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Write to Freedom supports people in changing their lives  

through mentoring, self-empowerment, wilderness experiences  

and the power of personal stories. 

1. Project Background 
The Summer Arts project was a partnership project between Write to Freedom (W2F) and the 

Youth Offending Team (YOT) at Plymouth Youth Service (PYS), working with young men who 

were at risk of, or convicted of, committing a crime.  Write to Freedom was commissioned by 

PYS to deliver two courses over the Summer holidays. 

A pre-course assessment half day took place in July 2015 at Burrator Reservoir, Devon. This 

provided a taster and familiarisation for the potential project participants. It also gave 

facilitators chance to assess whether specific individuals would benefit from the course. The 

assessment consisted of setting ground rules, and a taste of activities focused on fire lighting, 

nature connection, creative writing and communication.  

Those that remained interested and were considered suitable following the assessment day 

went on to a three week course. There were two sessions each week during July – August 

2015 and a second cohort in August – September 2015. Each session was held at an outdoor 

venue located within Dartmoor National Park.  

The project offered archery, physical activity and nature connection. It also used elements of 

Write to Freedom’s ‘Tribe Warrior’ narrative: 

Tribe Warrior was inspired by our work with young men, people in recovery from 

addiction and the W2F staff’s hard won freedom through their own personal journey. 

The beauty of a work of fiction used as a teaching tool is that it invites the reader and 

listener to enter the story at a level they are comfortable with. 

(There is more about this on the website www.writetofreedom.org.uk) 

Aims 

All of Write to Freedom’s work aims to support people in changing their lives through 

mentoring, self-empowerment, wilderness experiences and the power of personal stories. In 

addition, this project aimed to 

 provide participants with the opportunity and tools to gain perspective on their lives  

 inspire and facilitate behaviour change. 

Participants 

The project participants were males aged between 15 and 17. All were recruited via the Youth 

Offending Team at Plymouth Youth Service. Seven young people attended the assessment 

day, leading to five participants in the first cohort of the course and five in the second; there 

was an overlap of participants with some attending as part of both cohorts. Due to attendee 

numbers varying between two and five at each session, participants on the first cohort were 

invited to attend the second cohort sessions as well to enable them to attend a full course 

worth of sessions. 

http://www.writetofreedom.org.uk/
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Three members of the YOT staff team accompanied the young people on the assessment day 

and course.  These YOT staff were encouraged to join in with the activities as participants in 

order to remove hierarchical barriers that may have otherwise existed. 

Facilitators 

The assessment day was facilitated by Caspar Walsh (lead Write to Freedom facilitator), 

bushcraft instructor John Elsworthy and archery instructor Gordon Monaghan. The course 

sessions were facilitated by John, Gordon and Ben Ford, who specialises in creative writing 

and personal development.   

Evaluation Methodology 

Participants completed two evaluation forms – a short form at the end of the assessment day, 

and a longer form at the end of the course. Participants were asked to complete the forms as 

an activity during the sessions. Some of these were completed by the participants themselves, 

whereas others were completed by the YOT staff acting as scribes for the young people. Four 

participants completed the assessment day evaluation forms, and five completed the first page 

of the course evaluation form.  One participant did not complete the second page of the course 

evaluation form, so that section is based on feedback from four participants. 

The participant and YOT staff feedback data is from the first cohort. A misunderstanding over 

college term dates meant that the second cohort’s course was cut short. This meant that the 

feedback sessions were not carried out, and feedback has not been collected post-course.  

One of the facilitators kept a journal during the project, recording his thoughts about the 

sessions after each one. The W2F facilitator’s journal covers one of the first cohorts sessions, 

and four of the second cohort’s sessions. 

2. W2F Approach and Facilitator Journals   
The journal gives a qualitative, observational view of how facilitators reflect and adapt the 

session plans dynamically in response to the group and their needs.  This resource gives an 

insight into the W2F approach and so is included first. 

Check-ins are a well-used mechanism for encouraging participants to communicate with the 

group and share their feelings.  These are a regular feature of W2F course sessions, so the 

journal is a useful indicator of evidence that they work for the young people: 

I called a check in after lunch before we started again. It was a good way to drop 

everyone down again and focus up their attention. It’s surprising how much the lads 

are engaging with check ins. 

 This was further evidenced later on in the second cohort’s programme - longer and deeper 

check ins, young men really getting to grips with speaking in group about feelings. 

Creative writing is an integral part of W2F courses. One journal entry illustrates how this tool 

can be harnessed as a way of dealing with raised emotions during sessions, as well as the 

usual planned writing activities for the expression of longer term thoughts, feelings and 

experiences: 

[Participant] and [Participant] had conflict. [Another facilitator] dealt with it skilfully. I got 

them to channel that anger into a writing piece, and we had to actually stop them writing 
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to move onto the next task. They wrote some great pieces which they later shared 

around the fire as gifts. 

In one group a particular individual tended to dominate lunchtime chat, so that the mealtime 

atmosphere was quite different from the rest of the sessions.  The facilitators responded by 

introducing a conversation topic for each lunch time, relevant to the day’s activities or themes. 

It worked well: Discussion was rich, and the lads were opening up to ‘proper’ communication. 

The course introduces the ‘kings’ archetype to allocate practical tasks and encourage 

responsibility:  

Genuine contributions from all of the lads, they helped cook, hold the site, and make 

sure everyone was feeling OK and participating and keeping safe. All the lads are keen 

to be Kings again on Thursday and try different roles.  

The enthusiasm for the King roles persisted outside the session: Lads self-selected their King 

roles before they even got to site, and told us what jobs they were doing! Amazing! 

Creating a space where participants are encouraged to be open, honest and share their 

thoughts is a key aspects of the W2F approach. The W2F facilitators felt that the YOT staff 

also need to be engaged in this. As such, the facilitators felt the need to create a mechanism 

to encourage things to be either brought to the circle or left behind. By the end of the sessions 

the facilitator noted how an increase in engagement from all involved had been achieved: I’m 

continually amazed with the progress, and willingness to engage from the lads, and now the 

YOT team too. 

Young men may not often find themselves in a place where they can open up emotionally and 

safely.  One journal entry indicated how the W2F approach can release emotions in a 

supported way, and also how this support is valued by the young people: 

At one point [participant] left the group to cry alone, [facilitator] and [facilitator] went to 

offer support, and it was greatly received. He appreciated them both for going to his 

aid, he said “that never happens for me usually”. 

3. Participant & YOT Staff Feedback 

Summer Arts Assessment Day  

The assessment day gave participants a taste of what to expect. Fire lighting was mentioned 

most frequently by both participants and staff in relation to what they felt they’d got out of the 

day (3 participants, 1 YOT staff) and what they considered to be the best part of the day.  

Gaining fire lighting skills and learning what types of wood are good to burn were both 

mentioned. Three of the four participants considered fire lighting to be the best part of the day 

and one staff member stated that both fire lighting and the water gun were the best.  

Members of YOT staff chose laughing with young people and the sensory test as the best part 

of the day. Archery was the preferred activity of the other participants.  An experience and the 

gaining of more skills were also mentioned. A good feeling what Write to Freedom is about 

and how young people will be able to learn new skills, try something different and have fun, 
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was stated by one member of staff and a sense of calm by another.  The other felt that had 

gained an appreciation of their surroundings (alongside fire lighting skills). 

When asked if they would come back, six of the seven participants said yes. The other 

participant said maybe.  All three staff members said they would return, with one giving a very 

enthusiastic always.   

One YOT staff member felt the day could have been improved by a shorter introduction to 

retain the attention of participants.  One of the young people suffered from Attention Deficit 

Disorder, so the staff member felt that a shorter introduction would be of benefit to him in 

particular.  One staff member wanted the day to be longer. The other staff member and three 

of the participants did not suggest any improvements, with one of replying to this question with 

today was great.  However, one participant wanted James Bond style activities! 

Summer Arts Course  

All five participants felt positively about the course with comments such as It’s been 

good/worth getting up for and eye opening.  One youth worker, completing the form on a 

participant’s behalf added: Enables me to reflect on his day. More confident and enjoys 

sharing his experience with friends. 

Three participants felt that there was nothing they didn’t enjoy.  One of the other two didn’t like 

the sit spot activity where they had to sit 

quietly and draw what they heard, reporting 

that: I heard too much and [got] confused. 

Another young man didn’t like the way Tribe 

Warrior was read by several different people 

rather than a single narrator: found story 

hard to follow due to this.  

Before the start of the course, the young 

people were asked to indicate how they felt 

about spending time in nature (on a scale of 

1-10). Attitudes spanned one 5 (noting he 

felt interested), one 7 and three highly 

positive 10s, with one young man mentioning that they lived in Cornwall so felt at home in 

nature... [ as I'm not really a] people person.   

All the young men maintained or increased their level of interest in nature. The 10s were 

unchanged, with nowhere higher to go on the scale. The 7 participant rose to 10 by the end 

of the course. The final participant's 5 increased to 7 for the end. The youth worker who 

completed the form on his behalf stated that the young man would like to have done more as 

he has recognised that he receives a good feeling from the experience. Would like to come 

back and do some more. 

Learning new skills appears to have been an important aspect of the activities offered in the 

longer course and was closely connected with enjoyment. Archery, axe throwing and bushcraft 

activities were all appreciated. When talking about archery, one participant stated: Was able 

to learn the skills in a short space of time.  Able to 'tune in' to my gut instinct. 
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Some participants identified learning around personal development and softer skills. One 

participant responded with listening and leaving things behind and another stated using my 

senses more. 

One participant suggested that they would like the course to include more self-reliant bushcraft 

skills, but the only other suggestion for improvement was the removal of mud!  However, the 

participant followed that up with or I'll wear 

black shoes.  

W2F courses specifically invite personal 

growth, using myth as a mirror to facilitate 

participants' understanding of their own story. 

For example young people take it in turns to 

sit in the King's Chair in a rite of passage 

where they experience being addressed in 

their full strength (rather than any more 

troubled aspects of their personality). The 

second page of the evaluation form asked 

about feelings and change. One person did 

not complete this page. 

Three of the four young people completing the page reported having strong thoughts or 

feelings during the sessions. One felt that 

there were none for him.  One stated that he 

felt more confident, one experienced 

thoughts or feelings in reference to the 

King’s Chair, and the third stated that they 

like change - like a challenge.   

All four of these participants felt that the 

sessions had resulted in them wanting to 

change an aspect of their lives. One wanted 

to change the way he thinks, and felt that the 

tracking activity had led them to be more 

aware and notice things.  The others stated 

- “Be more at peace with myself” and “The way I learn from people”. For one there was a very 

significant change: to not want to be involved in crime anymore.  All four felt that the project 

had been relevant to their lives, for a variety of reasons.  One person had benefitted from the 

project giving them a reason to get out of the house more. The learning of skills, such as 

learning what they can burn on a fire and gaining survival skills, was also quoted as being 

relevant. Self-awareness and self-development also came up, such as: I’ve realised I ‘zone 

out’ a lot. One person described a feeling that he had been given targets to aim for, and one 

stated clearly and strongly that …it opened my eyes to my potential and let me let go of what 

was holding me back.  

There were upbeat responses when asked how they would describe Write to Freedom to a 

friend. One said that they would say it’s helped them a lot, and another stated: freedom; space 

to clear mind; fun; activities you learn skills from”. They were also positive about what they 
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would remember about W2F – mentioning specific activities, gaining skills and meeting 

people.  Two were particularly enthusiastic, stating “All of it!” and “I won’t forget a thing”.  

4. Recommendations for future programmes  
Feedback from all parties involved in this project was predominantly very positive and 

indicated that the project had delivered something that was needed and appreciated with clear 

benefits for participants.   

The involvement of YOT staff to support the young people was important to the partnership. 

W2F models a different cultural approach to youth service work and so in future it may be 

beneficial to run a familiarisation session for YOT staff - introducing W2F's ethos, key 

messages, processes and expectations- before the young people are present 

Some participants reported that they would like to take part in more advanced activities such 

as advanced bushcraft skills.  The option for a follow-on, more advanced programme may be 

of benefit to some individuals.  It is likely these would need to be assessed by the facilitators 

to ensure that the individuals are ready for the progression.   

Established aspects of W2F courses have been observed to work well with the young men 

and therefore should continue to be integrated in all future programmes. 

 

 

Author: Vickie Norris, January 2016. 


