
 1 

 
www.bit.ly/fivelives  

 
Question and Answer Session with the Tutor, Fiona Prideaux 

 
These	  ‘Guidance	  Notes’	  are	  intended	  to	  help	  anyone	  who	  is	  interested	  
in setting up their own ‘writing	  for	  therapy’ group.  In this Q&A 
session, Fiona shares how she planned and ran the sessions, some of 
the	  creative	  writing	  techniques	  that	  she	  used,	  her	  motivation	  ‘tools’,	  
the challenges and rewards in running a group and her key pieces of 
advice for anyone setting up their own writing group for vulnerable 
people. 
 
Fiona, can you tell us a little bit about your background? 

 
 I have a BA in English and History, a PGCE in Primary Education and 
an Additional Diploma in Teaching Literacy in the Lifelong Learning 
Sector.  I have been working for Devon Adult and Community Learning 
as a literacy tutor for 4 years.  Before that I was a primary teacher 
working in London for 16 years. 

 
How did the creative writing group start and how was it funded? 
 
The group started as a 10-week literacy course at The Esther 
Community, funded by Devon Adult and Community Learning.  In the 
second week of that course I suggested they had a go at writing some 
autobiographical pieces as another way to improve their literacy.  
Anna was the first one to do this, and in my third lesson she brought in, 
“The Last Straw,”	  which	  was	  read	  to	  the	  group.	   This was such a strong, 
well written opening piece that I decided we had to start a book and I 
encouraged them all to add to it.  And then, because they all enjoyed 
writing, the course changed to a creative writing course in the second 
term. 
 
What did you aim to achieve through the courses you ran? 
 
The aims were dependent on what course I was running.  In the literacy 
course, the aim was to improve their literacy skills in order to pass 
National Literacy Tests.  In the creative writing courses, the aims were 
to achieve Creative Writing qualifications.  Each writer also had more 
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individual targets that were set at the beginning of each course.  And 
then I had more general aims for the whole group, which were for 
example, to improve their confidence, self-esteem, commitment and 
attendance.  

 
Please could you briefly describe the first session you ran?  How 
did you feel at the end of it? 
 
I was nervous before the first session started as I had had lengthy 
instructions from the staff at Esther about the various things that 
might go wrong and what I was to do.  I was to keep the door open at 
all times, I was given a phone in case of emergencies and I was 
instructed in what to do if I discovered a needle.  I was also told that a 
staff member would be popping in every 20 minutes to check 
everything was OK.  I	  was	  beginning	  to	  feel	  that	  maybe	  this	  wasn’t	  such	  
a good idea!  But	  I	  needn’t	  have	  worried.   
 
When they arrived, they completed the enrolment forms, and I started 
by explaining what the course was all about and we had a good 
discussion about their expectations as well as any worries and concerns 
that they had.  I then explained how to complete the various spelling 
games and activities, that I had brought along - which they all did, and 
this went very well.  I had for, example, a spelling activity which helped 
you to learn how to spell words with ‘ie’ and ‘ei’ in the middle and one 
on adding plurals to words ending in ‘y’.  This was followed by some 
general assessment tasks and I ended up by showing them a selection of 
books I had brought to encourage them to read.  
 
They were very keen to borrow books and they all took at least one 
book each.  I had chosen mainly teenage type books like ‘The Hunger 
Games’ by Suzanne Collins, which are good page-turners and an easy 
way into reading. I introduced them to a variety of books as the weeks 
went by and some of the most	  popular	  were,	  ‘A	  Million	  Little	  Pieces’	  by	  
James	  Frey,	  ‘A	  Piece	  of	  Cake’	  by	  Cupcake	  Brown, ‘Before	  I	  go	  to	  Sleep’	  by	  
SJ	  Watson	  and	  ‘Pigeon	  English'	  by	  Stephen	  Kelman. 
 
My overriding impression from that day was that they were very keen 
and enthusiastic but also very loud and giggly.  But they did everything 
I asked them to and they were back the following week having read all 
the	  books	  and	  wanting	  more… 
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What do you think was the first thing you got right from the very 
beginning? 
 
I	  don’t	  really	  know	  as l treated them like any other group I was 
working with.  I suppose if I had to say something it would be that I 
gave them a lot of praise and encouragement.  I think this is essential in 
any group but particularly when you work with more vulnerable adults. 
 
How did you plan the sessions? 
 
I had a scheme of work which I worked from.  I then assessed them as I 
would any other learner, worked out individual targets with them, 
wrote Individual Learning Plans (ILPs) and planned the work 
accordingly.  
 
In the first term, when I was doing literacy, they worked together in the 
first half, on grammar or punctuation or reading comprehension, and 
in the second half they did more individual work, depending on what 
skills they needed to improve. In subsequent terms, when I was doing 
creative writing courses, it was planned in a similar way. They worked 
together in the first half on a specific aspect of descriptive writing like, 
for example, learning how to use adjectives and adverbs effectively, and 
then in the second half, they did more individual stories, usually about 
personal events in their lives. 

 
How did you structure the sessions? 
 
The lessons were 2 hours long, always in two parts with a tea break in 
the middle.  
 
Can you describe a typical creative writing lesson? 

 
First Session 
10.30-11.20 
 
People Descriptions 
 
This is an example of a typical lesson of mine. It is not necessarily the 
best way, or the right way, to teach creative writing and as a tutor you 
have to do what works for you and your particular group.  This is just 
what I did. 
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I would introduce the session by discussing the importance of 
describing people well.  I would explain that a good character 
description is essential to help the reader get to know and understand 
that person and how one of the best ways to learn is to read examples 
of how other people have done it.  
 
I would then put them into pairs and hand out a worksheet with some 
examples of good people descriptions and some questions.  I have used 
a variety for this activity but the descriptions of Lennie, George and 
Curley from, ‘Of	  Mice	  and	  Men’	  by	  John	  Steinbeck,	  are	  good	  ones.	   I 
would then encourage the learners to read them and discuss in their 
pairs whether they liked these descriptions, were they effective, could 
they visualize the character and what words or phrases worked well 
and why.  I would also be encouraging them to think about what they 
could tell about the character of the person from the description.  Very 
often the way an author describes how a person moves gives you a clue 
about their character and this would also be discussed.  
 
When they had finished this paired work and completed the questions 
on the worksheet, I would invite them to feed back thoughts to the 
whole group for a more general discussion.  If, during this discussion, 
there was something they had missed, I would point it out and explain 
it.  
 
Then, I would ask them to plan a character description of their own.  I 
have had pictures of people available for this but I found that they 
usually preferred to make up their own character.  I would then 
encourage them to discuss their ideas and write a plan before starting 
to write.  When they were ready to write, I would remind them to use 
the techniques we had discussed and particularly adjectives, adverbs 
and similes.  They would then write their own description and when 
they had finished, I often encouraged them to swap with their partner 
and peer assess their work, thinking of at least three things that person 
had done well, to feedback to the other person.  
 
Then, if they wanted to, they had the opportunity to read out their 
work to the group or, allow me to do it.  If you read work out, it is really 
important to be as positive as possible and encourage the others to 
make positive comments too.  There will always be a range of ability in 
any group and I have always encouraged my group to learn from each 
other and not be put off if they think someone is better than them. 
Reading work out worked in my group, and they all loved listening to 
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what each other had done.  It became a very positive end to the session. 
I would then take all the work in and take it home to read more 
carefully and complete a more detailed feedback form, which I would 
return to them the following week. 
 
Tea Break 
11.20-11.40 
 
Second Session 
11.40-12.30 
 
Individual Work 
They planned and wrote personal stories in this part of the lesson and 
they would very often take a few weeks to finish them.  I would work 
with them individually, discussing ideas and supporting them with 
whatever piece they were writing, as well as encouraging them to use 
the descriptive techniques they had learnt.  When someone finished a 
story, it would be read out, if they agreed, and commented on positively 
by me and the other members of the group.  I would also complete a 
detailed written feedback form for every piece of work. 
 
What were your most popular lessons? 

 
My most popular lessons were writing shared stories.  They all loved 
these and I think they are a very good way into creative writing as well 
as being a lot of fun and a great way to encourage the group to work 
together.  They also work well with all	  abilities	  as	  it	  doesn’t	  matter	  how	  
short or long each part of the story is.  The important thing is that you 
are writing a story together.  They are very easy to plan.  All you have 
to do is write the bare outline of a story and split it into the number of 
people in your group.  They then choose which part they want to do and 
plan it before writing it. The best one we did was a story about a 
character who we called Tulisa. The parts of this story were as follows:  
 
1. Tulisa getting ready for a party.  
2.	  Tulisa’s	  journey	  to	  the	  party. 
3.	  Tulisa’s	  description	  of	  the	  party.	   
4. Tulisa meeting a man and describing him. 
5. What happens next? 
 
 I very much left it up to them to decide on the details of the story, 
including deciding what she was like and what happened in the end. 
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This really got the group talking together and working together and 
they absolutely loved hearing it read out at the end.  It is the sort of 
activity that I would do at the beginning of a course with a new group - 
but it is also works brilliantly with an established group. 
 
Do you need to keep to the same group throughout the duration 
of	  the	  creative	  writing	  course	  or	  does	  it	  work	  as	  a	  ‘drop-in’? 

 
The	  courses	  that	  I	  was	  teaching	  were	  not	  ‘drop	  in’	  courses.  The 
learners that enrolled in the beginning were encouraged to attend 
every session and finish the course.  I think you have more chance of a 
group bonding if you keep to the same group throughout. 
 
How did you keep the group working well together throughout 
the course? 
 
In the first half of every session, I encouraged them to work together in 
pairs on different activities.  So as they talked to each other, they got to 
know each other better and this helped them to gel as a group.  I also 
very much encouraged them to support and help each other during 
these sessions.  When they started reading	  each	  others’ personal stories, 
they then gained a much greater understanding and respect for each 
other and this, more than anything else, really helped them to bond 
with each other.  
 
How did you motivate the group throughout the course? 
 
I tried to plan interesting lessons and work that would interest them. 
For example, when we did some sessions on the Holocaust for 
Holocaust Memorial Day, we had discussions about the Holocaust so 
they understood exactly what happened from a historical perspective, 
but the written work I planned for them was all about persecution and 
prejudice and their own personal experiences of that.  This was 
something that they had all experienced and they had strong views 
about, and consequently they were very motivated to write and they 
did some great work. 
 
What do you think are the benefits of creative writing? 
 
The benefits of creative writing are much more than I originally 
realised.  Apart from improving your literacy skills, which definitely 
happens when you write, writing about past events, particularly 
distressing events, can be very therapeutic.  My group often told me 



 7 

how much they enjoyed writing and how it helped them to put certain 
events behind them. They found that writing things down helped them 
to clarify their thoughts and feelings and then move on from them. 
Anna said,	  “Writing about the beatings he gave me and reading it in 
black and white, made me really realize just how bad it actually was. 
This	  cemented	  in	  my	  head	  why	  I	  could	  never	  go	  back.”	   
Cat	  said,	  “	  Writing	  about	  stuff	  in	  my	  past	  has	  definitely	  helped	  me	  deal	  
with my future. For starters, I realized that I have been through a hell 
of	  a	  lot	  and	  I	  am	  lucky	  to	  be	  alive.”	   
I think that just sums up just how powerful it can be. 
 
What does the group feel they got from the creative writing 
session and, of course, their book being published? 

 
I asked my group that question and these are some of their responses: 
Cat,	  “	  I	  loved	  being	  able	  to	  sit	  down	  in	  your	  lessons	  and	  achieve	  
something, as apart from	  getting	  high,	  I	  hadn’t	  achieved	  anything	  in	  
the	  whole	  of	  my	  life.”	  After	  one	  term	  Cat	  achieved	  her	  literacy	  level	  2. 
 
Emma S, ”The	  creative	  writing	  classes	  saved	  my	  sanity	  during	  a	  real	  
crisis in my life. It’s	  been	  an	  unforgettable	  landmark	  in	  my	  life	  and	  part	  
of	  the	  making	  of	  me.” 
 
Emma M, ”The book means everything to me. It’s	  really	  renewed	  my	  
confidence in writing again. I used to always find it hard to finish 
things that I started but now that I have actually completed something 
I	  have	  realized	  that	  I	  do	  have	  it	  within	  me	  to	  finish	  things.” 
 
Hannah, “	  I	  am	  much	  more	  confident	  about	  my	  writing	  now.	  I’m	  really	  
proud	  of	  what	  I’ve	  done.	  I	  feel	  like	  I’ve	  won	  the	  lottery.” 
 
Anna, “	  The	  creative	  writing	  course has opened our eyes to each other. 
It made us into a close little unit. It’s made	  us	  closer	  friends.” 
 
What challenges did you experience along the way? 
 
The biggest challenge I faced was attendance.  This was very sporadic 
for many of them and I had to really work at improving this.  But by 
encouraging and reminding and never giving up on them, they would 
always come back at some point.  As I got to know the group better, the 
attendance gradually improved but it was never perfect! 
 
What do you think have been the greatest rewards? 
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Being a part of a really exciting worthwhile project - and creating a 
book which we are all so proud of - has been an amazing experience for 
all of us and certainly one of the highlights of my career.  Having been 
lucky enough to work with the same group for over a year, I have 
watched them grow in confidence as writers and in themselves, and 
this has been absolutely brilliant. 
 
What have you personally learnt from the writers and by 
running the course? 
 
I feel I have learnt so much in so many ways.  I have learnt a lot from 
talking to them about the nature of addiction and abusive relationships 
and I feel I have a much greater understanding of this than I did in the 
beginning.  I have also learnt a lot about the difficulties of working in a 
hostel and I have become quite good at adapting and changing lessons 
and	  thinking	  on	  my	  feet	  when	  things	  don’t	  always	  go	  according	  to	  plan. 
 
Now that the group have had their work published, where next 
for them?   

 
I think the Five Lives website will help with this as they are already 
writing new stories to go onto it and they are very excited at the 
prospect	  of	  reading	  other	  people’s	  stories	  too.	   Emma S is planning a 
sequel if this book goes well, in addition to another book she plans to 
write with her mum about alcoholism and its effect on families.  
 
What key pieces of advice would you give someone setting up 
their own writing group for vulnerable people? 
 
I am hesitant to give advice as this is very much what worked for me 
and I think as a tutor you have to make your own decisions on this, 
depending on the type of group you have. 
 
I would split the session in two parts.  Focus the first part on giving 
advice and tips about how to write descriptively, including looking at 
lots of examples and showing them how to use adjectives, adverbs, 
similes and metaphors.  An idea I have used to practice descriptive 
writing is to choose a couple of sentences from a Harry Potter book, 
and remove all the descriptive words.  The writers’ task is to rewrite the 
sentences, making them descriptive, so that the reader can visualize the 
scene. This is quite a simple activity and something writers of all 
abilities can do with some success.  When they complete this, read out 
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what JK Rowling has actually written and then they often find that it is 
not much better than theirs.  I have had many writers realize at this 
point that they can write descriptively and just as well, if not better 
than a famous author!!  This can be a good way to raise confidence 
levels in the group too.   
 
Focus the second part on doing more individual writing and using the 
skills they have learnt to actually write their own stories. This is where 
I would do therapeutic writing or more personal writing about 
themselves.  Of course, not everyone will want to do that and the 
writers must choose their own subject.  But, whatever it is, I think it is 
important that they have something of their own to write about. 
 
My general advice would be to be enthusiastic, interested in your 
subject and interested in them.  When you get to know your group, try 
to plan some lessons from their interests and get them working 
together.  Give lots of praise and encouragement as well as individual 
feedback and support.  I also think it really helps, if you can, to have a 
good selection of books available for them to borrow, as the more they 
read the better their writing will be. 
 
To find out more about the tutor, visit 
http://fivelives.wordpress.com/about-the-tutor/  
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