

Pongo Teen Writing Project


PONGO’S GROUP WRITING TECHNIQUES:
Ideas for Designing and Running Group Activities

There are many different ways to inspire and design group activities, but here is a basic model for the Pongo Teen Writing Project that gives the teens some opportunities to warm up to creativity and to succeed in writing, whatever their inhibitions or skill level:

1. The Pongo model (structured, personalized, non-intrusive activities) works in group settings. Please review the Pongo approach, the ways we introduce ourselves to youth, and the principles of our one-on-one work with youth.

2. Perhaps the biggest challenge in designing a group activity is the selection of an appropriate theme. Following the Pongo model, this theme should be relevant to the teens’ lives, non-intrusive in terms of their specific personal experience, emotionally resonant, containing real and complicated emotions and ideas, and allowing for a range of expression (for example, including a range of both areas of strength and vulnerability, both aspirations and frustrations).

3. Following the Pongo approach, begin each setting by providing the Pongo context – the Pongo background, philosophy, faith in poetry, respect for teen stories. Also, clarify group rules (as developed with teen input). A sample rule is that “People should show respect for one another.” Finally, explain the session’s timing and transitions.

4. Talk about poetry and read poetry on the day’s theme, and possibly discuss a poem as you begin.

5. Follow with a group discussion or a group participation poem, such as a list poem, where individuals can participate orally, with you writing down their ideas on an easel or board. This discussion and poem should be relevant to the writing exercise that will follow in the form of a fill-in-the-blank poem. While you are working on the group poem, read it back to the youth.
6. After the creative preparation in the form of group discussion and a group poem, provide a fill-in-the-blank poem handout for the teens to complete individually. 
7. During the time when individuals are working on the handout, give people the second option of writing their own poem, in any form, on blank paper. 

8. When the teens are finished with the fill-in-the-blank poems or individual poems (or even while they are working), ask the teens to read their work to the group or ask them to allow you to read their work.

9. Compliment the teens’ strengths throughout the writing activity, and especially as you conclude.

(OVER)
Here are some things to keep in mind as you design and run group activities through the Pongo Teen Writing Project:

· Group process can be a huge asset, but it is also your principal challenge. (See PONGO’S GROUP WRITING APPROACH for ideas about interacting with youth, clarifying boundaries, and setting limits.)
· Establish rules at the beginning, and with input from the group. (You might set the group’s rules at one class and then merely read them at the beginning of other classes.)

· Be aware of transitions. These provoke anxiety in many Pongo youth. Explain early on what will happen during an activity, and what will happen when the activity is over. Repeat the transition information as necessary, such as at the end of the activity.

· Be flexible and open as you run an activity. Have many alternative activities and approaches available and in mind, in case your planned activity doesn’t work.
· Be as thoroughly prepared as you can be, including arranging supplies, coming early to check and arrange the room, expecting the worst in terms of resource availability.

· Give people some opportunities for private, personal creative writing. You may be surprised about what is accomplished.

· Manage your time well in order to communicate safety and control. Start on time and end on time.

· Have some easy, mindless activity for people to work on in case you have to delay the start of an activity or have time to kill.

· If you have colleagues in an activity, arrange for them to be active participants. They should circulate, they should keep an eye on unhelpful interactions between teens. They should contribute ideas with the group when that is useful, they should offer help to individuals, they should provide solutions to problems.
· On the issue of Writer Release Forms (for purposes of publication), we don’t usually collect them for our group activities, because the group poems are essentially our own creations. Normally, we publish the group poems without individual attributions. However, if during the course of the group activity there are poems produced by individuals that we feel are original (and that we may wish to publish), we ask those individuals to sign Release Forms, then type and save the files.
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