
Workshop tools for Activist Education

This section details a list of 22 different tools that are used regularly in activist education workshops.  The aim of the list is to facilitate you creating your own workshops.  By adapting combinations of some of these tools, the games and energizers and more we hope you feel confident to develop your own HOT activist education workshop on any topic or skill under the sun.

PLEASE NOTE: ASEN did not create any of these tools.  In most cases the tools are generic and used widely throughout activist/popular education and beyond.  However where examples are given, the source is acknowledged.

1. Brainstorm

Purpose:  To get people’s knowledge out of their heads and onto paper
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A pop-corn brainstorm is a quick, snappy brainstorm, getting people to say the first thing that comes into their head

Ensure that people are not judged for their contribution to a pop-corn brainstorm, no idea is too silly or outrageous.   Provide pens and big butchers paper to capture all the contribution.  Encourage people to discuss the brainstorm once finished.

Example:  Brainstorming all possible climate solutions.

2. Questions

Purpose:  To spark discussion around targeted issues.

One of the most significant questioning tools used by activists is strategic questioning.  Strategic questioning, which was developed by Fran Peavey, includes a number of different families of questions which amongst other things are aimed at delving deep into an issue and challenging people to uncover underlying assumptions and ideas.  For more information on Strategic Questioning check out http://www.thechangeagency.org/_dbase_upl/strat_questioning_man.pdf.

Question and answer exercises can also be useful, for example when trying to break down knowledge hierarchies.  Inviting people to ask questions and opening up space for everyone in the room to participate if they wish in answering the question.  This is a process that we use to get information out and promote group understanding.

[image: image2..pict]It is worth spending some time developing a really good series of questions to use in your workshop, they can be very powerful.  Good questions however, often take time, modification and practice to develop.

3. Drawing Exercises

Purpose:  To provide an opportunity for people to synthesis ideas through a visual process and means of communication.
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Many people learn in different ways, learning through drawing or viewing images is one.  Drawing exercises convey information in a way that is often symbolic, accessible and fun.

Provide pens and paper
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We do not expect great works of art, this is meant to be fun and informative, so give it a go.

Example 1:  Privilege flower.  ASEN is unsure who developed this tool, however we first experienced it through Tash Verco.

Draw a flower.

On each petal write one privilege for example education, sexuality, gender, class etc.

Then colour up the petal to the extent that you experience that privilege, for example if you are at university you might colour the education all the way up the petal, because you have the privilege of a university education, however if you are queer you might only colour partway up the sexuality petal.

Example 2.  The Uber Facilitator. Credit for this workshop goes to Sam Larocca and James Whelan from the Change Agency, and Tash Verco.

Draw the outline of a human body.

Ask people to draw on that body symbols that represent the tools that a good facilitator needs.  For example one person might draw a watch to indicate that a facilitator should keep track of time, another person might draw the ground to symbolise that facilitators should be grounded etc.

4. Fish Bowls

Purpose: to provide an opportunity to observe group processes and dynamics.  

In a fishbowl exercise, there are two circles; the inner circle participating in the discussion and the outer circle observing how the group interacts. The idea is to notice how people behave in group situations eg dominating, shy etc. and hopefully to learn how they interact and how it affects others.

Give the group a topic to discuss. Invite 5 or 6 people to be in the fishbowl, don’t force people if they don’t want to. Give the group about 5 or 10 minutes to discuss the topic and allow about the same amount of time for the observers to comment afterwards. 


“The people in the middle will discuss the topic while the observers on the outer circle won’t be participating in the discussion, but will have a chance to talk about their observations at the end.”


Observe how the group interacts, notice positive aspects as well as negative but remember to give these as constructive criticisms.


Alright, ending the topic discussion there – Any comments from the observers circle? What did you notice about the discussion group? Did any behaviour stand out for you? 


Try to end on a positive note. Acknowledge that it can be uncomfortable to be in the fishbowl but hopefully everyone can take some learning away from the exercise.

5. Group reading

Purpose:  To put information out to the whole group, without any one person dominating the speaking.

Often in workshops the facilitator speaks regularly, encouraging different people in the group to read different sections of a handout or poster, ensures many different voices are heard and attempts to break down the concentrate power around the facilitator.

Invite people to read bits out. However, don’t force people to read if they don’t feel comfortable.

We would advise against using group reading of handouts too often. Unless the handout is essential the future workshop activities, it is often a waste of time, people are perfectly capable of reading handouts after the workshop.


6. Guided Visioning

Purpose:  To get people to imagine a certain scenario.  

Imagination is a powerful tool, and is often undervalued for its usefulness in adult education.  Guided visioning allows people’s imaginations to take flight, valuing their creativity.  Also if people can see something in their minds eye it is much easier to work towards it.

Ask people to close their ideas. Provide a quiet environment.  Also ask prompting questions, to further their vision.

Example:  See the Vision of the World Exercise in the Theories of Change workshop.

7. Lecture

Purpose:  To convey a large amount of information in a short period of time by simply having one person speaking, and others just listening.

Lectures are used a lot in mainstream education, as such we attempt to avoid lectures as much as possible.  However, sometimes when certain people have specific information that it is 

important to share, short lectures can be useful.


Do not talk for too long as people start to get restless.

Example:  See the “What is a Theory of Change” mini-lecture in the Theories of Change Workshop.

8. Mind Mapping

Purpose:  To draw out the links and interconnections between concepts and entities.

Often the next step after brainstorming, mind mapping invites people to draw the connections between different elements in the brainstorm.

Example: Making the Links, developed by Rising Tide North America for their 2007 Climate Action Tour. See www.risingtidenorthamerica.org.

‘What are the root causes of climate change’?

Invite people to brainstorm responses to this question popcorn style (calling them out when ideas pop into their heads).  Write down what folks says up on a whiteboard. Have a different coloured pen to draw the links with. With the ‘bigger’ topics we encourage people to break them down a little. 

Then, as an example, take one item from the white board and make a little mind map around the subject, linking to other topics around it, adding new things if needed. 

Split everyone at the workshop up into four groups, each taking a piece of butcher paper (large paper) with a topic in the centre and a quarter circle in one corner with ‘climate change’.

Topics we use:

- Industrial agriculture

- Fossil fuel extraction

- Colonisation

- Patriarchy


“You have about five minutes to come up with mind maps around your subject including linking it with climate change.”

We found it useful to have a facilitator in each group to scribe, as legibility for this exercise is important.  If there is only one or two facilitators, you can suggest folks start with a discussion around their topic then you can jump from group to group to get them going.


Explain the next stage once your group has a map finished.  Then find two volunteers to feed back to the main group.  Then, the exciting part... Put all the maps together. 


“If one person from each group could draw the links between the things on their sheet and things they connect with all the other sheets, that would be tops.”

Give them a different coloured pen than before, red, orange or any lighter colour. They can start by looking for words that are the same.. Then look for linked subjects.

It doesn’t matter if there are links they miss.. it almost gets the point across further if folks are left thinking ‘ooh! there is another link there, and there...’ Also, its OK when folks go crazy and start linking everything to everything and it really gets the ‘everything’s connected’ idea across.

At the same time as people are linking get someone else from the group to briefly explain how their groups mind map works.  Go around all four of the groups till it look a little like the map above.

9. Open Sentences

Purpose:  To prompt people to explore a very specific idea or feeling.

Pose the start of a statement or sentence and get people to finish it.  This is often done in a series with multiple sentences. Similarly to questioning this tool can be powerful if time is taken to construct good sentence beginnings.  It is usually done as part of a paired listening exercise.

Example: Introducing Non-violent Direct Action developed by Tash Verco and modified by activist educators in ASEN

Get people to split up into pairs, preferably going with someone they don’t know very well.  


Each person will have 5minutes to talk through the following open sentences.  The partner will listen, use encouraging body language but not talk.  

The open sentences are:

*I came today because...

*My experience with direct action is...

*Direct action is different to other forms of action because...

*Direct action is powerful when....

Have the open sentences written up so that people can read them and then continue answering, without having to worry that they have remembered the sentence correctly.


When the time is up focus the energy back to the circle and invite people to introduce partner and report back key points that they heard.

10. ‘Paired’ or ‘Active’ Listening

Purpose: to build relationships within the group and develop listening skills


“Often when we are talking to people we are thinking of what we can say next rather than listening to what the person actually says. This exercise is designed to reverse that. 

For this exercise one person talks about the topic while the other actively listens – so doesn’t say anything but shows their pair that they are listening through body language, being attentive, eye contact etc. 

 So find someone to be your pair, preferably someone you don’t know so well and go to a space where you can be comfortable. Each person will have 2 minutes to tell the other person about the topic and I’ll let you know when the 2 minutes is up with some chimes/ a clap/ a bell.”


Walk around the various pairs, remind them that only one person should be talking at any time. 

You can also have the pairs report back to the main group with a summary of what their partner was talking about, going around in a circle. 

It is a good idea to ask what people are about/campaigning on because generally people will be quicker reporting back about what someone else is doing. 

Example : see theories of change workshop for a paired listening example. 

11. Personal writing

Purpose: To encourage quiet reflection on a question.

This is a very simple tool, where the facilitator provides a question that is designed to provoke thought and reflection. Participants then do some individual writing on the topic. This is a good tool to sum up the content of a workshop, and give the participant something tangible to take away at the end. 

Example: The ‘Your Theory of Change’ exercise in Theories of Change workshop.
12. Photo Language

Purpose:  To get people to answer a question through identifying with and explaining a photo and why it resonates with them.

NOTE: There are photos printed and in this kit for you to use to run a photo language exercise.

Distribute photos in the middle of the circle.  Ask a question and get everyone to choose one photo that resonates with them in answering that question.  Go around the circle inviting everyone to explain why they chose that photo.

This is a very powerful and fun tool.  It is good for the beginning of workshops as it gives personal insight into everyone who is and builds trust.

“We’re going to start by exploring why we are all here.”


Spread out photos 


Why are you involved in creating social change?  Please find a photo that resonates with you in answering this question.  

(Leave time for people to decide which photo they want)

“Would someone like to explain why they have chosen their particular photo?”

Once everyone has spoken, thank people for sharing and wrap up the exercise.

13. Post-it Exercises

Purpose:  To get information out of everyone’s head, and made it visible to the group, while avoiding one or two people dominating the process.

The post-it exercise is essentially a brainstorming exercise followed by a process to order information.  This specific exercise was developed by trainers involved in the founding of the Pacific Youth Environment Network in October 2005.  

Hand out post-its so people have between one and three.  Pose a question (for example what projects your group should be running in the next year).  Invite people to write one response per post-it.  The responses should be in large bold writing.

Go round the circle and ask people to read out their top response and then put the post it up on the wall.  

Once everyone has had the opportunity to put one post-it on the wall ask if anyone can see two ideas (post-its) that are similar and could be grouped together, invite them to physically group those post-its.  Continue until no more post-its can be grouped.  Invite people to add any additional post-its they have to existing groups then to add any that they think are stand alone.  Get everyone to sit back and view the board and see if there is anything that they would change.  From there give a relevant name to each group of post-its.  

You can then do a couple of processes.  One is split into groups based on which of the groups of post-its people are interested in driving forward and giving those small groups the task of prioritising and developing the ideas.  A second process could be inviting people to add crosses to ones they think are important.  Make sure you give a quota of crosses.

There are many different post-it exercises, and this is just one example; post-its or small bits of paper with blue-tac are a useful tool in the activist educators tool-kit.

14. Power Point

Purpose:  To convey information through a presentation, often supporting a speech.  

Power point presentations are used extensively to support lectures.  Because we advocate that people use lectures sparingly we similarly advocate that you use powerpoints sparingly.  Do not have powerpoint presentations that are cluttered with too much information, ensure they are easy to understand.  

Ensure you have a laptop, projector and blank light space to project onto.

Example: One purpose we in ASEN have used powerpoints for is to show images of different actions and/or campaigns and invite people to identify the campaign or action and tell the group something about it, then you can fill in the blanks.  This is a participatory way of using powerpoint presentations.

15. Ribbon Exercise

Concept developed by Dr. Kathleen Sullivan for The International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons (ICAN)

Purpose:  An exercise for people to conceptualise statistics visually, particularly large differences in scale.

Find a set of comparable statistics (about 5 is good) relevant to your workshop or talk.  Establish the unit measurement e.g. 1 tonne of CO2 or $1billion equate that unit to 1cm of ribbon.  Cut ribbon to the relevant length for each statistic.  Make sure you label each ribbon as once cut one ribbon looks much like another.  Role the ribbon up so it can be unravelled when doing the exercise.

Introduce the issue that is relevant to the statistics.  Ask for some help from the participants to hold and unroll the ribbon.  Introduce each statistic as you or the participants are unravelling the ribbon.  Make sure everyone can see it and leave time for the length to sink in.

Example: Australia’s Greenhouse Emissions ribbon exercise developed by Holly Creenaune.  

I’m going to do a quick exercise that breaks down where our greenhouse gas emissions come from.  I’ve got lengths of ribbon and each centimetre is equivalent to one million tonnes of CO2.  I’m just going to get the people around the front here to help me out.

Emissions from agriculture – 87.9 million tonnes of CO2 – here about 88 centimetres

Get people to help unroll the ribbon and continue holding it up.

Emissions from residential sector in Australia – 55.7 million tonnes of CO2 – here 56 centimetres.

Emissions from the Bayswater coal-fired power station in Muswellbrook – 20.2 million tonnes of CO2 – here 20 centimetres – one of the Hunter Valley power stations Iemma and Costa plan to sell off in the great NSW electricity privatisation scandal.

Australia’s combined domestic emissions – in 2005, were 559.1 million tonnes of CO2 – here 559 centimetres. So every car, every power station, landclearing, aluminium refinery – 559.1 million tonnes of CO2, or about 1.4 per cent of global emissions.

Newcastle coal port has an export capacity of 102 million tonnes, or 244.8 Mtpa of carbon dioxide – so, 245 centimetres. 
Australia’s annual coal exports are 233 million tonnes of CO2 per annum, and when burned in overseas power stations it is 559.2 Mtpa of carbon dioxide equivalent – over half a billion tonnes of CO2 -here 559 centimetres.

Draw out observations about the differences in length. Ask people to roll up the ribbons neatly during the next exercise.

16. Role Plays

Purpose:  To learn in the best possible way – through actual experiences! Role-plays can provide the opportunity to explore some important and often confronting issues in a supportive and safe learning environment. Role-plays can be particularly effective in workshops around direct action, where a llittle bit of practice can help enormously when dealing with stressful and confronting situations. 

The main elements of a role play are:

1) A context or situation: for example, you are blockading a coal train and the police have just arrived and told everybody to leave or risk arrest. Or you are in a meeting, trying to decide on what kind of campaign to run. 

2) Characters relevant to the situation: each person in the role-play should have a character. These can be randomly allocated with ‘role cards’ that you write out before the exercise and distribute to the group. 

3) A good  de-role and de-brief: Actually doing a role-play is only half the job. Equally important, and just as time-consuming, is the task of talking through how it went, how people felt, how people dealt with situations and so-forth. For particularly intense, confronting or challenging role-plays it is a good idea to de-role afterwards; there are several tools for this, including everybody taking turns saying what their character was, spinning around and then saying their real name. Or people can simply de-role by explaining to the group what their character was and how they dealt with it. 

Example: See the ‘Meeting Role-Play’ in the Facilitation workshop, and the ‘Direct Action role-play’ in the NVDA workshop for more detailed examples of different ways to use a role-play in activist education. 

17. Round Robin

Purpose:  To give everybody the opportunity to have input and share their ideas.  

Round robins involve the facilitator posing one or more questions which participants take in turns to answer around the circle.

Round robins are time consuming and are not good for big groups.  When calculating the time for a round robin exercise allocate a certain amount of time per person depending on what is being answered and then multiply that by the amount of people there.  Be realistic, people generally like to talk and round robins are a great opportunity for this.  However they can become repetitive and slow if the group is too big and people have a tendency to switch off.

Example:  Most introduction and evaluation exercise in the workshop outlines in this manual.

18. Small Group Exercises

Purpose:  To enable everyone to input and participate fully and delve into exercises and issues in more depth.

Split people into groups or let them choose their own.  There are many fun ways to do this in the energizers and games section.  Also ensure that there is a reasonable group dynamic in each group.  If groups are struggling it is a good idea to join them and facilitate the process somewhat.

Example:  The power mapping exercise in the Campaign Strategy Workshop in this manual.

19. Snow balls

Purpose:  To elicit information anonymously that people might not otherwise feel comfortable sharing.

Ask a question, often it is a personal 
question.  Invite people to write down their responses to this question on different strips of paper.  Get them to scrunch up each answer into snowballs and then either throw the snowballs into the centre of the circle or place them in a hat as it is passed around.

After all snowballs have been thrown or collected in a hat, invite people to pick up one or more of the snowballs.  Go round the circle reading out what is on the snowballs and get the group to troubleshoot responses either after all snowballs have been read out or one at a time.

Ensure people have pens and strips of paper.  Request that people do not pry into who wrote each of the responses.

Example: See the snowball exercise in the NVDA Workshop.

20. Spectrums

Purpose:  To spark discussion and debate and emphasis diversity of opinion and complexity and how issues are contextual.

Ask a polarising question and statement and get people to physically stand along the spectrum, each end of the room representing the polar opposite of the question.  This can be extend to have two spectrums, one on each axis.

Example:  See the spectrums in the NVDA workshop or the Theories of Change Workshop.

21. Story Telling

Purpose:  To share personal experience, as a powerful tool for grounding an idea or issue in a personal context and history.

Invite people to share their story about a particular issue or experience.  Story telling is often more powerful than a lecture, as stories contain an emotional and personal dimension that people can relate to and feel.

Example:  In ASEN we use storytelling in our Stories of Success Forum.  The Stories of Success Forum involves people who have been involved in successful campaigns sharing their story/experience of how that campaign was won.  It is very powerful, as it makes you realise that we can win campaigns and gives examples of tactics and strategies that could be relevant today.

22. Visual and Audio Experiences

Purpose:  To experience information through a visual or aural process.  

Visual and aural processes for learning are often very powerful, they create an experiential learning situation.  Many people learn visually and aurally so it is good to include exercises for different learning styles.

Visual and audio exercises vary greatly.  It is best to give an example:

Example: The Bee Bee Demonstration, developed by Dr. Kathleen Sullivan for The International Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons (ICAN).

Albert Einstein, great inventor, Nobel laureate and anti-war advocate, said “Imagination is more important than knowledge.”  Because it is difficult to comprehend the destructive force of nuclear weapons, this demonstration helps us imagine the power of the nuclear threat through sound.

 You will hear 2 sounds: The first sound represents the total firepower contained in all the weapons used in WWII — including the nuclear bombs dropped on Japan.  That is, 3 megatons (
) of TNT represented by the sound of a single bee-bee dropping into the metal tin.  

Hold up the bee-bee (whatever that is) and then drop it into the empty tin.  It makes a “ping” sound.  Ask them to think about and name the firepower used in WWII i.e., bullets, bombs, grenades, etc.  Once again drop 1 bee bee in the tin, restating that all the munitions they just identified are represented by the sound of 1 bee bee.  (Repetition will ensure that students understand the analogy).    

Since WWII, countries with nuclear weapons have multiplied.  Among the 9 nations (United States, Russia, China, United Kingdom, France, Israel, India, Pakistan – and most recently, North Korea) that have nuclear weapons, there are approximately 27,000 nuclear weapons on the earth, mostly owned by the United States and Russia.   The total firepower of the world’s current nuclear arsenal is represented by the sound you are about to hear.  

Emphasize that this sound does not include all the bullets, bombs, grenades, and other conventional weapons; only the equivalent firepower of the nuclear weapons deployed today.  Ask them to close their eyes, and to remember that each bee bee represents the firepower of one WWII.  Gradually, pour the entire contents of the box of 2,225 bee-bees (
) into the tin.

After the last bee bee drops, take a moment of silence.

Other Resources

Check out:

ICAN’s Disarmament Education Toolkit 

Ruckus Society

Training for Change

Paulo Freire 

Theatre of the Oppressed

The Change Agency

ASEN

Smart Meme

Dotmocracy


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.australiancoal.com.au/exports.htm" �http://www.australiancoal.com.au/exports.htm� Based on the coal to CO2 coefficient of 2.4, which is calculated using the Australian Greenhouse Office's Factors and Methods Workbooks 2005]


� “A ton unit pertaining to nuclear explosions is a unit of energy equal to 1,000,000,000 thermo chemical calories. The kiloton and megaton are a thousand and a million times as large”: 1,000 kilotons equals 1 megaton.  Measures and Units, Final Answers, Michon, G.P. Ph.D. 2000-2005.  Retrieved February 20, 2005: � HYPERLINK "http://home.att.net/~numericana/answer/units.htm#tons" ��http://home.att.net/~numericana/answer/units.htm#tons�. 


� The 2,225 bee-bees represent the firepower of 27,000 nuclear weapons, with each bee-bee equivalent to 3 megatons of explosive power.
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