a little provlewm I'm
having with the day centre. As you know, mum goes theve
Lor two Aays each week. It's a veal blessing to me as |
know she’s safe and the stalf ave all lovely. she goes

at half past wine in the morning and is brought howme at
avout hall past three in the afternwoon. That gives wme
plenty of time to clean up, get the shopping and sometimes
to sit with my feet up for half an houv!

I kmow mum’s happy amd well caved for wheu she's at the
cewtve. The ounly provlem is that wheun she's brought home
she’s usually wet. She wears incontinence pads and
they've soaked through and wet all her clothes. | have to
chawnge her as soom as she comes home and that sometimes
puts hev in o foul mooA for the evening. I1£ her pad was
changed vefove she left the ceutve theu the eveuning
would be so much easiev.

My problewm is should | say anything. | don't want the
stalf to think I'm ungvateful and | Ao know they all wovk
very havd aud dow't have much time. | don't want them
to think of me as someone who makes a mountain out of a
wolehill. I'm also a little wovvied that some of thewm wmight
take agaivst muwm if they think I've complained and
made a fuss. So what Ao you think dear? l'm getting
auite wovked up thinking avout this.

Love,

Awn
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My reply:
Deav Auw,

Of course you should speak to the stall avout this. Your
mum shouldn’t be wet aund you shouldw'+ have to chawnge
hev as soon as she gets home. The ouly veal questions ave
who to speak to and how to bring this up.

Has your mum got a special member of stall who looks
after hev? Is theve someone at the centve you feel you
can talk +o7 Do you know the manager? You have t+o ask
yoursel® these questions aud thew decide who is the best
pevson to speak to. It would be better if it was someone
who knows your muwm so hev key wovker would be o 9ooA
choice. However, you must decide who you'd be wost
combortable speaking to.

The next question is how to bring this up. | Hhink you could
start with & geneval question avout hev incoutivevce.

Ask something like, 'Is my wmum wet o lot of the tme?’

The answer you get cam help you bring up your concevw,
You could say you've concevned vecause she’s always wet
whew she gets howme. Ask if they know that alveady and if
theve's anything they can Ao avout it. | +hink you cam ask
these questions without being coubvontational. Whatever
happens Adou’t ve put ofL. You kuow theve’s something that
Can be done. They could change your mum’s pad velfove
she leaves. I1£ the pevsoun you speak to doesu’t suggest that
thew you'll have to. I1£ you've uot happy with the auswer
you get theun you should see the wmanager. | Ao think
though that a litte prompting fvom you will help amnd that
this problem can easily ve vesolvea. Remewmbver, vou've
vight heve. she shouldn't ve coming home wet.

Let me know what happens and good luck.
Love,

Mavy
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Exercise 15

Triolet

Purpose

Like haiku and cinquains, a triolet is a poetry form that does not depend on rhyming.
Unlike haiku and cinquains, however, a triolet is not based on counting syllables, but
on recurrent lines. The results are like a song (the recurring lines often sound very
poignant) so that translating another piece of writing into this form is a satisfying exercise.
The form itself is easy to complete and gives participants a sense of accomplishment.
It is also a good way to extend any exercise you want to probe deeper.

Method

A triolet is an eight-line unrhyming poem. The first line reoccurs as the fourth and
seventh line. Filling in the blanks, you must make up the rest of the lines. The second
line reoccurs as the eighth line. (I'd suggest you photocopy and give out this model to
participants.)

Ask participants to choose a short sentence from the writing they've already done.

Use this sentence as the recurring line.

Lt (Repeat as line 4 and 7)
ettt e e e e (Repeat as line 8)
Bt
Qoo (Same as line 1)
ettt

Brrreeetrersee et
et (Same as line 1)

< SO OUUTUUU SOOI ORI (Same as line 2)
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Read around.

10 minutes’ writing time. (Leave extra time to choose sentences and explain
technique.)

Variations

A question works well as the recurring line. You might use an interview technique (see
Exercise 11) to provide a question, or simply suggest participants ask themselves a single
question about the issues in a particular piece of writing they have already done.
This allows the writer to extend a particular idea by probing into it more deeply.

Example

For an example of a triolet, see Exercise 11 (page 38).
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Exercise 16

Alliteration

Purpose

This is a useful exercise for developing a workshop theme, or evaluating an issue. I have
been told by participants that this exercise is especially good for discovering and developing
ideas and views they might not have known they held, or for finding new slants on
familiar issues. While concentrating on restrictive rules and instructions, participants
may find themselves taking more risks with the content.

Method

Alliteration is the repetition of initial sounds (first letters) in adjacent words. Decide on
the letter you want repeated. The whole group should use the same letter. (For this
exercise participants might like to see a photocopied example.) Ask participants to write
a long alliterative sentence of their own, using as many words as possible beginning with
the given letter on the same (given) topic. The topic should be based on issues or
processes you want to examine in the workshop. (‘Coming out of hospital’ and ‘Weekly
team meetings’ are examples of two topics I have used successfully in workshops.)
The results are then read aloud so that everyone can check they've got the hang of
alliteration. Two more letters are offered, one at a time, and participants continue to
produce alliterative sentences on the same topic. The topic does not change, only the
letter. Then all three sentences are read out in a final read-around.

@ 5 minutes per sentence writing time.

Example

Topic: Team meetings.
Repeated letters: A, B, C.

A

A wmeeting always avvives at the wmost awful tHme when |
have at least ten absslutely urgent things to Ao anad
again | avgue as I'm frustrated.
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B

‘Better be ou wmy best behaviour,” | +hink, because my
beastly vemarks ave taken seviously by both my vest
friends heve.

C

Cannot we call a vote vather that coolly cveate wove
creaking Aiscussion that ceased being creative a long
tHwme ago?
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Exercise 17

Ordinary objects

Purpose

This exercise might be particularly successful with a diverse group of participants, perhaps
users and workers, as some of the aims are related to imagining another’s point of view

and democratising a group.

Method

Describe an ordinary object (it is often good to actually produce the object) from the
point of view of a person very different from yourself. This new identity is randomly chosen
from an envelope containing strips of paper on which identities are written. (Some ideas
[ have used that have worked well, depending on the organisation and the goals of the
workshop, include: a child; a teenager; a bind person; a homeless person; an unemployed
person; a retired person; an older person; a social worker; a GP.) With this exercise it
is not usually necessary to have as many identities in the envelope as group members: it
is good to duplicate the identities in the envelope so that you get different participants
with the same identity. As you read around, the group may want to try to guess the

assumed identity of the writer.

@ 10 minutes to produce the paragraph of prose.

Example

Object: A bathtub

Identity: A homeless person

A bath in my Aveawms is filled with sweet smelling foam.
I+ waits my pleasuve as | can decide when to take it

I+ is hot and steamy and cleans my caves as well as wmy
vody. The bath is loug with a space for a vadio to play
wmusic that helps the bath provide velaxation. The bath
Aoes not huvvy me but tells me to take as lowg as | like.
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The bath smells so sweet, like Spring, amd impavts that
swmell tuto my soul. My dveam slams shut as the attendant
shouts at me for taking too loug. ‘Dow’t you know, theve's
twenty others for o bath this morning?’
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Exercise 18

Headlines

Purpose

Evaluating a familiar issue or situation in a new way.

Method

Make up a newspaper-type headline that refers to issues surrounding work, or workshop
themes. ““I will not be a burden,” cries Newcastle pensioner’, for example. Ask participants
to write a short newspaper article that goes with the headline. (For something more
challenging you could give them a precise word count, 25 words for example.)
Read around.

@ 10-15 minutes’ writing time.

Example

Given headline: ‘Social services team sorts itself out’.

Yesterday the infamous Avea ¢ Social Sevvices team
Aecided ewough was enough. They gatheved together in
secvet to Aevise a plaw that would end the feuding ‘once
oand Pov all! Teawm leader, Pauline Crust, said: “The whole
team wants to change amd | inkend making suve i+ does.’
A spokespevson for the vebels (unnamed) commented:

‘Ms Crust can ouly cavvy out hev plan with ouv assistance.
We wamt havmony as much as anyoune else but we have
Aemands that must be met befove any progress cau be

made.

Analysts later fovecast ‘teavs befove laughter’ at Avea €.
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Exercise 19

Name acrostic

Purpose

This exercise is a good ice-breaker, and a unique way for the participants to introduce
themselves, while experiencing creative writing for the first time. An acrostic must be
done according to detailed directions, but the results are startling.

Method

Ask participants to write the letters of their first name down the left-hand side of a piece
of paper. (If their name is very short, they can use a middle name or a last name as well.)
Each line of the acrostic has to begin with the appropriate letter and say something
about the participant in question. The whole acrostic can be one sentence, but each line
should not start a new sentence. The name written down the left-hand side of the paper
should not be repeated in the acrostic, but it can be the title.

The way to begin is to write a short paragraph about yourself, then as if you were doing
a puzzle, or a brain teaser, try to fit the sentences in your paragraph into the acrostic
form. The results are read out as each member introduces himself or herself.

10 minutes.

Variations

You can ask participants to construct an acrostic poem using any word or phrase thart is

relevant to the group, or the focus of your workshop. Everyone gets the same word.
The results are read out loud.

Any exercise in this workbook can be extended by asking the participant to find a word
or short phrase in a piece they have written that seems important to them. (Or ask them
to choose a title for a piece they have written.) Using that word, or phrase, or title as the
basis for an acrostic poem, they complete the extended exercise. The results are read out.
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Example

Name acrostic

To construct a name acrostic, begin by writing a short paragraph about yourself:

‘My nawme is Phil and I'm a social worker. I'm mavvied with
two childven: & boy, 13, and a givl, 1. I usually enjoy wmy
work but it cau get a bit frustrating. | ewjoy spovt. | play
Pootball, squash and teunis. | like the way physical activity
gets vid of my Brustvatious. | also ewjoy gavdeuing, going to
the cinewma and going to sunuy places for a holiday.’

Translate your paragraph into acrostic form, trying to avoid a sentence per line:

PHILIP

Playing Pootvall, squash and tewnwis

Havdly leaves time £or wovk.

| enjoy spovt. |

Like the way

It gets vid of my Frustratiow.

Pevhaps making me a better social wovkev.

Object acrostic

Although you're not supposed to mention your name in the name acrostic,
participants found it impossible not to mention the object name in the object acrostic.

Topic: My desk.

Descriptive paragraph:

Y like evevything ow my desk to be vevy nweat aund tidy.

| Peel that | can owly think cleavly whew wmy Aesk is
ovdeved. Sometimes I'm anxious avout it. The ouly one
who can leave half ull cups of coblee on my Aesk, is wme.
Whew | get busy, my desk is a wmess.’
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Object acrostic:

MY DEsk

Messy Aesks ave something | hate.

You weed to have a tidy

Desk in ovder to think clearly.

Everything neat and tiay.

Sometimes I'm so anxious about weatuess, | coula
Kick wmysel,
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Exercise 20

Anagram

Purpose

To help participants articulate in prose, not only their needs, but their ‘what-if” wishes

around a given issue.

Method

Ask participants to write their full names (including middle names and maiden names)
on a piece of paper. Using some, not all, the letters in their name, they now create a new
name for themselves, changing gender if they wish. Read around immediately to hear
the different names. (Most participants can think of quite a few new names with the
letters available, in the time given. It is fun to hear them all, but a favourite must be
chosen in order to complete the exercise.)

It is interesting how a new name suggests a new identity. Participants are now asked to
describe, in a paragraph of prose, what this newly named character, this alter-ego, would
do that they cannot do, or feel constrained from doing.

Then, in a second paragraph of prose, participants are asked to consider this alter ego’s
relationship to an issue that needs evaluating by the group. For example, in a recent
workshop [ ran, participants were asked how this alter ego would respond to ‘Recent
changes in the setrvice they provide’.

Both paragraphs are read out together.

5 minutes for the construction of the anagram.
5 minutes to complete each paragraph.
15 minutes for the whole exercise.

Development

This exercise can be expanded into an acrostic. Ask participants to write an acrostic (see
Exercise 19) using the alter ego’s name and mentioning something about his/her character.
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Example

Real name: Paul Scott
Anagram: Pat Lout

* What this character would do that | cannot

I say what | think uulike that wimp Paul Scott. People
either love wme or hate me and fravkly | dow't cave
which. Everyoune is on edge at meetings in case | say
something awful. Sometimes | Ao, sometimes | Aow't,

It all Aepends on what weeds to be said. | hate the way
everyoue else says what they feel they ought to say
and wot what they veally think. Problems would nwever
be Aiscussed ov indeed solved if it weven't fov me.
Everyone would be too frightened of upsetting someone.
Why Ao they all take evevything so pevsonally?

* How this character would respond to: ‘Recent changes in the service’

What changes? I+ seewms to me that wo oue is Aoing amything i
Aiffevent. Of course, the Lorms we £ill in ave Ailleveut

and we coustantly make wmistakes vecause of that.

My point is that evevyoue’s attitude is the same. I£ we

asked those ou the veceiving ena of sur sevvices what they
thought, I'm sure they wouldw't have woticed amy choamge

to the sevvice they get. So I'll ask again, what changes?

Anagram acrostic

Pevlaps I'm too out spokewn. |
Al | Ao is
Talk plaiunly.

Look at the vest
of you.

Using polite wovds
To awvold tvouble.
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Exercise 21

Writing from the senses

Purpose

This exercise encourages thinking and communicating using similes. (A simile is a
figure of speech in which two dissimilar things are compared by the use of like or as).
Having to translate familiar thoughts, impressions, judgements and evaluations into this
new mode of expression yields surprising, hopefully insightful, results.

Method

Participants are asked to recall a specific event related to the theme or aims of the workshop.
(For example, I once asked a group to recall “The first whole systems meeting they
ever attended’. Later I asked them to recall ‘The best whole systems meeting they ever

attended’, then, ‘The worst’.)

Participants are then asked to record in a single complete sentence, for each of the

five senses:
1. What the meeting (or event) looked like ...

(Something that stands out that they saw, or a colour associated in their mind with the
meeting.) If participants cannot specifically recall anything of this nature, encourage
them to make something up that communicates, or captures, the atmosphere. This is a
very important point because this exercise is primarily about making similes. When using
a simile, we are comparing one thing with something else. What we lose in exactness, we
gain in emotional subjective content. In this exercise we are after emotional, not literal,
truth. For example, ‘At my first whole systems meeting, the light was as bright as
sunshine on snow’. It might be necessary to give this, or another example of a simile.

[ would recommend that participants read out after the first sentence is completed, so
that everyone can check they have got the hang of writing similes. After this, they can
complete the next four sentences without stopping to hear the results until the end.
Give out the directions, sentence by sentence, and wait while participants write down

their responses.

2. What the meeting sounded like ...
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(What could be heard at the meeting or event, any sounds other than voices that you
can recall, that you can associate with that meeting, or compare that meeting with.
For example, ‘It sounded like a gaggle of geese.’)

3. What the meeting felt like ...

(Physically, employing the sense of touch rather than what it felt like emotionally.)
4. What the meeting smelled like ...

5. What the meeting tasted like ...

(This one really has to be imagined.) ‘It tasted dry as days-old bread.’

6. And finally, the most memorable thing someone said to you on that occasion (or
might have said) in direct speech ...

Read out the results.

@ About 2 minutes per sentence. Watch as people write and introduce the next

sentence when they seem to have finished.

Example

Topic: The first whole systems meeting I ever attended.

. The wmeeting glowea like vadioactive waste
2. It sounded like the sea on a stovmy Aay

3. The wmeeting felt like a wet sponge

4. It smelled like grass abter vain

S. The wmeeting tasted like yestevday’s veheated take-
aAway cuvvy

¢. 'Sovvy, this must mean uothing to you. Can | explain
what's going on?’ (1 wish)
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Exercise 22

Job description

Purpose

Because of the indirect way in which it is constructed, this exercise allows participants
to make judgements and to complain with a vigour they might ordinarily shy away from.

Method

Ask participants to make a mental list of people in their lives they like, and people they
don't like. Choosing one person they like and one person they dislike, ask participants
to describe (in a paragraph of prose for each) a job in your organisation, field, community,
for the person they like, then a job for the person they dislike.

@ 10 minutes.

Example

My Erieud would have the job of organising outings for the
clieuts. She is a good ovganiser so wounld ve able to Ao the
job well. She would veally be appreciatred by everyone as
outings ave so popular; they vreak the boredowm for both
clieuts and stalbl. Everyone likes getting out, and the
stalff who Aow't 9o can get on with their wovk undisturbed.
This job would, of course, come with a budget that would
allow imaginative outings. My friend would go on thewm all
vut her vespousivility would have ended with the ovganisation
so she could simply enjoy the tvips.

The pevson | Aon’t like would have the job of Aay-to-Aay
management of the centve. She would have to eusuve we
haad enwough staff aund that they had what they need
to vun the ceuntre. She would deal with complaints ana
Ailficult cliewts. Her Aay would be spent tvying to make
ends meet without enwough vesouvces.
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Exercise 23

Diaries

Purpose

This exercise allows participants to put themselves in a different position, or try out a new
identity, and hopefully make discoveries of an insightful nature through sustained writing.
It is a flexible exercise and can be used to reflect many workshop aims and themes.

Method

Ask participants to write a diary entry, for a specific day, for someone else. Depending
on the nature of the group, a variety of identities can be selected from an envelope
containing labels with various identities, such as: an older person, a carer, a single
parent, a social worker, a disabled person, a GP. Workers can be asked to write entries
for users, and vice versa. In a workshop I led in Newcastle on ‘Images of older people
and their contribution to society’, [ asked a group of professionals to write a diary entry
for themselves for 11 September 2028 (when they would be older people themselves).

After choosing an identity, ask participants to begin this exercise by writing a list of
some things they imagine this person might do on a particular day. Then ask them to
pick the most interesting, or intriguing, thing on the list, and to begin their diary entry
(a few paragraphs of prose) with that, rather than beginning with waking up in the morning.

As in the riddles, group members can listen to the diary entries and try to guess what
identity the various participants have chosen.

@ 10-15 minutes.

Example
Write a diary entry for yourself for 11 September 2028
List

o woke late
® 9ot Avessed (slowly)
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e bYbveakfast

e listened to vadio

e vead nwewspapev

e luuch

e weut to Russiam class
o shopping

o cooked Aiwwmer

e took Aog out

Diary entry
|| Septemver 2028

| wewt to my Russiom class today. Having lots of time to
wovk at it seems to compensate for my failing mewmory.

| wow buy a Russian wewspaper every day. I'm move
intevested in day-to-day life than in world eveunts, so |
tuvu to the ‘lifestyle’ sections fivst. | can understand
most of what is written but couversation is still Aifficult
£ it is fast.

The class is intevesting. | am the oldest student and at
the ewd | smivk a little as everyone else huvvies of€ to
their busy lives. | Aawdle, look around, stop off for some
shopping. | can only cavvy a little since | stopped Aviving,
so | +ake evevy opportunity to buy food.

| hawve become quite good at cooking lndian food. | love
the fact that some meals take Aays to prepave. | Aldn't
have the time when | worked, but wow tiwme is wo problem.
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Exercise 24

A simple action

Purpose

This exercise allows participants to put themselves in a different position, or try out a new
identity, and hopefully make discoveries of an insightful nature through sustained writing.

Method

Ask participants to write about a simple action taken in a specific place from an identity
different from their own. For example, ‘I climbed the stairs to my flat’; or ‘I fell asleep at
the pictures’. Everyone should have the same given action. Identities are chosen at random
from a prepared envelope, depending on the group and the workshop goals. For example:
a carer; a disabled person; an alcoholic; a homeless person; a manager; a person who
cannot speak English; a very tall person; a very short person.

Write a paragraph of prose describing this simple action from the identity selected.
Read out and discuss. The group might want to try to guess what identity the various
participants have chosen.

@ 10 minutes’ writing time.

Example

Action: Falling asleep at the cinema.

Person: A carer.

Wednesdays ave the days | have some time. Mum goes to
the day centve so | can indulge myseld. | usually ouly have
a coblee albter the shopping as | have the house to clean
when I've got some time on wy owu but today | veally
mdulge myself and go to see a Lilm. v the aftevwoon, |
can't believe how I'm spoiling wmyselL. | sit Aown in the
Cinema and immediately feel combortavle. Theve ave wo
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endless questious: ‘What's happening?, ‘What's going on?,
‘Wheve awm 17, 'Who ave you? Theve ave wo swmells of stale
urine that wever go away. The cinema is empty. Everyone
else is busy anad | feel as if I'm the ouly pevson n the
wovld with time to myself. As the lights Aim avd the
cvedits voll | Avibt off to sleep. | know I'm wissing the film
vut | think that undisturbed sleep is my veal Aesive.
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Exercise 25

Heroes

Purpose

An exercise with an unfamiliar starting point that hopefully yields an evaluating response.

Method

Ask participants to write down the name of their childhood hero, real or fictitious.
Read around. Now, in a paragraph of prose, everyone is asked to imagine that hero doing
their particular job, or imagine that person at a team meeting, or in any situation that
focuses on the aims or themes of your workshop.

At a workshop I led in Newcastle for retired or elderly users who attended whole systems
meetings — the focus was on whether or not they felt included in the process — | asked
people to ‘imagine their childhood hero walking into a whole systems meeting’.

The results are read out.

@ 10 minutes.

Example

Childhood hero: Davey Crockett

Topic: Imagine your childhood hero walking into a whole systems meeting.

As Davey Crockett saunteved into the whole systewms
wmeeting the voom Lell silent. He took off his veaver skiu
hat aud laid his trusty vifle ow the tavle. ‘Howdy folks,’
he said. ‘Let’s Ao the business.” People eyed the vifle as
the meeting got undevr way.

Soom Davey stood up. ‘| cam see I'm in the wrong place, he
Avawled. l'm an all-action impulsive kind of guy. All this
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talk clutters up my head. You Aow't weed me heve.” As he
turued to leave evevyoue protested telling him that whole
systems is inclusive and that we cau talk avout how to
use his unigque ralewnts. Davey silenced these protests as
he liltea his vifle. ‘No,’ he said finally, ‘l'm not vight heve.
Do you weed someone to kill a bear? He locked vound and
smiled as he saw he had made his point.
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Exercise 26

Role models

Purpose

An exercise that uses the past, and past experiences, to evaluate issues in the present.

Method

Ask participants to recall someone who gave them a pleasant or unpleasant impression
of authority (responsibility, leadership, co-operation). In a recent workshop [ led in
Newcastle on ‘Images of old age and the contribution of older people to society’, I asked
a group to recall ‘a person who gave them a positive image of old age’.

Begin by noting, in a sentence of prose:

* Something this person always said, or a sound associated with this person.

Something this person always did — a habit, mannerism, gesture or action associated
with this person.

* One object associated with this person.
* One object never to be associated with this person.

From these writing notes, produce a paragraph of prose about this positive or negarive
role model. Read out.

5 minutes to complete writing notes.
10 minutes to write.

Development

Construct an acrostic (see Exercise 19) using your role model’s full name, saying something
about how you met them to explore further their influence on you.
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Example

Recall a person who gave you a positive image of old age and note in a sentence
of prose:

* Something this person always said, or a sound associated with this person:

Tapping of & white stick - he had goue blind aged seventy-one.

« Something this person always did — a habit, a mannerism, gesture or action
associated with this person:

He closed his eyes when he was thinking.

 One object associated with this person:

He comstautly listened to the vadio or tapes on a Walkman.
He weeded headphones as his heaving was so acutre that
he was Aistracted by background uoise without thew.

 One object never to be associated with this person:

A guide Aog.

From these notes, produce a paragraph of prose about this positive role model.

Soawm Peel was seventy-uine and looked it. His health was
genevally poor amd he had veen blind for eight yeavs.

He Aldn't get out wmuch, but spent his Aays alone. | was
asked to visit aftev weighbours expressed concevu at his
aviliby to cope. He voaved with laughter as | explained the
veasow fov my visit. The concerus avout his avility to
cope; the Pact that he must be lowely and undevstimulated.
Soam told me that he’d wever been happier. His daughter
visited him ouce a week and brought his shopping. He Aldn't
like Aepending ou hev, but knew he had to. He spent his
time listening to the vadio ov to classic wovels on audiotape.
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‘I kwow things I've never known before,’ he said. He
Aewmoustrated this by quizzing me on curvent alfaivs, and
i+ was obvious he kwew far move thaw | Aid. He told we
that he not ouly listened to news, plays and novels but he
also had time to think avout thewm. His provlewms, he tola
wme, weve wot the most important things n his life.

Construct an acrostic from that person’s name:

So, you think you can
Avvamge wmy life. He said to
Me. | might look like | weed you,

Pevlhhaps | Ao. But

Each to his own. | have
Enough of everything | need to
Last the vest of wmy life.
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Exercise 27

Inventions

Purpose

A problem-solving exercise, that takes a ‘what if? approach.

Method

Ask participants to dream up an invention (realistic or fantastic) that will solve an existing
work-related problem. The invention must be an object or device, but the problem it
solves may be more abstract, even hard to pin down. ‘Our inability to work together’
could be the given problem, for instance. The invention that would solve this problem
should be described in a paragraph of prose, then given a name. Read around.

@ 10-15 minutes’ writing time.

Development

Using the name of their invention, ask participants to construct an acrostic poem that

says something about the device (see Exercise 19).

@ 10—15 minutes to write the acrostic.

Example

My invention makes space and auiet. Wheu the ceutve is
£ull, i+ will make new vooms that ave wot £ull of the sounds
of screaming kids. I+ makes a place wheve usevs and stafd
con talk avout ovdinary things like East Endervs. It is

called a ‘spacer’.

The name ‘Spacer’ developed into an acrostic poem.
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SPACER

Save us fvom the woise
Please. Let us be novmal

At least for Pive wminutes

Can we tvy to fovget

Evevy hovrible thing about our
Rottew lives?
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Exercise 28

Place

Purpose

An evaluative exercise that can tease out feelings and ideas about work and the working
environment that are otherwise difficult to reach, or perhaps user reactions to services

and the place in which they are provided.

Method

Ask participants to write a paragraph of prose describing a place (one place for the
whole group, chosen by the facilitator) and communicating a mood, picked out at random
from a prepared envelope. Places I have used in this exercise, depending on the group,
include: an office; a community centre; a meeting room. Moods | have written on
strips of paper for the envelope might include: anger; chaos; harmony; fear; loneliness;
comradeship; safety; vulnerability. The idea is to describe the place and communicate
a mood in your description. Moods should be comnmunicated regardless of how the
participant actually feels about the particular place. In this way we begin to tease out
what makes people feel happy, safe, secure, or insecure in certain environments.
When reading their responses around, the group should try to guess the mood
suggested. After everyone has read, you can compare the various descriptions (remember

they're all describing the same place) in a discussion.

10-15 minutes’ writing time.

Development

These paragraphs can be successfully developed into haiku (see Exercise 7) or cinquains
(see Exercise 8). The brief and pithy poems that result often sound profound and can be

discussed and pondered.

10 minutes to write either a haiku or cinquain.
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Example

Place: The office.

Mood chosen by participant: Fear.

The office is quiet. | am fivst v, as usual. Why can’t anyone
else be on time? Usually | velish this quiet but today i+

is stvamgely uusettling. | dow't make mysel® a Avink but
wander about looking fov something. | dow't know what,
but | feel it's heve somewheve. A noise stavtles me. | look
avound but can't find what caused it+. Yust the voillev’

L tell myseld. I look at my watrch wishing someone else

will avvive but wo-one’s Aue n fov another hald houv.

The flip-chart is still iu the middle of the voom, its Accusing
lists of things to Ao stand out in ved. | bump into Jim's Aesk
looking so untidy that or a mowment | waut to sovt it out
for him. | make mysel® put the kettle on. The sounds help
wme velax. [t's just & wovmal Aoy alfter all, isw't 7

A cinquain developed from a paragraph of prose on place. First the participant
underlines a favourite or interesting line, then translates it into a cinquain. A title
has been selected from the body of the poem.

THINGS To Do

Flip-chavt

v the wmiddle

Of the voowm. Accusing

List of things +o Ao in bright ved
Stauds out,
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Exercise 29

Acrostic sentence

Purpose

A more difficult acrostic, this exercise encourages fresh responses to familiar issues by
asking the participant to focus on a demanding technique. Participants ought to have
already done an ordinary acrostic before trying this. [t certainly should not be used at
the beginning of a workshop, as it is probably the most difficult exercise in this workbook.

Method

Select a ten-to-twelve word sentence from a newspaper or a book. Choose a sentence
without names of individuals, but with plenty of interesting words and concrete nouns.
Here is one from a newspaper item | have used successfully: ‘Dinosaurs may have cracked
their tails like huge bullwhips to woo lovers.” Ask participants to copy out this sentence and
then to write each consecutive word down the left-hand side of a piece of paper, as with
the letters in an ordinary acrostic. A topic that has nothing to do with the content of
the sentence is then given out. For example, ‘Are we are finally addressing the needs of
the community? was the topic | gave out to go with the sentence about dinosaurs.
Using each subsequent word of the newspaper sentence as the first word of each line,

participants wrote an acrostic on this topic.

Each line of the acrostic ought not to be longer than a single line on the page, before
participants have to introduce the next new word. As in other acrostics, each first word

need not begin a new sentence. The results are read out.

15 minutes.

Example

Newspaper sentence: ‘Dinosaurs may have cracked their tails like huge bullwhips
to woo lovers’

Topic: Are we finally addressing the needs of the community?
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Dinosaurs ave extinct as we

may ve if we Aow't

have the courage of suv convictioms.
cracked walls and peeling paint in
their Aoy centve seem to mean that
tails ave wagging Aogs. We Aow't

like wovking heve. It must be a

huge Aisappointment to have to come.
bullwhips will be weedea soon

to Avive clients . We shoula

woo thewm with flowers like

lovers so they would £eel veally wanted.
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Exercise 30

Two minutes

Purpose

A more demanding ice-breaker and introduction, perhaps for a more sophisticated
group or a group who has already had some experience with these workshops. Asking
people to highlight what is important in their lives, without really thinking (in two

minutes) can produce some interesting responses.

Method

Ask participants to write their autobiography in two minutes. Read out.

@ 2 minutes exactly by the clock.

Variations

Ask participants to respond instantly, in two minutes, to an issue or a single selected
word. (The issue or buzz word will, of course, depend on specific aims of the group.)
This is almost like free association, or automatic writing. Tell participants that spelling
and grammar are not important, but that they must keep their pen moving for two
minutes. If they go blank, a technique developed from automatic writing is to repeat the
last word they have written before drying up, over and over again, until they can move
on. The results can be very strange and unpredictable. Participants should not be
required to read these pieces out. Instead, they might be asked to find the most surprising,
intriguing, unusual sentence or fragment in what they have written, read that and

explain why it surprised them.

Example

Autobiography

| was bovu in Blyth. My schooldays weve fun. | became a
hippie at thivkeen and suffeved vecause of i+ n & town
wheve it was daving to like Bob Dylaw. As soou as | could, |
left the sufbocating home town amd wmoved South. | spent
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time tvavelling Euvope, then settled Aown aged twenty-seven.
| marvied and we had two childven who have been wearing
wme out ever since. They've good kids amd I'm vevy proud of
thewm and | love thew to bits but, boy, Ao they tive me out.
So after they weve bovu lots of things stopped. | was going
to Ao all kinds of wonderful things but Aidw't. Now they've
older | can see that my time is coming again. | hope I'm
sHll up to it.
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Exercise 31

Vocabulary

Purpose

This exercise requires participants to closely follow a set of rules based on a randomly
selected vocabulary, while writing about a topic that calls for judgement or evaluation.
In this way, evaluation is removed from familiar jargon. Everyone is asked to think and
communicate in an unfamiliar way. This is a good democratising exercise particularly
when participants are selected from different disciplines or when users and workers get
together in a workshop.

Method

Short newspaper items must be preselected in order to do this exercise. I'd recommend
cutting brief items from the newspaper — weather, travel, fashion, or any short arricle
that offers a rich vocabulary about a particular topic is good.

Hand these out (each participant gets a different article) and ask participants to read
the article they have been given and underline their ten favourite words, or the ten most
intriguing or interesting words they can find. Using all these ten words, participants now
write about, or evaluate, a given issue in a paragraph or two of prose. For example, |
recently asked a group to write on ‘What the whole systems approach means to you’,
using vocabulary gleaned from a variety of newspaper clippings. The results are read out.

15 minutes.

Example

Select ten favourite or most interesting words from the newspaper cutting overleaf
and underline them.
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Deeper,
darker
|_Jazz CD

Martin Gayford

Mose Allison
Gimcracks and Gewgaws
(Blue Note 7243 8 23211)

“IN the whole wide
world there is only

one/And I'm the only

one,” sang Mose Allison
on The Seventh Son. And
it’s true. He is a unique
performer. No one else
duplicates that combina-
tion of bebop, jazz piano
and laidback, drawling,
Deep South voice. Nor
does anyone else write
lyrics with the same
blend of street-corner
patter and sardonic
reflections on life and
death.

The voice is now
deeper, and darker than

Topic: ‘Getting older’

when he first recorded in
the Fifties, while his
instrumental style has
become more intricate
and percussive, with
switling, Cajun rhythms.
At 70, his song writing
attention seems to be
turning towards last
things.

“Whart will it be, the
thing that actually kills
you?” one jaunty little
number starts. There are
dark, even bitter under-
tones (“Well, an old

man/Ain’t nothing in the
USA™).

Bur these are belied by
the vitality of the music.
This is Allison’s best
album in years. He is
assisted by a marvellous
band including master
drummer Paul Motian
and Russell Malone on
guitar. Mark Shim pops
up from time to time
with suicably rich and
bluesy tenor solos. Mose
himself is on great form.

Words selected: unique, bebop, jazz, laid-back, lyrics, street-corner, bitter, Cajun,

jaunty, bluesy.

Getting older isn't what it was. Heve am |, veady to be
wmove laid-back in wmy life when all these oppovtunities
avise Pov older people. Leavru jazz, Japaunese ov lanAscape
painting in all that spave time. | have to say I'wm vitter
about it all. No velaxing Aays in frout of the televisiow;
my schedule seems as busy as i+ was whew | wovked.,

I thought | was unique but | keep bumping tnto stvessed
elders vushing fvom class to class trying to master wew
skills before it's too late. Theve's & buzz avout being olA.
Bevop vather than Lox-tvot. My childven think I'll ena

up out ow the street-corner vbecause | spend so much ow
leisuve activity. I'm still in theve, though. Singing a jaunty
song (Bvom the Cojun class on Tuesday movuings).
Eventually Il have to stop because of physical Lrailty

ov death. My siuging will cease ov turn bluesy. That's au
idea. A blues appreciation group.
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Exercise 32

End-word rhymes

Purpose

An unusual exercise that encourages creative thinking and often yields fresh responses,
particularly when used to evaluate familiar issues.

Method

This exercise takes a little preparation. Preselect a short rthyming (or non-rhyming)
poem or the first verse of a poem. You are looking for something from four to eight lines
in length. I would recommend Robert Browning or W.H. Auden. Photocopy the poem,
then ink out everything but the end word of each line. (Ink out the title and author
t0o.) Now photocopy this version. Hand out these photocopies (everyone gets the same
poem) and ask participants to fill in the blanks on a given subject, related to the aim of
the workshop. Read out.

@ 15 minutes.

Example

Poem: Song from ‘Pippa Passes’ by Robert Browing

The year's at Hhe spring spving

And Aay’s at the wovy; movn
Movuing's at sevew; seven

The hill-side’s Aew-peavied; Aew-peavied
The lavk’s on the wing; wing

The suail’s on the thovu: thovu

God’s i his heaven - heavew

AlVs vight with the wovlA! wovlA
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Subject: What prevents me being positive at work?

When winter tuvus to spring

| wake early each morn

Always belfove seven

Avd look out on o Aew-pearled

Lawu. | stiv myseld aund take to wing;

To avvive befove the Aay’s first thovn
Pricks my pleasure. Too mauny calls. Heaven
Would ve a phone-free worlA,
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Exercise 33

Photographs

Purpose

This exercise tries to make abstract concepts concrete. One general aim of this workbook
is to shun abstract nouns (such as ‘co-operation’, ‘equality’, ‘hostility’) and replace them
with concrete images that illustrate and redefine those abstract words we use almost
automatically. This exercise is, in a way, like going back to basics and asking ourselves

what we really mean.

Method

Ask group members to imagine a magazine or newspaper photograph with the caption,
‘co-operation’. (Or any abstract concept you want to highlight, redefine, or evaluate in
your workshop. Other abstract nouns I have used for this exercise include: stress;
leadership; decision-making.) The caption doesn’t have to be an abstract noun at all,
but whatever word or phrase applies to the aims and themes of your workshop. A magazine
or newspaper photo is not always the best option either. You might prefer to ask the
group to imagine that the photo is a snapshot taken at work. I leave this up to you.

Ask group members to describe this photo as if they were looking at it right now. These
descriptions should be written in present tense. (Present tense helps new writers focus
on the here and now, making their writing more concrete.) If the photo is a snapshot,

participants can choose to include themselves in the photo, or not.

In order to help group members visualise this photograph, ask them to respond to the
questions below in a complete sentence, or two, of prose. Remind them to write in

present tense. After each question is asked, give them time to write.

e Where’s the photo been taken?

e Who's in the photo?

e What expressions are on their faces’

e What are they doing!?

e How are they dressed?

e What are they holding in their hands?

e What's in the background?

e s it day or night?

e What single detail is most interesting!

e There is one thing in this photo that doesn’t belong. What is it
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If participants have written in complete sentences in answer to these questions, the

results ought to read fluently as a single piece of writing. Try it out. Read around.

next sentence when they seem to have finished.

@ About two minutes per sentence. Watch as people write, and introduce the

Example

Snapshot entitled ‘Co-operation’

Where’s the photo been taken?

The photo is of our office.

Who's in the photo?

L o n the photo with my colleague Paul and our mamager
Sue.

What expressions are on their faces?

We have sevious, concentrated expressiows.

What are they doing?

We ave Adiscussing a Aifficult case. A thick file is open
ow the coffee tavle vetween us. Sue is pointing to
something i the file. Seveval vefevreuce vooks ave
also an the tavle. Some ave open.

How are they dressed?

I am wearing my usual T-shivt and vlack jeauns. Paul has
a gveew shivt aund vlue te that somehow wovk £or hiwm.
Sue looks very professional in o Aavk blue suit, she’s
taken hev jacket off and it can be seen over the back
of hev chaiv. Her white shivt looks clean and cvisp.
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o What are they holding in their hands?

Sue points at the file as Paul and | hold mugs of coffee.
I've got & pen in my othev hawnd prepared to write in a
wotepad on wmy lap.

e What's in the background?

Filing cabinets; photocopiey; Llip-chavt; and Aesks ave
vehind us. The Adesks ave wmostly piled with files and
papev. Ouly one is neat without clutter. Some plamts stvuggle
to suvvive in the artificial light.

e Is it day or night?

I¥'s Aaytime but getting dark outside. The light is
bright and avtificial.

¢ What single detail is most interesting?

The oue HAy Aesk has a vather lavrge wmodel of the
Eiblel Tower owm it.

« There is one thing in this photo that doesn’t belong. What s it?

Among the textbooks on the table is a Aiet vook that
belongs to wme.
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Exercise 34

Storytelling

Purpose

In this affirming exercise, participants work in pairs, encouraging sharing, group cohesion,
and evaluation from another’s perspective. The exercise is based on trust and
participants need to feel safe with each other.

Method

In pairs of listener and speaker, group members tell a partner about their favourite or
least favourite place for a carefully timed two minutes. (The facilitator must serve as
time-keeper.) The listener can take notes but will not interrupt the speaker during this
time. During the next two minutes, the listener can ask questions of the speaker and
continue noting down his or her responses. Now the roles are reversed. After the
second person tells their story, the writing begins.

The listener writes up the speaker’s tale, in the first person, as if they were the speaker.

Many topics can be used as the basis for this storytelling exercise. Other possibilities
might include: “The time we all co-operated, or couldn’t co-operate’; “The time I had
a conflict at work’; “The time I felt real satisfaction with my job’.

8 minutes for storytelling.
10 minutes for writing.

Example

Topic: ‘The time we all co-operated’

Teamwork is important but our wovk is so scatteved that
I often Aon't evew see wmany of my colleagues, let alone
wovk with thewm. | oftew feel I'm alove in wmy wovk with
wmtvactable provlems. Theve was a time, though, whew we
all decided vo Ao something avout it.

At a team wmeeting we weve all moaming about how veactive
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ouv wovk was. ‘We can't see the wood Lor the trees’, saia
someone. Then an idea avose, | can’t say who thought of
it, it was just theve. A project we could all wovk on that
wmight make a Aifbevence.

| was amazed at the vespouse. People who weve usually
fivst out of meetings held vack with the vest of us to
plan the project. We all Lelt positive and ideas flowed like
Greek wine. We Alvided ouvselves into teawms, each with a
task and a deadline fov veporting back. We Aidn’t have
to be told what to Ao. Everyone was so enthused it was
catching. Even the most cywical of us got cavvied away.
Time could be a provlem but we all agreed to Ao some of

the work in our own time.

Theve was & buzz avound the office for weeks as people
came in eavly or left late Aiscussing the project. | felt
excited avout wovk again. The praject itseld was intevesting
vut it was the way we all weve nvolved, intevested and
together that veally generated excitement.

Time and eveuts have taken their toll anad we've back to
the day-to-day grind. The Aiffervence is that | know
things cam get vetter.
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Exercise 35

Eight lines

Purpose

By asking participants to do this unusual exercise, which requires thinking about two
different things at once, you often get fresh ideas and surprising responses. This is a good
exercise to finish off with because it is fun, the results are usually exciting, and by the
end of a workshop, participants ought to be unfazed by crazy exercises.

Method

Ask participants to write an eight-line unrhyming poem on a topic relevant to the workshop.
Sounds simple enough, but there’s a complication coming.

In a recent workshop I gave in Newcastle, on ‘The contributions older people can make
to society’, | asked participants, who were all older people themselves, to write a poem
on the theme, ‘T won’t be a burden’. The complication was that they were asked to write
these eight lines on the given theme, while mentioning a weather condition in each
line. I got groans and complains; people said, “This would have been easy if you had just
asked us to write about being a burden.” Of course, it would have. But they all did the exercise
and the results, because the writers were forced to think in a new, admittedly restrictive
and peculiar way, were startling. The results were surprising especially for the use of
simile and metaphor: the writers were forced to compare themselves, their emotions,
conditions, hopes and fears to other things.

The complication can be any subject that provides a lot of related words (e.g. food and
drink, animals, articles of furniture, plants and flowers, vehicles, sounds).

Read around.

10 minutes.

Variations

Write an eight-line unrhyming poem on a given theme by beginning each line with, ‘I
wish ...” (In a second draft participants can experiment with rewriting by deleting this
phrase and adding or subtracting any other words to make the poem work.)
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Werite an eight-line unrthyming poem on a given theme with the beginning of each line
alternating between Once ... and Now ...

Werite an eight-line unrhyming poem on a given theme making each line a lie.

Example

Theme: ‘l won’t be a burden’

Complication: ‘A weather condition must be mentioned in each line’

12 wmy wind stawts o £og as | grow dld, | won't be a buvden.
I reeze in my howme.

Not letting you kwow Hll & thaw sets in.

'l keep Avy in the vain, and cool in the sum.

'l bear the cutting wina.

Some fine day, Il phone.

Although wmy thundering voice has Aeserted we.

In the auntumn sun, | might still Plower.
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PART 3

Workshops

A typical workshop

This workshop was held in Newcastle upon Tyne on September 11 1998, from 9.30am to
12.30pm. The aim was to bring together people who worked in social services and who were in
the prime of their professional lives to express feelings about older people and their contribution
to society. [ also planned to ask them to project themselves into old age, to imagine what that
would be like, and to record what their hopes for themselves at that time of life would be.
There were 16 people present.

9.30

We began on time with an ice-breaking Object Riddle (see Exercise 1). I had prepared
the envelope to include objects traditionally associated with old age, such as bus pass,
pension book, grey hair, bifocals.

I introduced the exercise. As this was the first exercise, and there were a lot of
apprehensive people who had never done any creative writing before, | gave everyone a
hand-out, an already-prepared example of a riddle, as well as simple printed instructions.
I believe this made the task less daunting. What was required was very specific, very
concrete. (At the beginning of a workshop, a hand-out gives people a sense of security.
After a group gains writing confidence, you can do without hand-outs.)

I carefully explained the hand-out, reading it out. The participants had 5 minutes’
writing time.

As we near the time limit, I usually look around and see how many people are still
writing, how many have put their pens down. It is important to StOp once you see most
people have finished even though they might have done so in less than the time

required, 50 as to avoid lengthy or polished responses. This group took slightly less than
5 minutes.

We read around the responses and guessed the objects.

The way [ organise reading aloud is to start with a different group member for each
exercise and go around the table clockwise. This gives a kind of inevitability to each
reading, rather than a randomness. (Participants can see it coming.) As there were 16
people in this workshop the read-around took a bit of time. (For a short piece of
writing, I usually figure on a minute per person.)

The whole exercise took 25 minutes.
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The second exercise, Photographs (see Exercise 33) was introduced. I asked group
members to imagine that they were looking at a photo of themselves in 20 years’ time.
[ asked the various questions included in this exercise, one by one, and waited while
they answered in a sentence or two of prose, watching for them to finish. (About 2
minutes per question.)

I could have handed out the list of questions and asked them to use them as writing
notes, but I felt that this exercise, because it was risky and required an emotional
honesty, needed to be guided. The more risky the content, the more guided the directions
and method should be. There were ten questions, so it took 20 minutes to do this
exercise. Because of the nature of the questions, and the specific method, group members
were able to read around immediately without going over their pieces. (It is always good
to avoid too much polishing in these workshops.) The responses to each sentence, when
read together sounded like continuous prose. The reading around took 20 minutes.

Although I had not asked them specifically to evaluate issues surrounding ageing in our
society, the group produced work which strongly indicated their attitudes. There were so
many issues that came up in this exercise we could have stopped there and had many
fruitful discussions. We didn’t do this because a specific aim of this workshop was to
produce writing that could be used on posters, banners and in pamphlets at a forthcoming
event on older people and their contribution to society. (The group was aware that the
writing they produced might be used in this way.)

This exercise took 40 minutes.

The third exercise was, Remembering the Present (see Exercise 12). I thought this exercise
was particularly apt for the aims of this workshop, because 1 was asking people to view
their current concerns, from a distance of years, as if they themselves were elderly.
The three line response also would produce short bits of writing we could use for our

forthcoming event.

The key words I gave the group were: | remember . . . My desk, A particular shop, A contlict,
A child, A letter, An insight, An illness, A friend.

The first two key words — My desk, A particular shop — were purposefully less emotionally
charged than later words.

After the group recorded their three-line response to the first word, we read around to
make sure everyone was doing the exercise correctly. (Although some of the exercises in
this workbook are simply excuses to get people writing, many depend on following the
rules exactly.) After hearing these first responses, 1 advised the group to try to write in
shorter sentences as they were attempting to cram too much into their three sentences.
Their sentences sounded more like paragraphs. We talked about saying less and hinting
at more, or using the three sentences available to play with rthythm and tone, by making
one or two sentences long and the third, or last sentence, short and stark.

We resumed the exercise, working through all the key words. The exercise took 20 minutes

to complete.
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10.55

11.30

11:45

[ asked group members to choose their favourite response. The first person to read, read
only their favourite (My Desk, for instance). Then when we went around the room,
everyone else read their response to the same key word.

The results were poignant, funny and often quite emotional. Some of the emotional
responses to this exercise caused tears. While a bit distressing, it gave the group (largely
people who didn’t know each other before, but worked in the same field) the opportunity
to support one another. Which they did.

We continued reading out, but it was taking a long time, and had been very emotional.
[ decided we needed to break, after we heard everyone's response to six of the eight key words.

Although I realised some of the work had not yet been read and could not be shared if
we moved on, I felt this was a compromise I had to make.

In general it is important to try to hear everyone’s response to an exercise and never
leave any participant without time to read. In this particular exercise, however, everyone
had responded by reading some of what they'd written, so while not ideal, I figured it
was all right to move on.

Coffee and tea break.

Even without highly emotional responses, creative writing is intense. Participants need
breaks. In general, it might prove difficult to ask people to do any more than four
exercises in a half-day workshop, six for a whole day.

When we returned to writing we attempted Role Models (see Exercise 26). This was
fairly straightforward and took ten minutes’ writing time, 15 minutes’ reading time.

We ended the workshop with an Acrostic (see Exercise 19) turning the name of our role
model into an acrostic poem. This took 5 minutes plus to complete. (By now people
were writing with much more ease and confidence.) The exercise was read out in 15
minutes.

It’s often good to end with something snappy that results in a short, finished piece of
writing like an acrostic.

There was more I wanted to do. As usually I had overplanned. We ended at 12.30 exactly.
As well as retrieving valuable information for our event, I heard several participants comment
on how much they enjoyed the workshop. ‘This is the first thing I've done for myself in a while,’

someone said. A challenge had been met, and more. Participants seemed to feel a sense of
personal fulfilment.

How to put a session together

Tailoring exercises for particular groups and issues means both responsibility and freedom for
facilitator. When planning the session it is important to have an idea of the kind of data you
want to generate. You should also make some judgement about the make-up of the group.
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You can now begin to select exercises that will address your aims for the session. Start with
ice-breakers and easier exercises. You can progress to whatever level of difficulty you feel the
group can cope with.

When you have selected the exercises you should think about tailoring them to the needs of
your session. Almost all of the exercises can be adapted to your needs. I have suggested ways to
adapt some of them. Look at my suggestions; see how it is done; think about what information
you want; use your imagination.

Your session should be balanced in terms of having an ascending level of difficulty, a range of
writing techniques and a balance between prose and poetry. You should aim for the session to
be fun, stimulating, exciting and demanding.

Ground rules for facilitators

Creative writing can be a liberating and democratic format for exploring issues, processes and
problems. Facilitating a creative-writing workshop involves asking participants to do unfamiliar
things that may expose very personal and perhaps painful aspects of their working andfor
personal life. As a facilitator you must take responsibility for ensuring that the environment is
physically and emotionally safe for risk-taking. The following ground rules will help you develop
a trusting and supportive session:

o Share aims with participants, share process.
e Clearly state the rules of each exercise. The boundaries are enablers so they need to be enforced.
e Build intensity and difficulty. Start with easy exercises.

e When an exercise has various components or parts, don’t give all the directions out at once.
Let participants experience the exercise bit by bit without knowing what’s coming next.

e Make the atmosphere safe for sharing and risk-taking.
e Establish an order for reading out. Establish time boundaries.

e Using guidelines offered, plan the number of participants, seating arrangements, hand-outs
(prepared examples of published or workshop-produced writing as permission/guidance for

participants).
e Make sure standards and expectations are reasonable, emphasise experience, fun.
e Where appropriate, initiate group discussion around issues that arise.

e Be aware of what is going on in terms of group processes. The process is very experiential,

e.g. bonding.

e Encourage, be positive, remind participants that they are doing something new, give them a

sense of achievement.
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* If possible, try to give some feedback on each piece of writing that is read out. Notice similarities
and differences to the other pieces of writing that have been read, ask the writer questions
about the writing or the process, explore the effect of the piece. Does this piece lend itself to
general discussion?

Common problems

Problem

Some participants can think what they are doing is silly, impractical, cannot see the point.

Solution

Provide motivation. Clearly state why they are doing these exercises. Emphasise that these
techniques have been successfully used elsewhere. Take it seriously yourself.

Problem

Some participants will not be able to do particular exercises.

Solution

At the beginning of the workshop, explain that all the exercises are different. Experiencing
problems with a particular exercise does not necessarily mean having problems with all the exercises.

If a person cannot do an exercise then it doesn’t matter, although everyone needs to try to do
something.

Start with easier, more accessible exercises, build to more difficult ones.

Get the timing right. Various times are suggested for the given exercises. More time does not
necessarily mean an exercise will be easier to do. Often the opposite is true.

Make sure the participants are not expecting too much of themselves. Emphasise the idea that
they are scribbling, improvising, getting thoughts down, rather than producing polished writing.
In the time allotted it would be impossible to produce a polished piece, anyway. Time restrictions
give the writer freedom to play rather than polish.

Ask why a particular exercise has been difficult. The reasons behind this can be as important for
evaluation purposes as information from an exercise easily done.

Problem

Some people will not read out loud.

Solution

It is OK not to read a particular piece, but it would be good to try to read something, to have
one’s voice heard.
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Ask if it is OK for someone else to read the piece (perhaps the facilitator).

Give positive feedback; check that the atmosphere is safe.

Problem

People are getting tired.

Solution

Remind participants that this is more difficult and demanding than it seems.
Participants need breaks.
There’s often a temptation to try too much in one session. Restrict your aims.

Think about scheduling further sessions rather than trying to cram too much into this one.
[ would normally prepare about four exercises for a half-day workshop; six exercises for a full day.

Vary the pace with discussion. Keep a simpler exercise in reserve — for example, a more light-
hearted ice-breaker can be used in the middle of the session.

Problem

Some people aren’t following directions.

Solution

Although you're aiming for a safe, relaxed atmosphere, you must stress that following the guide-
lines and directions is crucial. Asking participants to do unusual things within strict guidelines
and time limits is the key. Participants may need a lot of structure to feel confident enough to
try the exercises. Writing becomes a matter of following a pattern or a recipe, rather than a risky
artistic involvement with ‘the Muse.’

How to use the information you’ve generated

o Use it to create new questions as well as providing answers.

e Use the information in conjunction with other research methods to build up a picture of

layers of reality.

e Describe how the sessions affected the participants and yourself. Not only is what happens
in the workshop important, but how it happens. Be aware of changing group processes: this

is an important outcome.
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Further reading

Angela Everitt and Pauline Hardiker’s book, Ewaluating for Good Practice, published by
Macmillan, discusses subjective evaluation in relation to social welfare. [ strongly recommend
that anyone interested in the subject should read it. The authors look at the purposes of evaluation
and conclude that it should aim to identify and encourage good practice. Everitt and Hardiker
stress the need for making judgements about practice as part of the process of improving the
quality of practice.

Creative writing, as an evaluative tool, can provide some of the information necessary for making
such judgements. The democratic nature of creative writing, its emphasis on the individual’s
viewpoint and the fact that everyone can tell a story, all make creative writing an exciting and
useful medium for the evaluation of social processes.




Appendix 1

Urban Health Partnership

Summary

Originally set up in 1994 as the London Health Partnership, the Urban Health Partnership is a
five-year development programme to generate a distinctive programme of work on community-
based health services. It was set up as an alliance of charitable foundations, government and
private sector chaired by Liam Strong, then chief executive of Sears plc, and managed by the
King's Fund, one of the contributing foundations.

The Partnership was formed at a time when the Government was investing heavily in projects
aimed at ‘getting the basics right’ in primary care through the London Initiative Zone.
The programme grew out of the King’s Fund experience of supporting demonstration projects in
primary health care in the city.

The brief

The brief was ‘to do things differently and to add value to the many good projects which foundartions
can choose to support at any time and to the Government’s current investment in improving the
basics of primary care.’ This was to be a ‘learning fund’ to find new ways of using relatively small
amounts of development money to try to impact on mainstream investments. It was recognised
that there would be no ‘quick fix'. We were charged with developing an innovative programme.
We interpreted innovation not as a search for novelty but, in industrial terms, as the stage which
follows invention and prototype and focuses on bringing a design into production.

The purpose
e To find new ways of using development monies to bring about lasting change
e To add value to efforts to improve primary health care in cities, particularly services for older

people.

The focus

The focus of the programme is improving services for older people because they:

e tend to have multiple needs and experience of chronic ill health

e tend to make use of a wide range of services

e often live alone and are relatively poor, like many city-dwellers

e have a lifetime’s experience, are often resourceful and want to contribute to the communities

in which they live.

The focus comes from our early consultation with health and social care agencies. This revealed
no shortage of ideas but a passionate concern that competitive bidding for short-term project
funding was deflecting people from what they thought was more important work — the
intractable issues — such as mental health services, care for children in poor families, care at Jam

and care for vulnerable older people.
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The geographical focus is London, but from the outset it was clear that the issues facing
London’s health services were mirrored in other cities. A parallel programme was started in
Newcastle and North Tyneside and in Liverpool. An urban primary care network was formed
and meets regularly at the King’s Fund to exchange ideas and information.

Resources

Funding is from the King’s Fund, Baring Foundation, Special Trustees of St Thomas’ Hospital
and the NHS Executive. Contributions in kind were made by London First, McKinsey & Co
and Sears plc. At local level financial and other resources were contributed by both statutory
and independent agencies.

Phase one

Once the focus had been decided, our next step was to consult elderly Londoners to hear their
personal experiences and try to turn these into opportunities for improving services. We set up
London-wide meetings and we ran local workshops in four districts to learn about the barriers to
change.

Personal experiences

The concerns older people raised in these initial meetings have been repeated over and over
again as the programme has developed. There is such consistency that these concerns must be
seen as lessons of importance not because of their novelty but because of their familiarity.
They include: safety and security, access to services, affordable and accessible transport,
independence in the home, admission and discharge from hospital, information about services.

These are concrete problems and it is not difficult to see how they inter-connect. People who
plan and deliver services and those who use them recognise that responses must be multi-agency,
that users must be involved, that professionals must collaborate — these are not contentious issues.
What we found was not a lack of intention but a scarcity of effective practical methods for making
them happen.

Barriers to change

We worked in four districts at neighbourhood, general practice population, operational management
and policy levels. Each workshop brought together between 15 and 30 people already working
to provide services for elderly people in their patch. The system of care around elderly people
involves many agencies and individuals extending way beyond the statutory services. It was this
complexity we wanted to understand.

For example, in one district we mapped the progress of a hypothetical elderly person with a
minor stroke being taken to the Accident and Emergency Department at 10pm. It gradually
became clear that people in one part of ‘the system of care’ around admission to hospital knew
little about the reality elsewhere, and that what appeared to be a solution in one place merely
shifted the burden, often in ways which were unintended and counterproductive.

In another place there was widespread agreement about the importance of mobility and transport,
whether by mini-cab or ambulance or an arm-to-lean-on, and yet transport services were seen
to be quite unconnected to other local services.
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We learned that if the right people are brought together they can gain a much clearer
understanding of the ‘big picture’. And that the people who use services bring crucial insights
into the way the system actually works, rather than the way it thinks it works. We concluded
that anything which helps the health and social care system to understand itself as a whole is
likely to lead to better judgements about using resources to bring about lasting change.

Phase two

We began to develop the approach we have called working whole systems. The ideas which
underpin it are useful where there is a willingness to see issues like hospital discharge or
homelessness as beyond the ability of any one organisation or individual ‘to fix’. Such issues are
complex. They cross boundaries and require communication and partnerships.
One of the key insights from systems thinking is that while each element of a service may be
organised and managed in a way which appears effective, the system as a whole may perform
badly and its capacity to learn new ways of working may be limited. Despite the hard work and
good intentions of many people in many agencies, the whole often fails to function as well as
the parts. In health and social care the people who suffer as a result are those who most need
inter-connected services. We began seeking ways of making the whole system the focus of our

interventions.

We began by seeking partners from anywhere within a local system — health authority, trust,
local authority, general practice, voluntary organisation. What we were looking for was local

partners who:

e do not believe there are quick fixes

e do not believe that solutions lie in ‘one more push’ using the same old ways of working

e are serious about partnerships, by which we mean more than simply coming together around
money.

e are serious about involving people who use services.

We knew that the system of care around older people stretched way beyond the statutory
services and was therefore likely to mean working with large numbers of people. We learned
about and experimented with a number of methods of doing this, including Future Secarch,
Open Space Technology, Real Time Strategic Change, Appreciative Inquiry and Time Dollars.

We are working in a number of sites in three cities — London, Liverpool, Newcastle and North
Tyneside. The work begins with a burning local issue — for example, how to improve hospital
discharge; how to prevent lonely deaths; how to avoid last year’s winter bed crisis. First, we
engage the stakeholders who bring together people with many different perspectives on the
particular issue of concern. We then design ‘whole system’ interventions which always involve
working with many types of stakeholder; always engage local people in acrive participation;
sometimes include working with large numbers of people simultaneously over two or three days.
The purpose is to uncover local solutions to local problems. The ‘newness' or difference comes

from working to:

o identify the system-wide issue — not more analysis of problems but seeking common causc.
For example, being able to move from hospital discharge as a problem for the acute trust to
the system-wide issue of how can we make going home from hospital a positive experience.
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* identify the appropriate system for that issue — not ‘just the usual suspects’ but the minicab
service, police, ambulance, housing associations, community groups, churches, all taking part
alongside more traditional players in the statutory and voluntary sectors.

* find new ways for this system to recognise itself — getting the ‘right people’ together which means
many different perspectives and cross-sections of people from within as well as between
organisations.

* discover solutions within the system — this is a critical difference: the belief that ordinary wisdom
is enough and that with sufficient diversity and mix of people, new possibilities emerge.

The purpose of working in these new ways is not to replace existing ways of working, but to add
value when existing methods have limited impact. These new methods have clear objectives
focused on making new connections, involving users as experts and generating possibilities for
new action.

Ewvaluation

The programme is being evaluated by a team of locally based researchers led by Professor .
Popay of the Public Health Research & Resource Centre, University of Salford. The evaluation
shows that we are succeeding in:

* designing and testing practical ways of working which lead to collaboration between statutory
organisations and their communities

creating enthusiasm to re-engage with long-standing problems. This happens at all levels -
chief executives, hospital consultants, councillors, police, nurses — and helps make change
more sustainable

* engaging significant numbers of older people. They have crucial insights into the way the
system actually works, rather than the way it thinks it works

spreading the techniques beyond the initial focus on older people to, for example, housing
and urban regeneration.

Some of the difficulties lie in sustaining the interest of key groups over time; promoting equal
voice for all participants, and understanding how to support local action in different sites.
We continue to work on these and to develop our ideas further.

Barbara Douglas, Kathryn Evans, Martin Fischer, John Harries, lan Kitt, Sue Lloyd-Evelyn,
Dave Martin, Jane Neubauer, Sharon Ombler-Spain, Julian Pratt, Madeleine Rooke-Ley
and Chris Shearin have contributed to the work of the programme, which is directed by

Pat Gordon and Diane Plamping
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Projectitis:

Spending lots of money and the trouble with project bidding
Projectitis
John Harries, Pat Gordon, Diane Plamping and Martin Fischer :
Why does short-term investment in one-off projects seldom deliver the
desired outcomes for organisational change? Why does the learning from
demonstration projects seldom transfer to other places? This paper considers
these conundrums and offers a different way of thinking about how to use
development resources.

Price £5.00
ISBN 1857172116

Action Zones and Large Numbers:
Why working with lots of people makes sense

Action Zones
and h'gﬂ
Numbers

Diane Plamping, Pat Gordon and Julian Pratt

Action zones will have to find ways of engaging the energy and commitment of
large numbers of people. If they are to ‘break the mould’ and deliver
fundamental change, they will have to find genuinely new ways of working.
This paper suggests a way of productively involving large numbers of people

at every stage.

Price £5.00
ISBN 1 85717 226 4

Partnership: Fit for purpose?

Julian Pratt, Diane Plamping, Pat Gordon

Partnership between organisations is hard to achieve. There is often a mismatch between our aspirations for
partnership and the frustration of our experience in practice. This paper offers a way of thinking about the
purpose of partnership; partnership behaviours which fit different purposes; and partnership behaviours which
can lead to sustainable change and are not dependant on injections of external resources.

Price £5.00
ISBN 1 85717229 9

Elephant Problems and Fixes that Fail
The story of a search for new approaches to inter-agency working

John Harries, Pat Gordon, Diane Plamping and Martin Fischer

This is the story of one group’s struggle to develop a new approach to cross-boundary working. [t starts from a
growing dissatisfaction with change initiatives which fail to both learn the lessons of earlier investment and
deliver desired outcomes. It recounts what shaped the way we did things, and why. It traces in particular the
interplay of theory and practice and the search for practical ways of applying theories to the ‘real world’.

Price £5.00
ISBN 1857172329
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Coming soon . . .
Working Whole Systems

Julian Pratt, Pat Gordon and Diane Plamping
This book brings together the various strands of our thinking and practice and describes our approach to whole
system working.

All titles in the Whole Systems Thinking series are available from:

King's Fund Bookshop, | |-13 Cavendish Square, London WM 0AN
Tel: 0171 307 2591 Fax: 0171 307 2801




King’s Fund

i 54001000811

[HRRR0A0




Creative writing can be a powerful tool in qualitative evaluation.
The exercises and examples in this book are based on writing games, storytelling
and memory.They are affirming, problem-solving and democratising. Evaluation

becomes something that everyone is asked to think about and take part in.

Creative writing can be fun as well as producing ideas and insights. =

Whole Systems Thinking ...

... a series of working papers

ih?ights derived from putting ideas into practice

... ideas about partnership and whole system thinking now central to the policy
# agenda on regeneration and sustainable change.
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Whole Systems Thinking is based on four years’ experience of working in London,
Liverpool, Newcastle and North Tyneside with health agencies and their local partners in

housing, local government, police, the independent sector, transport, and local people.

ISBN 1-85717-228-0
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