
 

Following a successful workshop for Peace Jam Slam at University of York in February, Peace Jam UK 

invited me to facilitate further workshops at their recent conference at University of Winchester in 

March. The conference was a 2 day event for young people (14-18yrs) from schools across the UK. 

Approximately 150 young people were in attendance to see Nobel Peace Prize laurate Laymah 

Gbowee talk about her experiences of championing human rights in her native Liberia and to 

participate in a range of workshops from charities, NGOs, faith organisations, activists and artists; I 

was booked as the latter. 

I arrived just before the end of a hip-hop dance performance from a group of participants and just in 

time to take a seat in the auditorium prior to Laymah’s arrival. She was raucously welcomed by the 

enthusiastic young people who whooped and cheered her entrance like a rock star. 

Laymah spoke of her time on the front line in Liberia as well as the work she now does with the 

foundation she set up with the money from her Nobel Prize. She spoke with the intonation and 

cadence of an African woman who had spent many years in the U.S. and who had delivered many 

rousing, emotive speeches about her experiences and work. She spoke of her children (maternal and 

adopted) and the discrimination she had experienced in her home town as a mother of four. She was 

an endearing and down to earth speaker with enough wit to infuse her struggle stories with humour 

and humanity. Her time on the stage culminated in a protracted Q&A that saw young people joining 

her on the stage to ask questions and receive hugs “from aunty”. The session overran and when it was 

brought to a halt by one of the organisers she instructed those left with unanswered questions to join 

her for lunch. 

During the lunch break I found my way to the room where I would be running my spoken word 

workshop later that afternoon. When I arrived, guided by a young mentor, I found the room littered 

with the remnants of earlier activities; the tables were covered in sheets on flipchart paper, adorned 

with notes scribed in fluorescent highlighter pen, amongst discarded PowerPoint print outs. The chairs 

were left in the circle they had been previously formed into and the room bore all the hallmarks of a 

workshop venue. I set up my laptop and left a playlist of Hip-hop and grime instrumentals playing over 

the frozen PowerPoint intro slide I would start my workshop Humans Write Human Rights with, before 

catching up with Peace Jam mentor and friend of HipHopEdUk Ilaf and her musician friend while the 

first workshops were running in other rooms. 



When I returned to the room I was greeted by four wide-eyed 18 year olds who had arrived early for 

the session. One of the students declared they had been “so excited for this workshop”, which ushered 

in the first and only feeling of the pressure of expectation I would feel that day. We sat and talked 

about the courses they were studying, ranging from English Lit to Drama, Chemistry, Photography and 

Sociology. Three of the early arrivals, all girls from a school in Jersey, knew each other while the fourth 

was a young man from New Jersey. We laughed about the coincidence after which he spoke about his 

aspirations to become a conflict photographer; a career choice partly inspired by his father’s death in 

the 9/11 attacks on New York. These were intelligent, articulate young people with a desire to 

contribute positively to their generation’s future and to work for a better world.  

A few minutes later the rest of the group arrived. One by one a line of teenagers entered the room 

and took seats. They were immediately attentive and open to participation. I started the sessions with 

a walking/talking exercise. While they walked around the space I asked them to think of 3 things they 

had learnt that morning and of 3 questions they would like answered. At intervals I told them to stop 

walking and share one of their learnings or questions with the person closest to them, before 

continuing their walk around the space. They all took to the task with enthusiasm and each time they 

were stopped they fell into animated conversations with each other. The group was comprised of 

mostly female youngsters with a peppering of males which included myself as facilitator and the senior 

mentor that was escorting the group for the day. Questions such as, “What makes a strong woman?”, 

“How can you avoid violence?” as well as comments such as, “I have learnt I don’t have to act 

masculine,” and “You can start to make a difference by working in your own community,” were shared 

and discussed as we stood in the space. After 3 shares I brought the group to a stop and we sat down 

in a circle to move on to the next activity in the workshop. 

I shared my interest in facilitating dialogue and the work I had done around philosophical inquiry both 

at school with young people and with adults through the event HEADSPIN that I run with Tanga 

Wanda. I explained the format of the dialogue as well as what makes a good philosophical question 

before asking them to discuss, in pairs, the ideas they had shared and heard during the first activity to 

try and form questions as a starting point for the dialogue. Again, they quickly became immersed in 

rich discussion with each other and when I brought them to a close many were keen to suggest a 

question to vote upon. The four questions offered for voting were: 

1. Should men be feminists? 

2. Is violence ever the answer? 

3. Is ignorance as dangerous as premeditated violence? 

4. What makes a strong woman? 

The group were permitted to vote for up to 3 questions and question 2 was a clear winner. Before 

taking an opening contribution I shared the 2 tenets we always share at HipHopEdUk of turn-taking 

and care-taking before asking for an opening statement. Immediately an issue with the wording of the 

question arose with one of the participants stating that the term answer is neutral and therefore the 

answer to the question is simply yes because we do often answer situations with violence, adding “it 

is often the answer, just a bad answer.” 

We agreed as a group to change the wording to “Is violence ever a good response?” and continued. 

This rewording allowed the dialogue to flow more smoothly. Many in the group were keen to 

contribute, and did so with care for themselves and others, respecting the space they were taking up 

and the rights of all to participate. There were a range of views expressed and interrogated such as, 

violence creates a disparity of power; you can only use violence against those weaker than you; 

violence is a mismanagement of aggression; aggression is evolutionary, as well a number of reframings 



of the question that attempted to clarify what was meant by violence as well as the different forms 

violence can take. More than half the group actively contributed with a small number making multiple 

contributions. On several occasions I asked for contributions from participants who had not yet spoken 

and this brought a number of other quieter or less confident voices into the dialogue. I used some of 

the techniques I had learnt on the P4Cyphers course from Darren Chetty in regard to clarifying what 

had been said using the language of “I’m hearing…” and “It seems you are saying…” as well as some 

of those learnt from my work with Tanga, such as asking for contrary positions and asking participants 

to “say more about” what they were thinking. 

The group were responsive to my interventions and were also adept at managing the conversation 

themselves, taking care not to occupy too much space in the dialogue and to listen and respond to 

contrary viewpoints in an open-minded and reflective manner. Most of the young people came from 

relatively privileged schools and were for the most part at ease with the idea of a large group 

discussion and willing to share their thinking. At one point a participant began his contribution by 

saying, “This will contradict what I said earlier,” and I took this as a sign that there was a willingness 

to genuinely explore the ideas coming out of the dialogue rather than an attempt to persuade others 

(and themselves) of preconceived viewpoints, which I took as a great success. We discussed the topic 

for nearly 20 minutes before I offered a summation of the conversation and we broke out into smaller 

groups for the writing exercises. 

After directing the groups to discuss the dialogue we had just completed I asked them to collect 

together ideas broadly around four concepts – What would you stand for, sit for, live for and die for. 

The inspiration for this came from a Keith Jarrett poem on human rights that I have heard him perform 

a number of times; I also thought it a suitable structure to encourage poetic responses; providing a 

potentially rigid structure for those less experienced or confident, while allowing space for adaptation 

or subversion for those who were more experienced and confident, or those who already had an idea 

for what they wanted to write about. Participants were offered a number of choices about how to 

work and were also informed that they need not adhere to any of the suggestions if they had ideas of 

their own. Through this approach I hoped to provide a flexible structure for the participants to explore 

and express their own voices, personalities and preferences, rather than leading towards a particular 

form. After 5 minutes of initial idea generation I asked them to split into new groups and share what 

they had written with their new groups. This encouraged participants to break out of familiar 

friendships and to engage with a wider number of people and their ideas. During this stage of the 

writing they were encouraged to begin editing and collecting together samples from the highlights of 

their group’s writing so far and to begin the process of synthesising their writing into a single piece.  

The groups approached this in different ways. Some took a single, more fully formed piece from one 

participant and began to explore how they could present it with multiple voices, while others took 

single lines from each of their pieces of writing and began to compose them into a new piece, finding 

lines that resonated with each other or created interesting juxtapositions. Some began to experiment 

with theatrical aspects of movement and different uses of voice through volume, cadence, repetition 

and canons. Following this process which saw the participants at their most playful and creative, each 

group had the opportunity to share something from their process with the rest of the groups. All did 

this and the result was a broad range of styles, ideas and performances inspired by contributions from 

the original dialogue.  

The structure proved to be successful and it was possible to trace back many of the words and ideas 

within the writing to the dialogue. With only an hour for the workshop there was limited time for 

editing and rehearsing the pieces produced which meant that they were still very much works in 

progress at the end of the session. Although it would have been desirable to have more time to 



workshop the poetry and refine this element, the dialogue was rich and potentially exposed some 

ideas that the participants could return to in a creative context at some future point, and with these 

type of short workshops I believe it is of greater benefit to the participants to leave with ideas and 

skills to develop further following the workshop rather than to leave with a better-structured piece of 

poetry that is based upon less thoroughly interrogated ideas. 

I will be facilitating further workshops for Peace Jam in November at their conference in Leeds and 

hopefully that will provide a further opportunity to develop this approach to the practice of creative 

writing facilitation that is based on the principles of P4C and P4Cyphers. As a first attempt at bringing 

these two areas of my practice together it felt like one that was successful, but that also left areas for 

development and refinement. These are the areas I look forward to focusing on in the coming months. 

 

 

 
Laymah Gbowee addressing participants at Peace Jam Conference. Winchester 2017. 


