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REMOVING OBSTACLES TO WRITING

We all know how hard it is to express and comprehend deeply felt pain. Pongo teaches creative writing to teens (and others) in homeless shelters, juvenile detention centers, psychiatric hospitals, and other settings. Our authors have led difficult lives, and typically have experienced multiple traumas in their childhood from abuse, neglect, and terrible events. Many of these traumatized teens have too few people in their lives who truly listen to what they have to say. These tragic circumstances and lack of support affect the young people’s abilities to heal and develop self-esteem. But writing can make a difference. For example, once I was speaking to an agency when a counselor said he knew about Pongo. One of his clients had been published by Pongo in juvenile detention. The counselor said that it had been the one success in the boy’s life, and that the boy’s family had framed his published poem on their living room wall. It turned out that the counselor learned from the boy’s poem, for the first time, about the effect on the boy of his father’s death.

Pongo’s message to people who care about youth is that it’s easy to encourage young people to write in a heartfelt and therapeutic way. Helping teens to write when they are on the streets, in jail, emotionally distraught, or in other ways leading difficult lives, is initially a simple process of removing obstacles to self-expression. Young people, especially suffering young people, have a need to be heard. A writing mentor can encourage writing simply by offering a pencil, pad of paper, and, mainly, a responsive ear to interested teens. At Pongo we believe that the act of listening is the most important thing we do.

It’s our experience that teens want to express themselves and be heard, in particular older teens, 15-17 years old. These older teens who are in pain are also fairly concrete, they want to write about themselves in the world. They want to explain and receive affirmation for who they are. Younger teens also want to write about their personal issues, but they often prefer a different type of writing, less concrete and more symbolic. The younger teens’ work more naturally turns to personal fantasy, which achieves effects similar to the older teens’ more literal writing – strengthening the teens’ sense of themselves and building self-esteem – but in a more symbolic and less self-conscious way.
We’ve found that an accepting attitude can make all the difference in stimulating writing by young people. I remember talking to a school teacher who was unsure how to encourage his students to write. But the teacher began saving student poetry in a three-ring binder, and sharing that binder with others. With this simple effort, the teacher became a focus of creative writing in his school.

It’s easy to help teens to write – by encouraging their work, taking them seriously, and being careful about offering criticism. And then, once teens are writing, there are benefits that even they may hardly realize. Like the young man in the counselor’s story above, teens will write about events that they’ve had difficulty talking about. They may recognize feelings, such as sadness and mourning, that they have previously struggled to avoid. I remember one abused young girl who expressed a wish to be a poisonous butterfly so that she could be with people who loved her, and discourage those who would hurt her. The imagery in her poem reflected her frailty, beauty, avoidance, and anger. 

Among the other benefits that teens receive from writing are cognitive benefits, where writing helps them organize their world, apply their values, analyze their behaviors, express determination, and set goals. I remember one poem in which a boy discussed his frustration and rage, and considered how those feelings conflicted with desire, when he asked, “Why do people fall in love?”

At Pongo, it’s a joy to work with our authors on their meaningful writing. We begin by listening, and then we use other techniques to allow the creative flow. We describe our method in terms of three progressive steps, that we undertake in the order below:

1. Accepting self-expression

2. Jump-starting creative flow

3. Honing writing craft

ACCEPTING SELF-EXPRESSION

The techniques that Pongo describes as “accepting self-expression” are the most important, the place to start, and the easiest to achieve, even if a writing mentor is not an experienced writer or teacher. These are techniques of attitude, philosophy, and organization of the writing project. It’s important, first of all, to let the teens know by words and actions that you value what they have to say. I’m constantly moved by the vulnerability that permeates teens’ writing, even (or especially) in the writing that’s most naive. If I write a poem with a young boy about Candy Land, and he suddenly has a group of chocolate gangsters killing chocolate policemen, it’s disturbing, strange, and sad. A mentor needs to be sensitive to the significance of all kinds of writing.
Perhaps the most useful skill that a mentor can develop in working with teens is to develop the ability to listen. I think it is important for adults to be aware of their own need to talk, advise, counsel, and criticize young people. Adults may want to help teens, but we also have to recognize our own insecurities and needs that may determine how we relate to youth. Teens need to be heard as themselves first – not as people whom adults need to change in some way. At Pongo we relate to teens through their writing, and we recognize our limited ability to direct their complicated and highly charged lives. On the other hand, it is no small gift to bear witness to a person’s painful experiences, and the process of bearing witness does facilitate growth and change, for everyone involved. The act of listening encourages openness, feeling, and growth in others.
While we are listening and facilitating writing, there are important obligations for us, too. With Pongo, we know that we have to be mature and safe. Teens who have led difficult lives usually have good reason not to trust adults. To be a mature and safe person, and an effective Pongo mentor, it’s important that we consistently follow safety rules, keep our personal life private, and not implicitly or explicitly over-promise closeness in our working relationship with a teen. In my opinion, this level of professionalism creates a safe relationship that frees a teen to share feelings, and frees a mentor to experience compassion. It is in the context of our mature relationships with youth that Pongo mentors can best encourage and welcome the young people’s creative writing.
To further support the teenagers’ creative effort, Pongo also publishes books of teen writing. This is a very important aspect of our program. A book doesn’t have to be expensive to be an effective reinforcement tool and positive experience for the youth. Also, even without publishing, it’s possible to support teen writing by typing, saving, posting, and reading aloud the work within a group, agency, or community context. At Pongo we always save copies of the teens’ work in notebooks, we give teens multiple typed copies of their written work, and we create displays, too. In addition, we share written work among teens, frequently reading people’s work aloud to groups of their peers. (Pongo always obtains an author’s permission before we publish or share the work. And we use pseudonyms in our publications.)

Most of Pongo’s writing mentors are also writers, and this makes it easy for us to explain to teens that we understand how hard it is to write. In this way we can lower pressure while encouraging creativity, and so we can lessen the teen authors’ fear of failure. On the other hand, one of Pongo’s principles is to make sure that our authors have a successful writing experience every time they sit down with us. We achieve constant success by including in our repertoire of writing activities some simple dictated exercises, improvisational techniques, and fill-in-the-blank poems that will help any youth to complete a piece of writing. These writing structures are discussed below under “Jumpstarting Creative Flow.”
Another way that Pongo lowers people’s vulnerability when they write with us, is that we stress the importance of self-expression over other judgments about writing. For example, some teens express concern about spelling and grammar. We assure them that spelling and grammar are not important in the process of writing. (In fact, as part of our program, Pongo’s adult mentors type up the teens’ work. When we do that, we also fix spelling and make grammar consistent.) Though we don’t stress correct spelling and grammar, what we do tell teenagers is that honesty is the most important criterion for good writing. This is a core belief of our program. We understand, and are patient with, difficult content about painful experience and strong feeling. Teens learn that they do not have to protect us when they write.

Sometimes, with our focus on honesty, the issue of objectionable content arises. Though we encourage honesty, we do occasionally ask people to express themselves in alternative ways. We set limits on violent fantasies, for example, when this writing seems provocative and unhelpful. We ask youth to focus instead on content that explains who they are as people. But we make sure that we set limits that are clear and nonjudgmental.

And on the topic of judgment, when a teenager is working on a piece of writing or has finished a piece, it becomes a very delicate matter how to offer criticism. It’s not the end of the world for a mentor not to offer criticism of a current work but rather to hand someone a new piece of paper, a new assignment, and to make a suggestion for a new approach. The least judgmental criticism a mentor can offer is to ask a teenager to add specific information, and the next easiest criticism is to ask a teenager to cut out a small section that seems irrelevant. With our authors, who have been hurt and who have low self-esteem and who may be expressing themselves for the first time, it is usually inappropriate to offer extensive corrections. Yes, a person becomes a better writer by understanding how to edit work and exercise critical judgment, but the deepest and most demanding criticisms are best saved for the most mature, accomplished, and confident writers.

I would summarize the goals for accepting self-expression as follows:

· Listen to what teens have to say

· Value their written product

· Read aloud, share, and publish teen writing

· Refrain from judgment and criticism about the 
type of content and errors

JUMPSTARTING CREATIVE FLOW

Creativity is like water flowing downhill – but the dams of resistance might have to be eased open with varying amounts of structure, ideas, interest, and inspired help. These are the techniques Pongo calls “jumpstarting creative flow,” that follow upon the techniques of “accepting self-expression.” For example, one way to free up a teen’s self-expression is to take dictation. We might ask a girl what’s on her mind, then write down exactly what she says. In the process we will ask clarifying questions and make suggestions of detail, as necessary, to provide focus, completeness, and resolution. For the young person, telling a story (and answering questions and responding to suggestions) is easier than creating a new work without any assistance or structure. At the same time, the content of the dictated stories – the teens’ own meaningful experiences – is inherently relevant. This relevance stimulates a writing process that is rewarding and possibly therapeutic.

Though I made the point previously that many teenagers will seize any opportunity to tell their stories, the value of “jumpstarting” is that teens who would not normally express themselves can be encouraged to write. At Pongo, we place a high priority on assisting distressed teens who cannot or would not express themselves without our help. The benefits of creative writing for less communicative teens are tremendous. Sometimes their painful experiences pour onto the page. Sad as their life experiences might be, the teens are often also thrilled and proud to express themselves, and they seem to come away with an altered sense of who they are.

Taking dictation is just one technique we use in the Pongo program to offer structure, support, and personalized content. We also create impromptu poetic structures, whose personal relevance is based on a preliminary conversation or dictated writing by a teen. For example, if a writer feels angry about life we might suggest a list poem that begins like the poem below, with a first line (in italics) that we suggest:

Sometimes I’m angry because…

I hate it when no one makes me dinner
I don’t like it when people think I’m stupid

I get mad when people don’t listen to how I feel

Another way we might improvise a poetic structure is by suggesting imagery. For example, if a young person is feeling stuck in his life, but is having trouble articulating that feeling, we might suggest relevant similes on which to base a poem – Does he feel like an unchanging rock, or like a person floating in space, or like a bird caught in a trap, etc. We build a poem from there.
If a teen is having trouble expressing herself about a complicated relationship, we might ease the process along by suggesting she write a poem about many aspects of that relationship, the good and the bad:

One good thing about friends is…
   they can make you forget about your problems

One bad thing about friends is…

   they will say they have your back, but not really

Another way that Pongo provides structure and personal relevance is by creating original fill-in-the-blank poems that we develop as ready-to-use activities. These poems are based on themes that are relevant to our authors, expressed in ways that are emotionally and creatively evocative. With each activity we also give an example or two of the completed poem and lots of ideas for possible content. These ideas stimulate the young people’s creative process and inspire their original ideas. Here is an example of a writing exercise for a love poem, with some content ideas included: 
LOVE POEM #1
Oh how do I love thee. Let me count the _____________________________

(text messages, pizzas, ???).

I love you like a ____________________ (dog, flower, ???) who finds a 

____________________ (bag of cookies on the floor, a warm spring sunrise, ???).

I'd like to take the clouds out of the sky and use them to make a ____________________ (bed, hat, ???) for you.

Every day I like to ____________________ (talk, dream, ???) about you.

When you said _____________________________, my heart started to 

____________________ (flip, melt, ???) like a ____________________ 

(hamburger, candle, ???)."

Of course, the possibilities for structured, personally relevant writing exercises may take many forms. And this approach can be used with groups as well as with individuals. Years ago I worked in a psychiatric clinic where the teens had high levels of resistance to expressing themselves, along with varying abilities to articulate ideas and feelings. But I found that when I defined a writing task and made it interesting enough and open-ended enough, the teens were able to express themselves easily, to their individual levels of comfort and ability. For example, every year before we went on an annual camping trip, I would collaborate with the teens on a ghost story that they performed around the campfire. My intention with the story was to help the youth deal with their anxieties about the trip. I’d write the skeleton of the story and leave blanks for the writers to fill in – What did the haunted house look like? What were the noises in the woods at night? Describe the creature in the story. This was the structure that helped the creativity to flow. The teens could write as they were able, either a word or a page in response to each question.

And in the ghost story, I enhanced the activity by personalizing it with people, music, situations, humor, and attitudes that the teens enjoyed. A haunted house might be a familiar clinic, noises might be a favorite song, a creature might be a respected authority figure. Next the whole process of defining and personalizing the task was facilitated by lots of creative discussion. Openness to the teens’ own ideas made it possible to further stimulate interest in a story’s content. And the whole process was also energized by the expectation of a public performance (comparable to the reward of publication). 

Here are examples of structures that may serve as the basis for a writing activity:

Basic Structures

Fill-in-the-blank (“He was a very _____ man.”), Sentence completion (“I wish I could…”), Lists (“A kind person does the following things:”), Multiple choice (“A friend should: [a] Take drugs away, [b] Leave you alone”)

Cultural Structures

Poetic models (following pattern of traditional or modern poem), Creation myth (or folk tale, fairy tale, etc.), Genre models (ghost story, mystery, etc.), Want ad (or slogan, commercial, etc.), [and many, many more]

Personal Structures

Chronology of events, Set of priorities, Sequence of memories, Set of questions, Collection of sensory images, List, Letter (to real person, to self, in “Dear Abby” response), Wish poem, Reflection (“the part of me that no one knows”), Dream

And here are some examples of themes that are relevant for young people who have led difficult lives: questions (about parents, life, etc.), survival, strengths, assumptions, reconciliation, the way life rolls, loneliness, home, etc.
One very important point to make about the Pongo process is that the personalized content must be relevant, but not intrusive. In other words, we would never ask a girl to write about her disappointment in her mom, but we might invite her to write her questions about mothers in general. In this way, we create an opportunity for the personal – an opportunity that teens often take advantage of – but we don’t require the most personal writing. We understand that our authors are vulnerable, and that they often have good reason not to trust strangers. We respect their struggles. We also understand that we are temporary helpers who are not available for indefinite amounts of emotional support. (On the other hand, as sometimes happens, if we think that a youth is in crisis, we work closely with an agency’s mental health staff.)
To conclude this section, here is Pongo’s list of goals for jumpstarting creative flow (remembering that the techniques of accepting self-expression are the foundation for this process):

· Free people up by providing a writing structure

· Offer lots of creative ideas and possibilities
· Personalize the content of the writing activity

· Make the personalized content non-intrusive

HONING THE WRITING CRAFT

The third goal in our technique for teaching writing is to show teens how to hone their writing craft. Unfortunately, this particular goal is usually not appropriate in most Pongo settings, where our authors are extremely vulnerable emotionally and where our time with them is often limited.

But honing the writing craft is a terrific goal. I believe that when teenagers are helped to become better writers they are also helped to use writing in a way that better meets their non-writing needs: building ego, expressing feelings, and developing their cognitive abilities. A stronger ego is the result when writers seek out, evaluate, and respond to a critique of their work. Also, writers can learn to be more subtle and original as they become more sophisticated in their craft. And when writers are encouraged to become more self-conscious in their use of organization, word choice, characterization, etc, they also develop greater cognitive skills. Finally, another ego-building skill is that when good writers learn to rewrite and apply effort over time, they also learn to cope with the frustration of imperfection and to work toward a larger goal, over time.

A more detailed discussion of honing craft will not be included here, but I’ll summarize the issues as follows: 

· Encourage critique and reasonable self-assessment

· Encourage originality, depth, and technique
· Encourage rewriting and perseverance

CONCLUSION

This has been a general introduction to the Pongo approach. I hope you find it useful and that you have an exciting and productive experience teaching therapeutic writing to teens. While this paper is a confident description of techniques that work, I know that the reality is sometimes a different thing. Situations and people differ, and adults have to be flexible and creative in response. 
You have my best wishes. I believe much teen writing can be encouraged and much good can be done through a teacher’s creativity and ability to listen and be compassionate.
Richard Gold
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Writing Therapy for Teens in Jail, 

On The Streets, Leading Difficult Lives
GOLD’S TRIANGLE

First Tier Writing Therapy Techniques:


Listen to what teens have to say


Value their written product


Read aloud, share, post, and publish teen writing


Refrain from criticism and correction





Second Tier Writing Therapy Techniques:


Free people up by providing a writing structure


Personalize content (make emotionally relevant)


Make the personalized content non-intrusive


Offer lots of creative ideas and possibilities





Third Tier Techniques:


(Honing skills through critique, rewrite, models, etc. Often not appro�priate in our short-term work with distressed youth.)








Copyright © 2001-2006 Richard Gold

www.pongopublishing.org
page 10

