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1 Introduction  

Gateshead Young Writers is one strand of New Writing North’s (NWN) award-winning Young 
Writers programme. The programme works in schools and communities over the long term, 
aiming to introduce young people from all backgrounds to creative writing, and to identify 
and support those with a talent or interest to develop further.  
 
NWN’s programmes are designed to be human-centred, considering each young person’s 
needs and drivers and providing a variety of different entry points, including targeted work 
with schools and community partners, open-access work in libraries and other public venues, 
and individual talent investment. NWN takes a relationship-based approach, they believe it is 
important to get to know the young people on their programmes and respond to their 
interests. On almost every strand of their work they employ both a professional writer and a 
Project Producer; this team works together to support and develop the young people’s 
writing skills, confidence and creative ambitions, as well as their pastoral needs. Along with 
staff at NWN, they develop relationships with young people over the long term, so that 
participants can progress through their programmes; for example, moving from school 
activity to an out-of-school group, or building confidence to co-create or lead their own 
creative writing or cultural activity.  
 
Developing these long-term relationships requires a place-based approach: Gateshead Young 
Writers is the strand of their work located within the Gateshead area. They have been 
embedded in two secondary schools and two primary schools, with writers working with 
multiple classes across the academic year, as well as working with a variety of community 
partners. 
 
They began delivering the Gateshead Young Writers programme in February 2019, and they 
have delivered the following projects: 
 

- Young Writers’ City (two days a week) in Grace College, Gateshead from February 
2019-March 2020 

- Young Writers’ City (one day a week) in Kingsmeadow Community School, Gateshead 
from February 2019-March 2020, including remote resources during lockdown and 
remote sessions from April-July 2021 

- Transition workshops in Kelvin Grove Primary School and Larkspur Primary School in 
summer 2019 

- A ten week writing programme for young people in care in partnership with 
Gateshead Council 

- A Saturday Young Writers’ Group in Gateshead Central Library from June 2019-March 
2020 and May-July 2021 

- A community project on the Beacon Lough estate with Larkspur House community 
centre in October 2019, followed by weekly songwriting sessions with these young 
people from January-March 2020 

- A celebration event (Inside Outside) at the Baltic Centre for Contemporary Art in 
January 2020 featuring performances from participants across the programme to 
date 

- An online programme from March 2020 onwards, including ‘Writing From Home’ self 
guided workshops, ‘Write Outside’ online summer schools and weekly creative 
writing sessions on Zoom 
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- A poetry and dance project for young dancers in partnership with Gateway Studio, 
spring 2021 

- An embedded songwriting and scriptwriting project across multiple year groups in 
Larkspur Primary School from March-July 2021 

- Well Read (a reading and creative writing project to support young people with 
mental health and wellbeing) in Whickham School from June-July 2021. (this was 
evaluated separately) 

- Inkubator – a professional development and mentoring programme for writers 
interested in working with young people (not part of this evaluation)) 

 
The Coronavirus Pandemic 
The programme was significantly disrupted in March 2020 with the arrival of the coronavirus 
pandemic, necessitating a shift to digital delivery. This impacted NWN’s ability to continue 
developing face-to-face relationships with young people on the programme, meaning they 
couldn’t engage in the way they had designed in the second year of the programme. 
However, they were able to deliver programme digitally, and they remain committed to long-
term development within Gateshead. NWN hope to continue rebuilding relationships with 
young people and with the school and community partners as face-to-face delivery starts to 
resume.   
 
Headlines 
 
Gateshead Young Writers: 

- Delivered 280 classroom workshops in secondary schools and 120 extracurricular 
sessions, for 871 young people 

- Delivered 54 classroom workshops in primary schools, for 202 young people 
- Delivered 57 workshops in the community for 45 young people 
- Employed 1 full-time Programme Officer as well as 32 writers and artists across the 

programme 
- Trained 6 emerging writers to become creative facilitators 
- Created 39 digital resources (workshops and videos) that have collectively been 

viewed over 1500 to date. We also ran an online summer school for 57 young people, 
and 30 online sessions throughout lockdown, attended by 41 young people. 

- Produced 36 creative outputs including poetry anthologies, audio dramas and music 
videos. Highlights can be viewed below: 
This Place – a film poem written by young people in Beacon Lough about their estate 
I Welcome The Hurdles – a poetry and dance film in partnership with Gateway Studio, 
reflecting on the young people’s experience of lockdown 
The North zine – a digital anthology of work produced by young people during online 
sessions 
Who You Really Are – a music video by young people at Kelvin Grove Primary School 
exploring the dangers of the internet 
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1 Evaluation Executive Summary  

The evaluation has found abundant interesting evidence of the project performing well in 
helping young people establish trust, and build new kinds of social bonds with the artists and 
writers – certainly within the context of what could be expected in such a short timeframe. 
The artists’ faith in the young people’s creative potential was paid back in these young people 
trusting it was safe for them to share their ideas. The process demanded patience: young 
people’s engagement was often an extended paradox of distraction and focus, with a 
catalytic moment when the balance shifted from one to the other. Trusting this moment will 
arrive is part of the relationship-building process at the heart of the project delivery style and 
culture, and is identified as one of its stand-out strengths. 

There is evidence of the programme’s role in enabling young people to open a door or a 
window onto different potential social and cultural pathways: ‘creating small, iterative 
qualitative changes in the way social relationships are woven1’; with potential to shift young 
people’s notions of how they are seen and see themselves in relation to their context, their 
peers and institutions, potentially affecting their sense of what is possible for them. 

There are numerous examples of the students taking the first steps to finding their creative 
voice, or writing something they are proud of, after initially expressing that they have no way 
of writing anything.  Gains noted above in trusting others and in building more varied social 
bonds also demonstrate gains in the area of young people building their confidence and self-
esteem through their engagements with the New Writing North Young Writers.  The 
evaluation identified a ‘cascade of confidence effect’ in operation, where many aspects of 
the work seemed to feed young people’s self-belief, which seemed to then foster other social 
or artistic gains. The noticeable increase in student’s confidence levels – at least in relation to 
project activity and the social interactions within the project – is one of the most clearly and 
widely evidenced outcomes amongst the programme’s achievements. 

Most of the children and young people in the targeted groups in school settings showed little 
existing connection to writing (or to reading for their own pleasure) beyond the classroom.  
Against this starting point, writers achieved outstanding outcomes in facilitating participating 
children and young people to establish new or better connections to writing as an activity. 
Writing became something the young people were reassessing as more than simply 
constructing accurate sentences on a page; there is clear evidence of students confronting 
these existing associations writing held for them, writing in new ways and with greater 
connection to their work. The writing process became anticipated as fun, positive, fulfilling, 
and they were reframing what creative writing can turn into, including a multitude of creative 
works from poetry to drama scripts, stories, animations, songs, spoken word, film.  

A new connection was witnessed in their efforts to refine their writing, in new attempts at 
different ways of writing, in their increased personal depth and investment in their work – 
and their pride in its quality, showing in a new willingness to share or present it. The 
following were factors in this shift for numerous participants right across the programme: the 
expanded sense of what is possible in writing; the exciting and high-quality professional 
nature of the potential products; and the different ways to approach challenges of feeling 
stuck, offered by the writers as part of the trusting relationships they fostered with the young 
people.  Teachers and community group leaders were continually surprised by the quality of 

 
1 Karen Smith: ‘Persistent Encounter’ (2018) 
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the writing young people were producing. The NWN model proves itself catalytic and 
extremely effective in this outcome area.  

Gateshead Young Writers’ programme has facilitated several participating young people to 
recognise or develop their writing talent. Achieving outcomes in this area of the project was 
the most ambitious of its named objectives. However some young people’s existing talent 
became more confident and conscious during their involvement; and some began to develop 
a flare for writing that was previously hidden.  Contrasting case studies show that very 
different young people began developing their own writer’s voice.  The after-school clubs 
were catalytic for a small number of engaged young writers, who gained irreplaceable access 
to a series of very supportive and open professionals. Other young people’s talents emerged 
more unexpectedly in the classroom setting, and found support to flourish. The moving, 
personal and creative poetry some young people produced shows real potential for their 
future creative pathway. In this project, the COVID 19 interruptions prevented these seedling 
relationships with NWN to establish further this year, but the NWN model has shown itself to 
achieve well in uncovering new writing talent.   

Introducing new art form products and making-processes formed a major aspect of the 
programme delivery (audio dramas, animations, songs with videos and so on). The evaluation 
found numerous young people within the targeted schools-based projects saying they were 
involved in cultural experiences that were new to them, and which had stimulated and 
motivated them. The wide range of styles and applications of writing experimented with, and 
variety of final products created, none of which were familiar processes or experiences for 
the participants, testify to this.  Young people were also introduced to new technical ideas for 
approaches to writing, and new imaginative potential for the forms and shapes writing could 
take. The novelty of working directly with professional writers, who openly shared their 
perspectives, not only on their practice, but also on their personal and professional 
experiences as a writer, was enthusiastically embraced. Writers sharing aspects of their own 
writing also led to discussions of the industry processes: how a writer completes and markets 
their work, how long it takes to write children’s fiction, how a play is recorded, casting 
choices and so on.  In the ‘open access’ and ‘progression’ project groups, professional writers 
took young people who were already more identified either with writing itself, or with 
cultural activity of some kind, through an enormous number of writing tricks, ideas, stylistic 
approaches, starting points and forms, like a treasure trove of new ideas for these curious 
and already committed young authors. All these insights stimulated many young 
imaginations, and helped to breach the seemingly impenetrable silo wall, between less 
standard realities artists and writers inhabit, and the young people’s everyday reality of 
growing up in Gateshead. 

While the Gateshead Young Writers’ Programme is not explicitly a wellbeing intervention 
there is no doubt that there are wellbeing benefits emerging for young people. Findings from 
both before and during the COVID 19 pandemic period are clear enough to establish positive 
wellbeing as a plausible outcome from this model, for a significant number of young people.  
Evidenced outcomes encompassed all of the following observable wellbeing indicators, 
identified by the team before the programme began: Young people –  

• were visibly more animated and engaged  
• were willing/able to show enthusiasm (when previously unable to) 
• showed pride, receiving and acknowledging praise  
• expressed ideas which exhibit a more developed perspective on their own life 

experiences  
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• were (where applicable) able to recover from setbacks  
• expressed ownership of their participation: (e.g. “this is us, this is what we do....”) 
• said they feel happier and they enjoyed the project. 

These and all the outcomes outlined in this executive summary come from the benefits 
offered by a different, safe space to explore writing, and from everything about the 
interactions, the relationships, the creative approaches, the sense of time and patience, the 
expertise of the artists, that that different space offered. The project demonstrates the now 
well-established idea within the field of ‘Arts and Health’2 that the ‘liminoid’3 qualities of 
these kinds of facilitated creative spaces can offer participants a chance to recreate their 
perspectives on their life experiences, and on themselves and their context. Participants can 
experiment with different ways of being themselves – rehearsals that they can draw upon 
beyond the space; and that these effects are wellbeing-enhancing. This project is a good 
example of this phenomenon. 

The Gateshead Young Writers’ Programme’s social and arts pathway strategies aim to 
increase young people’s agency in their world, and to begin to push open the doors that lock 
them out of the avenues more privileged young people can already access. In the Gateshead 
Young Writers example, shifts were identified in how young people are seen and see 
themselves – affecting their own sense of what is possible. This is a strong first step towards 
increased personal agency.  This evaluation finds that the achievements of the programme 
made impressive gains towards its aims, and in a context that sets the bar for potential 
changes of this kind very high; and that this project should be rated as work of high value.  

 

Evaluation recommendations: 

 

1. That New Writing North seeks to sustain (and preferably increase) the work using the 
existing Young Writers’ programme model in Gateshead, so that the NWN presence in 
the area can consolidate, and the project achievements can become more embedded 
over a longer term.  

2. That, without altering the profile of the programme (i.e. without changing its stated 
aims) New Writing North increases its confidence in the valuable mental and 
emotional wellbeing outcomes of the programme as an extremely important part of 
its overall social and relational approach and aims, and seeks (non-medical) 
wellbeing-focussed funding and resources, on the basis of these achievements. 

3. That in recognition of the importance and urgency of this strand of its work, New 
Writing North adds in an element of professional support for the programme’s 
facilitating writers and artists, so that they have access to a child and adolescent 
mental health professional as part of the programme structure: for occasional (group 
or individual) debriefs, and for ready access to support and information where they 
require a specialist mental health and wellbeing perspective.  

 
2 Arts and Health research field developed since 2000, to explore the links between arts activity and health gains   
3 Liminoid is a term created by anthropologist Victor Turner, to describe the qualities of spaces that fall in 
between everyday realities, which can become special, powerful and transformative. Liminal spaces are more 
formal in character, but liminoid spaces have the same qualities of ‘potency and potential’, with a more fluid, 
unpredictable and creative mode. See this author’s work on arts workshops and liminoid spaces (Raw, 2013, pp 
231-236, 345-6) 
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Dr Anni Raw, External Evaluator 
1 New Writing North Response to Evaluation     

New Writing North is a reflective organisation, and we believe in being responsive towards 
the young people and artists on our programmes. This is what initially attracted us to an 
ethnographic evaluation approach; it gave us the chance to observe and reflect on what 
actually happens within our programmes, and to build that analysis into the ongoing 
evolution of our work. However, it was also an experimental step for us, having never 
evaluated our programmes in this way before, and particularly given the context of 
Gateshead Young Writers, which we began from scratch in 2019 in a new area with limited 
connections, having built up successful programmes elsewhere in the region.  

Overall, we are heartened by this report, both in terms of the depth and quality of the 
findings, demonstrated across a variety of settings and with a rich array of examples. There 
are a number of specific findings we would like to draw out and respond to:  

Firstly, the report has highlighted to us how the process of change can take a long time.  We 
appreciate that increasing social and cultural capital is a complex sociological process and 
difficult to achieve.  However in practice we believe we can be ‘disruptors’ within a 
fundamentally unequal system, and when operating on a human level, in some 
circumstances we can help young people fulfil their potential. This requires us to build 
relationships with young people to support them to become more confident writers and 
where possible, to overcome barriers and fulfil their potential. We acknowledge that creative 
writing is not for everyone, but we do believe that every young person should have the 
opportunity to try it. The structure of this project attempts to achieve that in the targeted 
areas. The report also identifies that sometimes the keenest or most interesting writers come 
from unexpected places, some young people who have been unable to engage in mainstream 
lessons, have felt at home in this project, and we want that to continue.  Despite the time 
needed to be transformative we are pleased to see the evaluation demonstrating change 
across a range of outcomes, even over a shorter (and disrupted) time frame.  

Our long-term approach is particularly important because of the impact of relationships 
within the programme, in terms of the trust built up between the young people and the 
writers delivering the programme. Something that comes through really strongly in this 
external evaluation is that the selection of artists is key; this tells us that we need to continue 
recruiting, training and supporting exceptional artists. We have also been reflecting as an 
organisation on the importance of diversity within our artist team, to ensure our young 
people experience a range of perspectives, including hearing from artists with whom they 
can identify. We are in the process of learning from this through the development of 
Inkubator, a facilitator development programme designed to support emerging writers 
(particularly those from under-represented backgrounds) to become creative facilitators and 
participate on our programmes.  

We were struck by the stories of individual success for young people within the evaluation 
narrative. There are numerous examples of participants developing from a place of low 
confidence to a recognition that they can achieve something creative, and once again this is 
often down to relationship-building, with the creation of a safe space and the trust of the 
writers in the room allowing this development to happen. This demonstrates to us the 
interconnectedness of the outcomes within our programme, each mechanism of change 
relies on another for the model to be successful.  
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The pandemic has allowed us to reflect on the importance of our relationships with partner 
organisations. Where these relationships remained strong and we were able to work 
collaboratively, the programme ran effectively, and we are keen to consolidate on these 
strategic partnerships in the future. That said, we also believe it is important to maintain our 
own identity, as the evaluation shows that a real strength of the programme lies in our 
artists’ ability to ‘not be like teachers’ and therefore offer a different and valuable 
perspective. 

We are particularly keen to preserve this ‘unique culture’ because the evaluation suggests 
this is also a key measure in developing positive wellbeing outcomes for young people. We 
have long witnessed anecdotal evidence of improved wellbeing from young people on our 
programmes, and so it is helpful to have confirmed through evaluation that all the wellbeing 
indicators were met on Gateshead Young Writers. This aspect of the programme is an area 
for us to reflect on and consider how best to develop, as we recognise the point made in this 
report that the non-targeted wellbeing approach is part of its inherent value. 

To summarise our response to this report, we believe the evaluation demonstrates that our 
long-term, relationship-based model works. We appreciate there are many challenges to 
overcome, not least the ongoing impacts of coronavirus, but we are committed to continuing 
to develop work in this community. The thing we take away most from this report is 
potential; we know our programmes have the potential to have a powerful impact, but we 
believe there is much more to do.  

 
Ruth Dewhirst and Anna Disley, New Writing North  
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2. Evaluation Findings outlined and discussed  

Evaluation process in brief: 

Dr Anni Raw https://leeds.academia.edu/anniraw/CurriculumVitae led an ethnographic 
approach to evaluation, which involved a large team of permanent staff and freelancers 
collecting the data throughout the project, developing a reflective evaluation culture.  This 
entailed being present to absorb, observe, reflect and describe whatever happens during 
project activity sessions, and writing this up immediately following each one, without 
considering specific outcomes or assessing the project at this stage (a focus on assessing 
what has been achieved comes at the final analysis stage). The ethnographic approach can be 
seen as walking alongside the project, to understand in real time, and from as close as 
possible to the inside, what the project experience and its journey have been. Using this 
detailed witnessing process, a deeper understanding can be applied to what emerges, as well 
as to how this happens. The aim is also to be open to noticing any developments in 
participants’ engagement and responses, whether positive or negative, and incidentally 
picking up those developments that build very slowly, perhaps over many weeks or months. 
The final analysis of all the accounts reveals these kinds of themes, journeys and common 
responses across the programme, and this multiple perspective (from several observers) 
gives extra security to the data.  When the findings are considered as a whole, the value of 
the programme in relation to its aims becomes clearer, and findings can be reported 
underpinned by detailed evidence.  This approach was considered valuable for the Gateshead 
Young Writers’ programme, which was hoping to test the New Writing North Young Writers’ 
model and methods for stimulating change. 
The ethnographic reflection accounts were written by the external evaluator (following 
intensive observation visits to each aspect of the project during Year One, and prior to COVID 
19 interruptions in Year Two), as well as by one New Writing North producer, two project 
managers and the NWN programme and impacts director (all following training in 
‘participant observation’ and reflective journaling techniques); and by the writers/artists, 
who were asked to write journals reflecting on their blocks of work with each group but who 
hadn’t received the specialist training. These twelve contributors were involved in live project 
activity sessions, and some online delivery sessions during COVID 19 restriction periods. 
Between them they produced 97 reflection accounts in all (some as long as 10 or more pages 
of writing), with each contributor writing and reflecting independently, even where in 
relation to the same session as someone else.  We also used short interviews with key staff 
members, and reflective discussions with students in four groups towards the end of the 
programme, to capture their thoughts on the work.  

The evaluation findings reported below are structured so that they map to the New Writing 
North Gateshead Young Writers evaluation framework, and include five specific exploration 
themes selected by the team at the end of year 1. A table included at appendix 1 shows 
these linkages. The findings in Section 4 below therefore follow the Project Outcomes order: 
Social Pathway A1)-A4); Arts pathway B1)-B3), and refer to the exploration themes, as and 
when these are relevant. The evaluation approach (methodology and methods) outlined in 
brief here is explained in detail, in Appendix 1 
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4.1 Outcomes in Young People Learning to Trust Others when expressing their ideas; 
and learning to Create New Kinds Of, and More Varied, Social Bonds (A1 and A2) 

The programme aimed to catalyse the above social developments for participating children 
and young people through their contact with the NWN writers and artists, and the new 
kinds of social interactions these relationships could foster during creative delivery sessions.  

4.1.1 The evaluation has found interesting evidence of the project performing well in this area. 
Despite the short length of most sessions (sometimes as little as 30 minutes, with the 
average in-school sessions lasting 40 minutes), what one commentator described as the 
‘chip-chip away’ approach of returning each week, and being present around the school 
over many months, seemed to work well in catalysing social connections between the 
students and the writers, as well as allowing students to present different versions of 
themselves to their peers during the writing sessions.   

4.1.2 There seem to be two aspects to the NWN mechanism that give it traction in this outcome 
area. Firstly, the value lies in who the artists are (their identity, values, personal life 
choices), and how they operate with the young people, which is (consciously) different from 
the way teachers need to work in school. Secondly, there is enormous value in what the 
artists bring with them in professional artistic practice, high quality products, and ambition 
for and ways of producing these – perhaps using industry standard equipment the students 
haven’t worked with before. Clearly then the selection of which artists to put on the team is 
fundamentally important to it success.  

4.1.3 The Year One evaluation report noted these aspects already offering outcomes for the 
project. In relation to the first aspect - who the artists are: ‘...the presence of and close work 
with a professional writer, an artist with their own world view, which in some cases was 
quite distinct from the prevailing assumptions and culture of the school environment’ (p. 10) 
emerged as significant, since it was fostering new kinds of social bonds with these adults.  In 
year two the importance of these unique social bonds was clear, especially amongst 
students who are accustomed to feeling low confidence in themselves and their own 
potential. There was a sense in which these bonds offered the young people a different 
sense of themselves and allowed them to challenge their perceived limitations. Personal 
goodbye messages were written to some artists at the end of an 8-week project. Others 
wrote their openness and curiosity towards the writer into their poetry, as subtlely 
glimpsed in this fragment of a longer poem ‘The Face of Bob’ by 14-year-old H in an 
Alternative Curriculum Centre group: 

Behind your face is a castle of ice and snow 
Your face shows determination 
Your face is the face of a wizard 

4.1.4 In another example S came to an Alternative Curriculum session asserting that he would sit 
next to Bob, and described a poem he had written of his own volition while excluded from 
lessons. At the following session he brought some of it scribbled onto a piece of paper. He 
couldn’t remember the full poem, and was frustrated by this as he felt it was his best work, 
and wanted the writers to see it. H and S are identified as presenting challenging behaviour, 
and spend significant time away from mainstream classes, which affects both their 
academic achievements, and their sense of themselves in relation to their classroom peers.  
Teacher comments acknowledge the powerful achievements in the strand of the project 
working with excluded young people - the sessions were described as “very impressive... It’s 
amazing what he’s managed to do with them”. Artist Bob was seen as “very patient, but 
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boundaried,” “a strong and safe presence. He took their ideas seriously no matter how 
apparently provocative they were”; and this faith in the young people’s ideas shown by all 
the artists paid back in the young people trusting it was safe for them to share their ideas 
(A1). 

4.1.5 In relation to the second aspect, what the artists bring with them, the year one report 
highlighted the value of: ‘access to ‘real’ artists, and new, ‘exotic’ or ‘professional’ art forms 
– including film making, radio plays, rap, and the use of technology in the making process 
(mics, computers, pedals etc), eliciting curiosity bordering on disbelief: ‘We can make a 
film?’, ‘You perform at gigs?’, ‘You wrote this, in this book?’ (p10).   In the later stages of the 
project, a good example of this effect emerged through the response of a group of boys 
who worked with a female rap artist. When she was able to show them examples of her 
performances on YouTube her professional credibility level opened a door for the students 
into a glamorised world they are aware of, but which is entirely beyond their lived 
experience.  This kind of association (with a ‘real’ rapper) was able to foster the young 
people’s sense of the proximity of access points to that other world, something that has 
been shown in other research4 to animate young people’s ambitions and extend their self-
belief. This response is seen in the writing these boys produced, of a quality and personal 
depth that was very surprising to their peers and their teachers. It was seen also in the care 
they took to refine and complete work, so that a common habit of dashing work off as 
quickly as possible to fulfil a task (for school) was replaced by more extended application. 
For example B, previously disengaged and rarely able to speak or write from his personal 
experience, which is marked by the traumas in his family’s refugee story, took special care 
to refine, personalise and even to recite his writing when in this group with the rap artist. 

4.1.6 This kind of trust and increasing application to creative tasks, offering evidence of young 
people valuing new kinds of bonds and relationships offered by the project, was often 
achieved through personal affirmative attention and an investment of faith in the young 
person’s ability, made by the artists, and reaching beyond the young person’s own sense of 
themselves. One exchange between F and artist Lisette suggests this dynamic:  

F: “I’m rubbish, I’m on report with two teachers, I can’t do it.”   
L: “Are you on report with me?”    
F: “No.”    
L: “Well I don’t think you’re rubbish. I think you’re really talented and can do this.”    
F smiled and quietly said: “Thank you.” 

The Year One report describes this effect as follows: ‘New adventures in trust with these 
different adults were evident – realised through a distinctively affirmative quality of 
relationship with the writers, including creative exchange of ideas.’  (Year 1 report, p.2) 

4.1.7 At times some young people’s attachment to – or to receiving the attention of – the NWN 
and writers manifested as a paradox of distraction and focus, with a catalytic moment when 
the balance shifted from one to the other, e.g. exemplified in this session observation:  

‘C was quite distracted, shouting out that her pen had broken, and later that the Tipp-ex 
she had applied to her hand was hurting.  It seems to be more of a general need for 
attention than a lack of engagement or desire to be disruptive as, during discussions, 

 
4 Looking into the powerful effect that contact with an artist can often have on young people who have the 
chance to work with them, this author’s previous research distilled their ‘difference’ or otherness (the choices 
they have made set them apart), along with associations with celebrity or performer worlds, the ‘cool’ of urban 
art forms, and the ways that contact with this kind of other world lifestyle can inspire new aspirations. (See Raw 
2013, pp 253-262)  
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she is still ready and keen to contribute her ideas.  She was one of the first to volunteer 
to be filmed reading her review of a performance, and on the way asked me lots of 
questions: “Who would see the film?  How long should she talk for? Should she 
introduce herself first?  She was giggling nervously when we were setting up, but in 
practice delivered a clear piece with confidence” (28.1.20). 

4.1.8 The evaluation has identified that the artists and writers seemed able to allow the 
distracted or disruptive phase of interaction to persist for a long time, perhaps the majority 
of the working time they had with the young people, in order to find this tipping point. 
Trusting this moment will arrive is part of the relationship-building process at the heart of 
the project delivery style and culture, and is identified as one of its stand-out strengths: 

‘[The writer’s] style of interaction with the students is relentlessly positive, and 
amazingly tolerant of boisterous antics.’ ... ‘I watched the writers giving support, group 
by group. They got down to floor level, so they were not looking down when giving 
attention.... I followed Lisette circulating to each table, and I noticed that her eye-
contact, praise, and attention to their work seemed to change the lively/distracted 
students’ body language. They changed from outward focussed – posturing for, and 
with attention on, their peers – to quieter; looking at Lisette, giving good eye contact, 
and opening up their facial expressions, agreeing to engage with her about their work 
and intentions.’  ‘I saw one girl “swear down” that she was not reading her poem out, 
and throwing it across the table. But when Lisette opened up the crumpled paper and 
read it she told the girl it was beautiful, really good work, and asked her again if she 
would read it out. The girl miraculously said yes. This pattern was similar across the 
group. When Lisette took their work seriously and praised it, the students began to own 
their work again, nodding smiling, animated, and taking pen to paper again to re-edit or 
organise their writing.’ (Evaluator’s notes, 5-6.2.20) 

4.1.9 In considering how this aspect of the interaction patterns works, the NWN team 
perspective is that their writers are very instinctive and aware that at some level, despite 
appearing distracted or being disruptive, the young people are in fact engaging. The starting 
point with these young people in High School settings is a very low level of awareness of 
cultural engagement at all, and of what writing is or can be. ‘It’s outside their imaginations 
to be a writer - outside their comfort zone’. There is a conscious effort by the writers to be 
different, offer something different, to not be ‘teachers’ (who are confined by school 
discipline cultures and strict time constraints on achieving stipulated curriculum outputs). 
The very consistent NWN presence, working in this way, being consistently different, 
eventually convinced the students to trust what they are feeling – this contact with these 
writers was valuable for them. 

Evaluation summary, outcome areas A1) and A2): 

4.1.10 The kinds of trusting and novel relationships developing between artists and young people 
were most clearly evidenced amongst three kinds of young people: a) those who already 
had a sense of writing as an activity they enjoy or even excel in; conversely b) those who 
were otherwise often being disciplined for poor behaviour; and c) those who lacked 
confidence or where marked out as ‘different’ amongst their peers. There was considerable 
overlap amongst groups b) and c). 

4.1.11 Group a) young people, including those attending on-going Saturday clubs, or after school 
extracurricular groups, and project groups already involved in other creative activity – such 
as a specialist dance group – found that the writers provided exciting and informative role 
models, offering professional insider leadership, writing tips and solidarity: “this is how I 
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work...” or “yes I really struggle with that as well. Try this...” These young people also 
produced excellent writing (see for example the Northern Zine, the Gateway Studio poetry 
and dance film, the contributions to the Baltic ‘Inside Out’ event in January 2020). 

4.1.12 With regard to group b) students, for example the Alternative Curriculum Centre group 
2019-20, and Year 8 boys group, 2021, as Becci (producer) commented: 'because they're 
there because of their behaviour, we don't need to convince them that to ‘follow the rules' is 
not our way. It's those rule breakers, with their creativity and thinking outside the box, that 
can get there (i.e. to creative ideas) much more quickly’.  The acceptance by the writers of 
these young people’s hyperactivity, disruptiveness, mocking dissent or seeking to shock 
adults and impress their peers, and the patience and tolerance the artists extended to the 
young people whilst continuing to offer positive feedback and belief in their creative writing 
potential, marked these relationships out as something different for these young people. 
Offered this level of faith in who they were as individuals, the young people responded with 
trust and openness, ready to share their ideas. 

4.1.13 With group c) students, the relationships seemed to bed themselves in the allegiance of the 
artists with ‘the social outsider’, so that a social hierarchy was subverted, and these 
students found safety and an ally in the writer.  One strong example of this was D, who has 
autism, and functions in a different way from his peers. While teachers were concerned 
initially that he would struggle with the changes of adults in the room and the different 
expectations, and might become very agitated or even aggressive (source: teacher 
discussion with evaluator, year 1), he was in fact in his element when with the writers. 
While the subject matter of his work was relatively young for his peer group, telling the 
story of losing a toy who makes him feel safe a night (he is 14), Lisette noted that his 
classmates recognised the strength of the work, despite its ordinary subject matter:  

‘D stood in front of the class and gave a really nuanced, rhythmic performance. The 
whole class was silent, focussed and attentive. Massive round of applause afterwards’ 
(Becci, observation). ‘I asked the class which poems were the most successful, why, 
which had the best rhythm, imagination, storytelling etc. The vast majority, for every 
single question, said D’s. There was no malice or mockery in this (which I had been 
worried about when he performed, I and was prepared for) – this was genuine respect 
and admiration’ (Lisette, writer reflection, 02.2020). (see poem here) 

4.1.14 Summing up the achievements of the programme in (A1) young people learning to trust 
others when expressing their ideas, and (A2) young people learning to create new kinds of, 
and more varied, social bonds, there is a good body of evidence of first stage progress 
towards these objectives – certainly within the context of what could be expected in such a 
short timeframe.  There is also, in the terms outlined in the Discussion section at 5 below, 
on the potential for the programme to enable these young people to open a door or a 
window onto different potential social and cultural pathways: ‘creating small, iterative 
qualitative changes in the way social relationships are woven’;  with potential to ‘shift 
people’s notion of how they ‘are’’, and how young people are seen and see themselves in 
relation to their context, their peers, institutions and so on, potentially affecting their sense 
of what is possible for them. 
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4.2  Outcomes in Young People Increasing their Confidence and Self-esteem Through 
Engaging with the Gateshead Young Writers’ Project (A3) 

4.2.1 The Young Writers’ Programme in Gateshead is in its infancy, having begun from scratch 
in 2019 where New Writing North had no existing presence or connections. The majority 
of the work has been in delivering the strand described as: ‘Targeted Programmes in socio 
economically disadvantaged areas, in-depth, lasting years, introducing lots of young 
people to writing, and supporting those who are keen through out of school projects.’ This 
is entry level work, and the areas are chosen for the lack of cultural capital locally, and for 
the barriers and disadvantages young people face in accessing writing as a creative 
activity, or indeed most other arts engagement (beyond the school curriculum). The 
targeted programmes in Gateshead were delivered almost entirely in two High Schools 
and feeder primaries, with just two community projects in the first year: one with looked 
after children, and one half-term intensive project in a community centre attached to a 
primary school on a housing estate to the South of Gateshead itself. 

4.2.2 The team and the evaluation noted that the base line in creative self-confidence, and self-
esteem in general, amongst many of the participating young people was very low. The 
base line position for a surprising number seemed to be “I have no ideas”. While 
recognising that writing and creative processes are just not something that will stimulate 
or engage every child, the team wanted to explore where the more generally low baseline 
might come from, as well as document any changes in confidence and self-esteem (for 
example young people gaining confidence in their own ideas) taking place through the 
project.  

4.2.3 Sometimes students articulated their (perceived) ideas deficit directly: “I’m no good at 
this!”; “I’m not very good at making stuff up”. Sometimes the articulation was non-verbal, 
a drought in inspiration that became a solitary withdrawal, with a typical expression of this 
observed here: ‘One girl was sitting head on desk, doodling, with no work in front of her’. 
More often, students who couldn’t find a way into imaginative processes were restless, 
distracted and disruptive of others’ efforts.  

4.2.4 Asked about the source of this kind of inability to engage with the imaginative process in 
the classroom one teacher suggested that ‘in some cases it can come from (cynically) 
general apathy, not really listening etc. But it can also come from low self-esteem, low 
confidence’, and that the students needed ‘significant scaffold’ to help them in. He noted 
that the curriculum itself can inhibit young people’s creativity, through its narrow 
constraints on how creative writing should be encouraged: ‘there are words in rubrics and 
mark schemes like ‘appropriate’... they not allowed to be daft, silly... there are limitations 
placed on them by these things’.  

4.2.5 The NWN team located a set of wider and more societal problems facing these young 
people, that might underly a lack of creative freedom and confidence: ‘disadvantage, lack 
of connection to a sense of being a creator, no role models... not accessing truly 
imaginative stimuli if they can't engage in school’... ‘It feels to me like a confidence and 
lack of aspiration thing – a knee jerk response – that's about them not valuing their own 
experiences... it's not their experience to have read or seen things about Gateshead, their 
experience is not reflected. It's about not having confidence through no access to that kind 
of 'ideas' world.’ (Producer Becci – interviews 1 & 2).  An apparently deep-seated lack of 
confidence that their own experience might be worth sharing was quite widespread, with 
many instances of young people observed only to write things down when they had been 
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validated – by the writers – and many then were still inhibited: 'When it came to sharing, 
he hid his work under the table and didn’t want to share it or have Bob read it.’ 

4.2.6 Aware that there was a hill to climb to have an impact on these young people’s self-
esteem and creative confidence, the programme put in place its change mechanisms: 
highly skilled professional artists, who were convinced of the potential for their groups to 
produce high quality creative outputs (poetry, radio dramas, animations, creative fiction, 
films, songs, rap). The writers’ and artists’ methods were different from those of teachers, 
their remit was freer, and they had access to production pathways for the creative writing 
the young people would produce that the schools did not. All of these elements provided 
degrees of traction, helping move the confidence threshold forward. 

4.2.7 One teacher observed that the kinds of scaffold provided by the artists seemed very 
effective, especially when they were able to say “I do this writing thing, and this is how I do 
it – try it this way”. E.g. he recalled: ‘In the narrative poetry – she drew a ground floor plan 
of a room and that’s how she got it started. Then there was a poem about her auntie 
getting stuck to the settee because it was hot...’. The writers were able to share numerous 
ways-in like this, and ways they use to tackle creative blocks that they themselves 
experience. Once they had gained the trust of the young people (see section 4.1 above), 
who began to understand that the rules were different in these sessions, the young 
people’s creative confidence grew.  

4.2.8 It was common for young people to be unsure of what counted as valid ideas or thinking, 
and of the value of their own internal worlds. One audio drama (‘Anthony’s Football 
Daydream’) distils this experience of self-censoring – of a student knowing that his 
particular kind of ideas would not be welcome in the classroom – into the narrative itself. 
The ‘daydream’ drama, set in a writing lesson, is vivid in depicting the imagined 
experience of a mega-successful football career, and then ends with the narrator coming 
out of his daydream after the bell has gone, apologising to the teacher – “Oh yeah, sorry 
sir” – for his deep dive into a private imagined world. 

4.2.9 Reflecting on the project, students commented on their own and their peers’ resulting 
increases in confidence. These two girls agreed on the positive impact of writing and 
recording an audio drama on one of them (I):   

I: At first I thought, I’m not going to handle it, but then I got more confident. My voice is 
louder, my acting skills have got better. 

E: She actually completely changed. She’s normally calm. She became more open and 
enthusiastic. 

4.2.10 The question of ‘what is writing?’ is also key to progressing and gaining confidence. 
Writers are aware that the writing process begins before typing or putting pen to paper, in 
a thinking and ‘daydreaming’ creative mode. The students sometimes became released 
and could take steps once they understood that the physical process of writing words, 
perhaps cramped by their insecure literacy skills, was not the only way, or most important 
part, of ‘writing’. The artists often used visual steps – drawing, storyboarding, maps, 
decoration – or talking, as part of the writing process, and could validate young people’s 
strengths in these areas as part of the ‘writing’ skill:  

‘In the last 10/15 minutes I managed to engage D and T in one of the exercises, 
working together to imagine a world behind a door.  With some praise and enthusiasm 
for their ideas they became more invested. They then worked very well together and 
seem supportive of each other with T telling me how good D was at drawing.  T seems 
to lack in confidence, pushing the paper to D to say, ‘you write’, ‘I can’t write’.  Once I 



 17 

offered to write for them, this seemed to open up more possibilities and they both 
contributed a number of ideas.  They came up with some lovely ideas and a striking 
image of a tiger guarding a door, who was once white but had turned black from the 
dust of being forgotten and who danced in silence.  D asked if he could draw the 
creature they had created, and did so enthusiastically.’ 

4.2.11 Equally, the range of applications of creative writing explored in the project was wide. 
Young people seemed surprised that some of the creative outputs (songs, scripts, 
animations) were called ‘writing’.  Understanding that writing could be devising an 
animation, or planning a film script, seemed to increase confidence and motivation to 
tackle a creative writing task of this kind. 

4.2.12 The evaluation noted that some young people did manage to get started with ideas if they 
could create or enter fantasy worlds, of the kind found in some computer games, fantasy 
films, animations. While these groups seemed to race with ideas, they sometimes found 
the process of containing a narrative becoming very complicated, and navigating this was 
their challenge.  Others however seemed to feel that unless they could conjure up a 
fantasy world they had no imagination, and with these young people the project worked 
hard on validating simple and ordinary, familiar scenarios as equally important and fertile 
creative ground.  

4.2.13 These avenues are found side by side in the set of audio dramas produced in 2019-20. 
With the theme ‘Inside Outside’ the dramas varied from everyday domestic scenes of 
buying takeaway food and taking out the rubbish (with a twist), to an astronaut’s 
spacewalk, and acquiring an alien virus. A student commented on how they were enabled 
to work more freely in the project sessions: “The writing didn’t have a time limit and you 
can use your imagination. We could write anything. In English sometimes you have to base 
it off something”.    

4.2.14 Many of the poems in the anthologies (for example ‘The Bus’ describing a familiar bus ride 
in sensory detail; ‘Break’, focussing on the ordinary and extra-ordinary experiences of 
breaking a wrist; and ‘Big Fight’, which narrates experiences of training for and winning 
boxing matches in forensic staccato detail) draw directly on the young people’s personal 
sensory experiences to powerful effect. Many others mine sometimes painful, personal 
emotional experiences, and seem to be disclosing, perhaps processing, social discomfort, 
alienation or isolation. All of these examples show the young poets successfully drawing 
on, and validating as important, their (ordinary or sometimes extraordinary) own lived 
experience as poetic material, and the quality of the work is often high.  Teacher Callum 
observed: ‘When those limitations (e.g. on being “silly”) are removed – yeah it is 
interesting to see what they are interested in, and it’s interesting to see that some of that 
stuff can be actually quite serious. So they take that opportunity to have the free rein that 
they simply don’t have (normally).’ 

4.2.15 Projects from across Gateshead Young Writers and the wider NWN Young Writers network 
came together at The Baltic in Gateshead as part of the Inside/Outside event in January 
2020. The event was designed to showcase and celebrate work from the first year of the 
programme; it featured live poetry and music performances as well as film screenings, and 
was attended by over 150 people including young people, teachers, parents and partner 
organisations. The event contributed considerable status to the work the students had 
made. D performed his poem the ‘Pocket’, and back at school his teachers noted he was 
extremely proud, telling his other teachers about the performance and showing them his 
poem. The primary school children also had “such a wonderful experience at The Baltic ... 
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The process and event has broadened their horizons more that you can imagine” (teacher 
feedback) 

Evaluation summary, outcome area A3):  

4.2.16 There are numerous examples of the students taking the first steps to finding their creative 
voice, or writing something they are proud of, after initially expressing that they have no 
way of writing anything.  Examples drawn upon in the previous section (4.1) above, 
exploring gains in trusting others and in building more varied social bonds, also 
demonstrate gains in this area of young people building their confidence and self-esteem 
through their engagements with the New Writing North Writers in this programme.  In the 
Year 1 report this was termed the ‘cascade of confidence effect, where many aspects of the 
work seemed to feed young people’s self-belief, which seemed to then foster other social 
or artistic gains.’  

4.2.17 These outcomes were seen throughout the ‘Targeted’ engagement programme including 
through the later stages, with a primary school project observed by the support teacher as 
“great for their confidence ... they’ve taken proper ownership of that script, of all of their 
puppets. With their input, and the knowledge that they’ve brought to that script, working 
with Ruth (artist) it’s been lovely, really lovely”. In a project as part of the ‘Progression’ 
strand of the model, in which a poet and film maker worked with already accomplished 
young dancers at a dance studio, these dancers also commented on the confidence benefits 
they attributed to working with a writer: “The narrative side helped me to build my 
performance skills and give me more confident in everyday talking, and talking to new 
people who I have never met before”; “I enjoyed the creativity of the process and being able 
to create poetry which is out of my comfort zone”. 

  The ‘cascade of confidence’ observed by the evaluation process manifested as: 
• Signs of increased self-belief and personal confidence through new, different adults 

offering unflinching validation; helping counter a lack of faith for some. The positive 
short-term impact of relentless validation and affirmation (affirmative practice) is very 
clear. 

• Increasing creative confidence amongst young people, from recording their script for 
an audio play, or through (amongst some young people) a sense of high respect for, 
and specific attachment to ‘their’ artist.  

• Increased creative confidence through working with their own familiar experiences - 
i.e. things don’t have to be fantasy or other-worldly and strange to qualify as good 
creative work.    

• Demonstrably increased social confidence, leading to clear signs of increased social 
and creative risk-taking, and new kinds of work produced by participants who 
engaged with the ‘new ways of thinking’ offered by the project 

This aspect of the programme, the noticeable increase in student’s confidence levels – at 
least in relation to project activity and the social interactions within the project – is assessed 
as its most widely evidenced outcome. 
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4.3 Outcomes in Participating Young People Gaining an Increased Sense of Wellbeing 
(A4)  

4.3.1 While the Gateshead Young Writers’ Programme is not explicitly a wellbeing intervention, 
or more specifically a mental health and wellbeing project – as is the case with the newer 
‘Well Read’ project5 – there is no doubt that there are wellbeing benefits for young people 
emerging. This project doesn’t use specific or detailed wellbeing monitoring, for example 
through common systems and scales (e.g. the Warwick-Edinburgh Mental Wellbeing 
Scale6), and this evaluation asserts that doing so would have been too intrusive for the 
project design, and would have risked damaging the wellbeing outcomes observed through 
the grounded approach used here.  Instead, revisiting the indicators for wellbeing agreed 
amongst the project team at the start of the project guides the assessment of whether 
positive (or negative) wellbeing outcomes have organically emerged through the delivery 
model. The indicators were as follows, and they steer findings reported below: 

4.3.2 Young people: 
• are visibly more animated and engaged  
• are willing/able to show enthusiasm 
• show pride, receiving and acknowledging praise  
• express ideas which exhibit a more developed perspective on their own life 

experiences  
• are able to recover from setbacks  
• express ownership of their participation: (e.g. “this is us, this is what we do....”) 
• say they feel happier and they enjoyed the project 

4.3.3 The first indicator here equates to a sign of students’ ‘readiness to learn’, since students 
who are unsettled, depressed, socially insecure, feeling physically unwell, under-nourished, 
chronically tired or agitated are known not to be ‘ready to learn’ and, following a hierarchy 
of needs analysis (Maslow, 1943, 1968), simply cannot engage without attention to these 
issues. The year One report however picked up on students’ increasing ability to engage 
positively: ‘numerous reports from staff of young people’s increased engagement, silence 
when working, application to task and interest in refining and improving their work 
described as “incredible!”, “brilliant”, “They’re not usually like this!”.  One teacher cited a 
“case of turning a child around”.’   

4.3.4 Similar observations continued through the remainder of the project, with many included in 
other findings sections. Specific student’s project journeys (e.g. see Case Study 2, S below) 
exemplify a change from unable to engage to fully engaged and gaining benefits. O and B, 
involved in face-to-face workshops in the Spring, which then reverted to online delivery, 
were noted as showing signs of a number of indicators on the list. B is a student who has 
been involved at different points throughout the programme. He was often in trouble with 
teachers, and was once removed from a session because of a fight with another pupil: he 
couldn’t find a way to mix well with his peers. He is one of only a small number of children 
in the year group who has African heritage, and his family history includes violent 
persecution in his country of origin, so his life experience is very different from most of his 
peer group. In the early stages he found it difficult to engage with the project activities at a 
personal level, however here involved in the boys’ Rap sessions with Rap artist Kay, he 
seemed to have found a way to connect, demonstrating a positive shift for his wellbeing: 

 
5 ‘Well Read’ is a project NWN has been delivering with young people referred for their mental health, as a 
specific strand of work as part of Gateshead Young Writers, which is evaluated separately by Durham University 
6 WEMWBS uses self-scoring in 14 areas of positive mental health. It is not validated for use with under-16s  



 20 

‘As we were wrapping up the session, teacher Ms McGarry came on to ask if B could 
read his work out (other students were just writing their work in the group chat).  He 
seemed nervous, looking around and asking Ms M if we could definitely hear him.  He 
read clearly and with confidence, though this trailed a bit at the end as he began to 
mumble and tell us ‘it’s not finished’, but the work itself was really rich and very 
personal, looking at the weight of expectation he feels from his family and difficulties 
at school. He seemed pleased with the praise he received for it, smiling and nodding as 
Kay talked.’(6.7.21) 

4.3.5 The Year One report was already picking up aspects of young people’s responses which 
indicated that they were using the sessions (consciously or subconsciously) to help 
themselves face difficult issues, find a safe sanctuary, and for some, the allegiance of the 
artists in support of their sense of social exclusion or isolation. Like to B above, participants 
showed signs in year one of ‘using the creative writing process to reflect on current issues – 
(from personal to global); or to risk a confession or disclosure of some kind, with the project 
creating a space for young people to open up and explore their own experience – largely 
through a writing process rather than through discussion’ . Exemplified in B’s journey above, 
and in the case studies outlined below, evaluation processes have continued to identify that 
similar wellbeing-related outcomes are evident with new cohorts of participants across all 
the strands of delivery. Some of the clearest examples include the increasing focus on the 
writing task in the alternative curriculum group, where energy levels are usually high, and 
much more commonly agitated than focussed; and the way students have shown (see 
findings on trusting relationships at 4.1 above) that they could open up with the writers and 
artists, writing when they’d felt unable to before, or writing about issues that were deeply 
personal. The poetry written individually shows such focus, and can be painful to read due 
to the sincerity with which some young people have handled a personally troubling topic. 
See example poems ‘I Don’t Know’; ‘Story of Jessica’; ‘The Ghost of You’; ‘Left to Rot’. 

4.3.6 Findings such as these, relating to affective links between the artists, were however 
impacted by the COVID-related interruptions in delivery.  Face-to-face delivery ceased in 
schools for a full year, and relationships with at least three groups were begun, or were 
translated to, remote screen-based activities. Some young people chose to interact online 
with their cameras switched off for parts of these sessions, which meant the channels of 
contact with them – both for offering some of the benefits identified above, and for 
monitoring young people’s responses to the offer – were further diminished.  

4.3.7 In the Saturday group and the Gateway project the group chat function on the zoom 
sessions provided an additional mode for identifying individual needs and responses. 
Sometimes participants indicated, either through their writing contributions or through 
comment, the importance of these sessions for their emotional wellbeing. In the chat F 
described her project sessions as “a space free from judgement, unlike the rest of the 
world.”   S from a different group wrote a short rhyme to share in the chat (original typing 
direct from iPhone):  

“The sky was dark and the clouds were gray, all seemed down on the 21st of may  But 
hope was not all lost as much as she thought  As a  zoom meeting approached where 
poetry is taught  Where laughter is present and talent is shown  Anxious no more as this 
is your home”  

4.3.8 As S’s rhyme indicates above, bonding with other young writers is part of the tonic this 
project provides. In the example below, O was keen not to miss his session despite being ‘in 
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isolation’. He made specific efforts to ensure he could join, ‘phrased by him in the chat as 
“being allowed to take part” which suggests it is viewed by O as a treat or privilege.’...  

‘when he wasn’t able to see the video we were playing via screen share, and he was 
actively asking (in the chat) what the video was and where he might be able to find 
it/watch it.  One of the other students offered to send him the link and he said (with no 
prompting from us) that he would watch it at home that night.  He also contributed bits 
of his own writing into the chat and had made a good attempt at following Kay’s 
instructions around rhyme patterns’.   

Since O was in isolation he wasn’t with the other students or the class teacher, so it would 
have been easy for him to disengage.  

4.3.9 The delivery post-COVID lockdown when the writers and artists were able to return to 
schools showed a different level of wellbeing-related outcomes that are more direct and 
obvious than most found in year one.  One such project took place at a primary school with 
a ‘nurture group’ of children aged 6-8, who were identified by the school as vulnerable and 
so had been attending school throughout the lockdown periods. Some of these children's 
‘ordinary’ life is quite tough, with difficult family and home situations, and difficult histories. 
The support teacher gave her feedback and observations on how this project had 
specifically benefited this group, even beyond the enjoyment value it gave them:  

‘They’ve got so many challenging things going on in their little lives, it’s been like a little 
session of escapism. Absolutely wonderful. It’s been lush! We’ve all loved it. It’s the 
absolute highlight of the week...  
... the writing is quite hard for them to do, and it’s difficult for them to achieve in those 
areas, so the fact that they’ve built that up as a team – even the team working skills 
that they’ve developed – and the patience that they’ve shown, reading through the 
script...  
... they’ve really been looking forward to the final product.  They’ll see it and realise that 
they’ve built it up over a number of months, to get this end product.  It’s a nice life 
lesson for them – Because a few of them find it quite tricky to persevere with anything, 
or see things through to the end, their attention or engagement can fall quite quickly...  
...the likes of C and K, these kids as well, in the short time you’ve been (coming) they’re 
all clustered together here, and they’ve gone through individual transitions back in their 
mainstream classrooms...’ (Miss Bunn, Support Teacher).  

4.3.10 The primary school head teacher also commented to NWN project co-ordinator Ruth on 
what she was seeing with one of the children, that suggested how it was benefiting his 
wellbeing:   

‘The Head told me the R (7 or 8 yrs old) was initially v quiet. Later he was putting his 
hand up, speaking in the sessions. She said this was amazing – he’s a refugee from 
Syria, who’s seen terrible things happen to his family, and when he first came he was 
terrified and really worried, couldn’t do anything because he was so traumatised. But 
she said he’s really blossomed during this process.  For example he came forward in a 
game led by the artist and asked to lead, be in the middle of the circle saying “you’re 
not doing it right! I’m going to do it!” The Head Teacher said she was amazed.’  

4.3.11 It seems consistently to have been the case that the qualities and culture of the creative 
writing ‘workspaces’ fostered by the project artists has been key to these outcomes from 
the start; the ‘little session of escapism’ mentioned above is one such reference. Previous 
reporting found that: ‘Teachers noted young people’s clear attachment to project sessions – 
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shown through anticipation of sessions, appreciating a different learning space or a space 
apart; and some young people taking greater ownership of their social resilience whilst 
involved in project activities with the writers.’  

4.3.12 This kind of difference in the culture of the space is commonly seen7 as fundamental to 
change outcomes and health and wellbeing outcomes. In this case it amounts to  a ‘space’ 
(whether face-to-face or digital) that is separate from the mainstream school lessons; ‘a 
unique ‘culture’ in the workshop space, in which school culture is temporarily suspended, to 
create space for the modes the writers bring with them (e.g. ‘spelling doesn’t matter here!’, 
‘Don’t worry about getting things wrong, there’s no such thing here!’); a culture that 
emphasises anti-competitive, collaborative behaviours (supportive team work); a gentler 
space, more responsive to and accepting of individual needs than classroom culture can 
easily allow (as one teacher mentioned, almost a ‘utopia’ that they can’t themselves provide 
but would like to)... A ‘freedom space’, in which young people could be themselves more 
authentically – however ‘weird’ [their term] in their peers’ or others’ terms – liberated from 
some of the usual constraints’ (Year One Report).  The evaluation findings suggest that even 
the online spaces seemed to offer some of the same draw for young people. 

Evaluation summary, outcome area A4):  

4.3.13 Findings from both before and during the pandemic period on positive wellbeing outcomes 
for participating young people, through the NWN Young Writers’ programme model, are 
clear enough to establish this as a plausible outcome from the model for a significant 
number of young people.  Evidenced outcomes encompassed all of the wellbeing indicators 
the team suggested: The young people 

• are visibly more animated and engaged  
• are willing/able to show enthusiasm (when previously unable to) 
• show pride, receiving and acknowledging praise  
• express ideas which exhibit a more developed perspective on their own life 

experiences  
• are able to recover from setbacks  
• express ownership of their participation: (e.g. “this is us, this is what we do....”) 
• say they feel happier and they enjoyed the project. 

4.3.14 These outcomes come from the benefits of a different safe space, and everything about the 
interactions, the relationships, the creative approaches, the sense of time and patience, the 
expertise on offer that was different in that space. The project demonstrates the now well-
established idea within the field of ‘Arts and Health’8 that the ‘liminoid’9 qualities of these 
kinds of spaces [i.e. the separateness and otherness of them] can offer participants a chance 
to recreate their perspectives on their experiences and on themselves and their context. 
They can experiment with different ways of being themselves, providing rehearsal 
opportunities that they can draw on beyond the space; and that these effects are wellbeing-
enhancing. 

4.3.15 One lead teacher’s comment sums up this key point: he had been initially "quite sceptical as 
to how it would impact on curriculum time - that's what I was most concerned about.” He was 
worried that these project spaces – created by the writers to facilitate the ways they wanted 
to connect with the students - would be “too detached and different. But actually, over time 

 
7 See for example the work of Atkinson and Robson (2012), Raw (2013, 2014) 
8 See footnote 2 above 
9 See footnote 3 above    
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I've come to the realisation that that's the point of it, and that's what's good about it, is that it 
is detached basically entirely in some cases. I’m convinced now that that's the value of it. I’ve 
seen it working well. So, yeah, I've changed my personal view just over time seeing how it's 
actually worked and how the kids have responded.”   

4.3.16 The non-mental-health-specialist nature of the model is, in the view of the evaluation, a 
strength as well as an aspect to observe further.  Some form of access for the writers and 
artists to specialist advice to debrief on what they observe, but which is separate from any 
activities, is a recommendation of this report (see Discussion and Conclusion section below). 

 
4.4 Outcomes in Participating Young People Discovering a Better Connection to 

Writing (B1)  

4.4.1 Most of the children and young people in the groups targeted through the Gateshead 
Young Writers’ programme seemed to have little existing connection to writing (or to 
reading for their own pleasure) beyond the classroom, prior to their involvement. This gave 
the project an opportunity to switch on new interest in the writing process, and the NWN 
writers set out different possibilities that lay beyond the specified curriculum and what the 
classroom time pressures can accommodate.  

4.4.2 In a previous section (4.2 above) we report on many young people’s previously limited 
perceptions of what counts as writing, and how the writers, by their diverse practices and 
identities, offered other definitions. The project broadened out a narrow perception that 
writing is limited to the activity of using a pen to create (ideally grammatically accurate) 
sentences on a page (or typing them on a screen), always in response to something set by 
the teacher (rather than young people exploring their own independent interests), and 
often working to a short time limit. As well as impacting on young people’s confidence in 
their ideas and on their self-esteem generally, as reported above, there is clear evidence of 
students confronting the existing associations writing had for them, writing in new ways 
and with greater connection to their work. This was witnessed in their efforts to refine their 
writing, in their new attempts with different ways of writing, and in their pride in their work 
– willing to share or present it. These outcomes were especially striking when the young 
person was not familiar with enjoying the writing process. Individual students in years 7 and 
8 commented:  

Kl: “The sessions felt different to normal English because it was more fun. In normal 
English we talk about verbs and adjectives...” 

I: “I was actually listening. Drama draws me in. Normally in classes I find it boring or 
tiring. This writing, we could talk about it and decorate it. It’s creative writing!” 

K: “The writing didn’t have a time limit and you can use your imagination. We could 
write anything. I wrote seven pages in my own time and I enjoyed it. I don’t feel like 
creative writing is a waste of time now, it relaxes me” 

L: “I thought it was interesting learning how to write a script, I’d never tried that before. 
I thought about whether to do it serious or silly... It’s different to normal English 
because it’s something we do by ourselves” 

C: “We’re not writing boring work. The time flies by because we’re writing fun work.” 

Two small groups shared their impressions of creating and recording audio dramas: 

I: “I didn’t know you had audio pieces! 
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K: I thought they would turn out not that good and cringey. I was impressed... 
L: I thought they were going to be a bit boring but it wasn’t. It was weird hearing it 

back” 

Ca: “It was weird. We’ve never done it before. 
J:    At first we wondered how it would work out 
Ca: It was fun and different to record it. We’d never used professional equipment before 
J:   The Tesco witch! We couldn’t write that in other lessons. We don’t think as 

creatively. Your mind can be free to think of tons of stuff...” 

4.4.3 Fragments of poems and of observations of the writing process capture break-through 
moments with individual students. The first young poet below was taking steps into 
character-writing without limitations, his long poem was about a dragon character. It had 
epic qualities – the language was sophisticated, and the dragon’s story was about love, 
betrayal, loss, misjudgement, rejection.  It was very beautiful, very poetic, and other-
worldly.  

“I told him that I thought the poem was extraordinary. He thanked me for my 
comments very shyly, looking down at the desk” (5.2.20  GC Yr. 9, evaluator reflection) 

4.4.4 In the example fragments below, the Year 8 Alternative Curriculum group step into 
metaphorical description of an everyday sensation through imaginative and evocative 
associations, as well as beautiful close observation of an ordinary object: 

Hunger 
Hunger is an anaconda’s gaping mouth 
Hunger is a maze that you are stuck in 
Corey 
 
Hunger is dark and sad 
Hunger is the rumble next door 
Hunger is as hard as solid metal 
Hunger is cold as a stone in the Arctic Circle 
Hunger is a lion’s roar 
Dean 
 
‘Burnt wood’ (extract, full poem is here) 
It’s blackened and stains your fingers 
You can write your name with it 

Or scribble strange pictures with it 
Or mark your cheeks with war soot 

It has creaks and cracks on one side 
And in the light it turns silver 

The other side is canny smooth 
Except for dog teeth marks... 
Jimmy 

4.4.5 As well as the numerous examples of young people discovering a better connection to 
writing in the Secondary School class-time delivery, other parts of the programme also 
showed similar successes. In the Gateway Dance project where the young people were 
confident dancers, their connection to writing was less secure, but began to grow: “R was 
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the most reluctant writer at the start (and said so), but everything she’s written has used the 
techniques and been carefully crafted, and read out with confidence.” (Gateway group artist 
reflections, 9.2.21).   

4.4.6 In the half-term community project working towards a collective poem and film, a striking 
example captured here in ethnographic observations was J (aged 12), who was constantly 
physically restless during the creative sessions, and was quite insecure in his literacy: ‘J set 
to work, but then said he didn’t know the alphabet. E chipped in with “A, B, C”’ and J got 
going. Then he said “I don’t know how it goes after a few…” and gave up’. However, by the 
end of the first day J found he cared very much about finding the words to convey the 
meaning he wanted, and could focus with intensity on that. He became a lead writer in the 
small group, with an aptitude for creative persistence:   

‘The group moved smoothly through critiquing and finessing the flow and re-ordering 
lines. J at one point stopped the process and said: “It just feels wrong… I don’t know…”;  

When exploring the estate as a group for film locations: ‘it felt in this site as if the 
children were slightly wary. This was captured in the suggested line for the poem, from J: 
“It tastes like fear”... (which he indicated was to do with “the teenagers and stuff”).’ 

‘J’s animal metaphor for the estate was an octopus, and when he tried to write “why this 
image” he got stuck - he was looking for a word. This process was lengthy and he shared 
the struggle. So other children in the group tried to help locate the meaning he was 
reaching for. He was trying to say it had lots of… “different parts? Different areas? 
Different aspects to its character?” people volunteered. “No…! No… no….” J was 
determined to find the word he’d been looking for, that related to octopus tentacles… 
And began with a “p”. We thought maybe he wanted to capture how squid change colour 
according to their mood… but no, that wasn’t it, James was clear. Eventually as a group 
we decided that it would probably come to him later that evening. “That happens 
sometimes!” writer Christina confirmed. The next day her arrived, confirming that he’d 
found the word – “potential!”  J had been on the spot, exposed, the group was not 
entirely patient with his struggle, and his determination was impressive.’  

Evaluation summary, outcome area B1):  

4.4.7 Writers achieved outstanding outcomes with participating children and young people in 
facilitating them to establish new or better connections to writing as an activity. Writing 
became something the young people were reassessing as fun, positive, fulfilling, and they 
were reframing what writing can be, including a multitude of creative works from poetry to 
drama scripts, stories, animations, songs, spoken word, film.  

4.4.8 The expanded sense of what is possible in writing, the exciting and high-quality professional 
nature of the potential products, and the different ways to approach challenges of feeling 
stuck, all offered by the writers, as well as the trusting relationships they fostered with the 
young people all contributed to this shift for numerous participants right across the 
programme. The young people’s writing products show this reconnection to the form, in 
their quality, and their personal depth and investment. Teachers and community group 
leaders were continually surprised by the writing the young people were producing. The 
NWN model proves itself catalytic and extremely effective in this outcome area.  
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4.5 Outcomes in Participating Young People Recognising or Developing A Writing 
Talent (B2)  

Achieving outcomes in this area of the project’s objectives was the most ambitious. In other 
NWN Young Writers’ Programme delivery locations, reaching back many years, young people 
have moved through the model from first engagement in targeted projects, to joining open 
access groups of their own volition, becoming ‘active seekers’ of writing opportunities and 
ultimately developing a writing voice.  At some point in this process they become aware of a 
writing talent they have.  Gateshead Young Writers hasn’t yet had the opportunity to guide 
many young people on this pathway. However there were some young people whose existing 
talent became more confident and conscious during their involvement. There also some 
young people who began to develop a flare for writing through their involvement that was 
previously hidden, and that with more time could have been fostered further. 

The two case studies below show examples of these experiences, and they represent others 
who took similar tracks through the project: Case Study 1 is a student with talent, who was 
able to access writers and opportunities and develop her talent further.  Case Study 2 is a 
student who was in an Alternative Curriculum group, is there because of behaviour that 
means he cannot be taught in mainstream lessons, and who had no previously identified flare 
for writing. 

4.5.1 Case Study 1: G (Kingsmeadow, After School Club & Active Tuesdays) 

G knew she loved writing, though this was not a passion she particularly shared with her 
family. In her home environment she has some support, but no-one else writes:  

“When I go home from school - cos my mam's really interested in things like writing and 
stuff - she never really does it, but she's always really interested in what I'm doing, so she 
says 'oh G what happened today?' so I tell her about this”... “My sister was laughing at 
me reading my poem, so that wasn't good! (Is she older than you?) yes 16 in March. 
(Does she write as well?) No!! she likes make-up and clothes... (So writing is your special 
thing?) yeah.” Asked how she writes she said: “Privately, in my room.” She said when she 
‘feels like a proper poem is coming’ she usually goes to her room to write it, not with 
music, just quiet. “But sometimes I even just write things on the bus”. 

G engaged positively with activities since her first interaction with the programme – when 
she and a pre-existing group of friends (4 in total) chose to join an extra-curricular activity.  
They had not previously had any contact with the programme and were attracted to it 
following an announcement made by NWN producer Becci their school assembly. Becci 
writes: ‘They are all creative, so engagement in itself has not been an issue.  Despite this, I 
have seen G grow in confidence.  There is less whispering to each other during sessions and 
more free flow conversation.’ 

G’s engagement with activities as the year progressed was quite voracious, as captured in 
observations two months in, after being introduced to ‘black-out poems’ – selecting single 
words from a long newspaper text, and redacting the rest: ‘G at the other side of the table 
was off, creating poem after poem. She was delighted, discovering hidden messages within a 
boring text.  She was making meanings, even creating political wisdoms! She would stop us 
every so often to read a new creation, grinning, and saying how she was so surprised to find 
these possibilities in the text. I was amazed, very impressed.’  

The programme offered G a chance to try new art forms – she regularly commented that she 
had not tried certain things before and asked questions throughout, often offering her work 
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up for sharing and offering praise of the other participants’ work. ‘G shared one of her poems, 
which made writer Lucy well up when she read it. This was a poem she’d written at home this 
week, and was about the mirror telling lies – the poem was addressed to the mirror, and to 
someone looking in the mirror. Very heartfelt.’ 

G developed a relationship with New Writing North that has enabled her to progress in her 
journey as an artist. She chose to attend and share work at the Inside Outside event at the 
Baltic, and she entered a New Writing North writing competition, working in her own time. 
She won a prize for her poem.   Asked about the interplay between what she was doing in the 
project and what she did at home she said:  "Sometimes there'll be like competitions a stuff, 
and I'll go home and I'll write poems for that at home, and then I'll write it out so it’s like 
proper, and I’ll just bring it in here.” [Q: So this is a place to share own work?]. “Otherwise it 
just stays at home, or in my head. I write in books at home” 

G signed up to the Active Tuesday Group to work towards an Arts Award, and then 
unfortunately COVID 19 interrupted NWN’s contact with her for the remainder of the 
programme. 

 

4.5.2 Case Study 2: S (Grace College, Alternative Learning Centre) 

S had a significant journey throughout the programme. He was initially a reluctant 
participant, ‘Unfortunately, both L and MK were distracted by S, who kept trying to make 
physical contact with them, punching their arms or leaning on them.’ Once he began to 
connect more with the sessions he was still easily drawn off track by others in the group: 

‘C and J were giggling quite a lot during this and distracting S.’ ‘MK in particular seems to 
disrupt a group, and he and S were distracted and disruptive throughout, despite S 
producing some great work in previous weeks.’ 

We learnt that S responded well to praise: 

‘S and L worked well together and though some ideas were very literal they moved into 
some more creative interpretations, which they were happy to share at the end of the 
session. They enjoyed the praise they received, smiling at each other and repeating the 
phrases that had earnt them the praise.’ 

Though he struggled with handwriting and spelling, S had strong creative ideas and seemed 
to draw on his own personal experiences, quite metaphorically. He responded to the stimuli 
Bob introduced, for example here finding a sensory object activity leading him into poetic 
territory:   

‘Bob told the group he had some objects in bags that they needed to put their names on.  
This piqued some interest with S rushing to get his name written down so that he could 
claim his first choice.  I was really surprised how much they took to the task after this and 
how invested they were in working out what was in the bag.  S wrote some great 
descriptions of the pattern on his gloves looking like a colony of ants.’   

S developed a good relationship with both writer Bob (the only facilitator to work with this 
group). Producer Becci’s ethnographic reflections recall a particular session: 

‘As we walked through the classroom to get to the break room, J and S were chasing each 
other around the classroom.  I worried a little what this might mean for the session.  One 
of the usual teachers was also absent.  However, all five boys joined us at the table, with 
S announcing, ‘I’m going to sit next to Bob’.  He was also keen to tell us that he had 
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written a poem in isolation but had forgotten to bring it in.  We encouraged him to bring 
it in next week and he seemed pleased at this smiling and agreeing that he would’. 

When S returned the following session Bob and Becci were not expecting S to have 
remembered to bring in the piece he’d mentioned the week before, and were surprised to 
find he had taken extra time to prepare it for sharing. The following reflection by Becci recalls 
this, as well as the poem itself: 

‘Some friction between H and S this week, which made progress hard at times.  As they 
sat down, I asked S if he had brought the poem he told us about last week, that he had 
written in isolation.  He took a folded piece of paper from his pocket, telling us that he 
had lost the original and had to re-write it.  He told us that the new one wasn’t as good 
but he was happy for us to read it.  The fact that he chose to re-write it and wanted to 
bring it to the session feels like a really big step.  As Bob read it the other two boys were 
silent, listening. When Bob said, ‘it’s good that, isn’t it?’ they agreed. 
Even though he told us a few times that it wasn’t as good as the first one he’d written, he 
seemed pleased with himself, smiling and holding onto the poem carefully after Bob read 
it.  When I asked if we could include it in our anthology he said yes without hesitation. 
On looking at the poem afterwards, it seemed he’d given some careful thought to the 
writing of it; there was a title, and the layout was considered.  He’d used repetition and 
imagery to great effect, and it made me quite emotional to read it’ 

The Coridoor [sic]  

The Coridor 
A long dark hall 

 
Darker than the night 
Longer than a boat 
And as cold as a killer 

 
The Coridoor 
So long you would die before you reach the end 

 
The Coridoor 
Nor child neither no adult would enter 

 
The Coridoor 
With someone waiting for you at the end.’ 

 
S also formed a positive bond with Becci, so that even without Bob there the NWN sustained. 
This final reflection reveals that despite working without his peers, and clearly without much 
sleep, S was still engaged in the creative writing process with Becci: 

‘Because Bob wasn't in, I did some one-on-one work with S. I wasn't sure how he would 
feel about being selected in front of his peers and if he would like to partake but he was 
eager to participate and had brought along a story he'd written in the break, which he 
pushed over the desk for me to read. I praised him for it and he seemed pleased. We 
spent some time working on his 'Corridor' poem. I made suggestions for structures and 
patterns and he offered the lines. He clearly took pride in it, asking if we could change 
some of the previous lines, being clear about which he felt worked and which didn't.  Even 
as I read out the ‘final’ version for him, he interrupted and asked to change something, 
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showing a care I wasn’t expecting.  I asked if he was excited about seeing his work printed 
in a book and he said he was.  I noticed how tired he was in the session, slumping in his 
chair and yawning throughout, seeming to find it difficult to concentrate at times. 

After we had finished his poem, I talked to him about lunch club and showed him some of 
the prompts I had prepared for this week’s session.  I asked whether he might come along 
sometime and he said he would maybe come some weeks.  He chose one of the prompts 
to have a go at (writing one line for every hour of a 12 hour flight).  He was getting 
increasingly tired by this point and needed a lot of prompting, or follow-up instructions, 
but he was still thinking carefully about his answers, offering multiple ideas and again, 
asking to go back and change some sections.  Bob featured heavily in the story (starting a 
fight with a snoring Harry Potter…) and it’s clear they have built up a good relationship.  
Though a few of the suggestions were immature, he approached the task with humour 
and created a good narrative. In the last few minutes, we created a limerick (also 
featuring Bob)’ (13 Mar 2020) 

S’s case study example shows how a flare or creative talent can become apparent in young 
people who have been set aside by the mainstream school, and who have come to believe 
their role is to disrupt, rather than to contribute positively. Starting from a very distant and 
disengaged position, S ultimately became very engaged, volunteering his work for reading, 
choosing to write in his own time, and bringing the work into sessions, telling the team about 
it without prompting.  This is an area where NWN’s model proves itself very powerful in 
confronting and countering barriers for some particularly disenfranchised young people. 

 
S’s Poems 
 
Your Face 
 
On your face I see a lot of blonde hairs 
It is outstanding 
 
And on your head I see hair 
And I see rosy red cheeks 
Like a bunch of flowers 
 
Within your eyes I see blue planets 
They contain whiteness 
They can wriggle 
They can jiggle 
Each contains the outline of a planet 
 
Behind your eye is your brain 
Your brain shows intelligence 
Your face is the face of a prince 
It faces your own fears 
One day it will overcome them 
 
What is inside A Glove 
 
I guess that bag contains emptiness 
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Or one brand new black sock 
 
Feeling inside it is like a sticky snail trail 
And now I think it is a single glove 
Waiting for me to put it on 
 
It can be used when you set things on fire 
Because it will protect your hands from the flames 
 
Looking at it I see it is yellow and stained 
It is wrinkly like the hand of an old man 
It is made of fire proof cotton 
 
Once it was used to put out  
The Great Fire of London, you could keep it  
in a safe but one day it will escape 
 
It reminds me of a colony of ants crawling on the floor 
It seems to be angry and full of hate 
Because it could not save its family. 

  
Evaluation summary, outcome area B2):  

Gateshead Young Writers’ programme has facilitated several participating young people in 
recognising or developing their writing talent. The contrasting case studies show that young 
people who have an existing connection to writing as well as others who were previously 
alienated by writing have found their way to a connection with New Writing North, and to 
developing their own writer voice.  The after-school clubs were catalytic for a small number 
of engaged young writers, who had irreplaceable access to a series of very supportive and 
open professionals. Other young people’s talents emerged more unexpectedly, and found 
support to flourish, for example case study S;  J mentioned at 4.4.6 above, searching for the 
all-important word he needed; and D, the social outsider who impressed his classmates 
(4.1.13 above). The moving and creative poetry these young people produced shows real 
potential for their future creative pathway. In this project, the interruption of COVID 19 
prevented these seedling relationships with NWN to establish further, but the NWN model 
has shown itself to achieve well in uncovering new writing talent.   
 
4.6 Outcomes in Participating Young People Engaging with New Ideas and New 

Cultural Experiences (B3)  

4.6.1 Echoing reporting of findings above in sections 4.1, 4.2 and 4.4 in particular, on the 
achievements in participants’ relationships with the NWN writers and artists, their boosted 
confidence levels and their improving relationships to writing as an activity, the evaluation 
found numerous young people within the targeted schools-based projects saying they were 
involved in cultural experiences that were new to them, and which had stimulated and 
motivated them. The wide range of styles and applications of writing and variety of final 
products, none of which were familiar experiences for the participants, testify to this.  

4.6.2 Beyond this strand of the programme, in the ‘open access’ and ‘progression’ projects, 
young people who were already more identified either with writing itself, or with cultural 
activity of some kind, were also offered new kinds of ideas and experiences. 
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4.6.3 Example 1:  Though experts in dance, the Gateway Dance project participants were new to 
working through poetry – their own ideas in words – to create a dance piece. The making 
process was punctuated with reflections and feedback, giving insight into their progressive 
acclimatisation to working with a new art form.   

4.6.4 They spent several weeks working with poetry activities, producing a lot of original writing. 
In the first session writer Tahmina asked the group about their experience of poetry. “No-
one already writes.”  Participant R reflected that the first project session “was about trying 
what makes me uncomfortable, like looking off the edge of a cliff”, signalling the creative 
risk she was taking on.    

4.6.5 Halfway through the project participant G wrote a spontaneous comment to NWN: “I’m 
really enjoying these creative sessions, they are nothing like what I have done before and I 
really like how insightful they are.”  Midpoint comments from the young dancers to their 
dance artist Carlos included: “When we have words to make movement, it makes it more 
specific and personal to you” (G); and “It sets the idea in your head so it’s easier to feel the 
emotion” (Is). 

4.6.6 The final work was created over these ten (lockdown) weeks of mostly online creative 
sessions, with the young people dancing in their own domestic spaces. The film presents 
individual and collective contemporary dance sequences all devised by the young people 
themselves in response to their own writing (one stanza each) about how, when and where 
they feel strong. The poem, spoken and subtitled throughout the film, is punctuated with 
the refrain ‘I welcome the Hurdles’ (also the title).  The film is beautiful and haunting, the 
design of presentation itself echoing the confined experiences of the previous 12 months, 
and framing the young people’s extraordinarily expressive, fluid and at times explosive 
creativity. 

4.6.7 At the end of the project Dance leader Martin summed up the value of working with a new 
art form: “For us as a dance organisation, it’s been fantastic to work with New Writing 
North. Introducing the young people to writing has helped to develop them as artists and 
they’ve grown so much!”  The young dancers’ feedback also recognised the novelty for 
them of working in this way, pushing then to extend creatively. They reflected by the end: 
“It was very different to anything I had done before and it built my confidence” ; “I enjoyed 
the creativity of the process and being able to create poetry which is out of my comfort 
zone”.   

4.6.8 In this project bravery – to take on new challenges creatively and personally – was 
identified as a hallmark of the young people’s achievements, along with the high quality of 
their creative product: the powerful poetry and dance film ‘I Welcome the Hurdles’. 

4.6.9 Example 2: The extra-curricular after-school writing groups and Saturday writing club 
provided spaces for engaged young people who wanted to extend their writing interests in 
their own time, together with other interested young people. These groups were smaller 
than the classroom groups, and more socially informal, but highly productive.  The 
professional writers took these groups through an enormous number of writing tricks, 
ideas, stylistic approaches, starting points and forms, like a treasure trove of new ideas for 
these curious and already committed young authors. 

4.6.10 One after-school club worked with a writer on making their work into their own ‘zines’ (a 
punk/DIY art movement publishing format, in which makers personalise every aspect of 
their presentation using an amateur scrap-booking approach), where they collected all their 
writing experiments.  Sometimes they explained how they had continued the same ideas 



 32 

beyond the session: “With the ‘Dada poems’10- I did, like, make one myself at home. 
Because we made these big posters with them on. So I got the newspaper and I like, cut it 
up, and I made it into a poster at home." (G). They explicitly named the zines as a new 
activity they had enjoyed, taking trouble to show the visiting evaluator each page and 
explaining what the writing idea had been. Zine engagement was “very studious, with G 
asking if she could change her front cover and showing us each time she had made an 
alteration to it (sticking a fold out sheet a different way, asking what she could do down the 
side of the page, showing us how she had illustrated it) 

4.6.11 The group members also remarked on how many different ideas they had accessed through 
working with a range of writers in their after school club: “The artists have different opinions 
and stuff... It's inspiring cos you see different things and do different things” “It's a bit 
unpredictable - (I like that!) You never know what you're gonna do! And it's a surprise”.  This 
group also had the chance to read some of their work at a major cultural event at the Baltic 
Art Gallery, which was an intense and exciting new experience for them: “Beforehand we 
went round all the different art bits ... I was very nervous, speaking on a microphone” (G) 

4.6.12 The Saturday Club, which in year 2 could only work online via zoom because of the COVID 
restrictions, fostered a close peer group of young writers, and their work was made into a 
digital ‘zine’-style collection ‘The North’. Senior Programme Manager Ruth recognised the 
value of a high quality and original creative product of this kind: ‘The North Zine – the YP 
thought it looked really professional and we got lots of messages. That did have a really 
good impact. I do think it’s important for the young people to see their work and reflect on 
it.’ 

 

Evaluation summary, outcome area B3):  

4.6.13 Young people participating in all strands of the Gateshead Young Writers’ programme 
engaged with numerous new ideas and cultural experiences, often with no expectations of 
what these might be. Art form products and making processes that were new to the young 
people formed a major aspect of the programme delivery (audio dramas, animations, songs 
with videos and so on). Young people were introduced to new technical ideas in writing 
forms, and ideas for approaches to writing. New ideas were also a feature of the novelty of 
working directly with professional writers, who shared their perspectives not only on their 
practice, but also on their personal and professional experiences as a writer. Sharing 
aspects of their own writing also led to discussions of the industry processes: how a writer 
completes and markets their work, how long it takes to write children’s fiction, how a play 
is recorded, casting choices and so on.  These insights stimulated many young imaginations, 
and helped to breach the seemingly impenetrable silo wall, between less standard realities 
artists and writers inhabit, and the young people’s everyday reality of growing up in 
Gateshead. 

 

 

  

 
10 Dada poetry: a process of making new meanings by cutting out isolated words from non-poetic texts - 
information manuals, legal documents, newspapers – to create new meanings from the words in a random 
order 



 33 

5 Discussion and Conclusion  

Creative Writing as a mechanism to catalyse change  

The Gateshead Young Writers’ programme has taken place in a cultural sector context (in the 
UK but also more widely) with an increasing focus on generating research and evaluation 
findings on the social and health or wellbeing impacts of engaging in creative arts activities11. 
This evaluation found less recent and reliable research or evaluation that explores outcomes 
specifically from creative writing projects than from projects working in other art forms: for 
example projects offering music, drama and performing arts, and even visual arts activities12.  
There has been a series of strategic drives to focus attention on creative writing as an arts 
activity with unique benefits for young people, supported for example by Arts Council 
England13, and some inspirational groups and initiatives supporting young writers exist 
nationwide14. Published evaluations of these initiatives offer a small number of comparable 
peer studies in a UK context, outlining outcomes for young people in creative writing 
projects, however it’s important to emphasise that the field is very narrow and poorly served 
by existing research.  

The reports from the small cohort of peer studies outline some findings in similar areas to 
outcomes reported in Section 4 above, e.g. positive ‘impact on children and young people’s 
attitudes to and enjoyment of writing, offering new perspectives on writing and what it can 
do’ (ACE Writers in Schools, 2011), and developing their writing quality, resulting from this 
enjoyment (CWiS 2018); ‘increasing confidence both as writers and in general’; and contact 
with professional writers impacting powerfully and positively ‘on trust between young people 
and adults, and young people’s wellbeing...’ ‘While young people find writers’ spark and 
quirkiness compelling, deeper value and impact is generated through pupils having the space 
to generate and write about ideas they otherwise might not explore’ (CWiS 2018 p 93).  

A literature review of almost 100 publications and projects reports internationally (CWiS 
2014) noted claims of ‘a wide range of skills, dispositions and character traits thought to be 
developed by participating in creative writing’ most frequently ‘creativity, risk taking, problem 
solving, metacognition, confidence, social and interpersonal skills, patience, perseverance and 
resilience, communication skills, critical thinking, self-efficacy’. However the evidence base for 
these claims was uneven in quality, and therefore fragile. The literature review noted a 
perceived ‘celebritisation’ of writing, seen as changing many young people’s views of writing. 
The CWiS report itself noted the difficulty of reaching young people who are not either 
curious about or already motivated to engage in creative writing, and recommended future 
work to focus on proactively recruiting these less enthusiastic young writers – this is what 
Gateshead Young Writers/ programme has taken on, and where it has succeeded so well.   

The literature assessing writing initiatives from other countries, and including other types of 
groups engaging with writers, identifies a wellbeing-related theme as a key and significant 
trend in the outcomes, under which a range of observations can cluster.   A UK multi-site 
creative writing project for refugees and people seeking asylum (2016-17) found the initiative 
‘offered a creative and enjoyable experience, enabling self-expression and confidence 

 
11 See the 2019 WHO scoping review by Fancourt and Finn for the Health Evidence Network (HEN) 
12 CWiS Literature Review (2014 p 22) 
13 e.g. ACE Yorkshire – ‘Yorkshire Young Creative Writers: the plan’ (2009); ACE Writers in Schools programme 
(4-year project, culminating in a report in 2011); ACE Creative Writing in Schools (CWiS, 2016-18) 
14 Some examples: Leeds Young Authors, Young Poets Network, Spark Young Writers, The Writing Squad, First 
Story, Young Writers Online, Young Writers’ Hub, and of course New Writing North and New Writing South 



 34 

building. Creative Writing groups therefore may offer one way to enable people who have 
experienced trauma and displacement to move on, grow, and envision a brighter future’15;  
and a creative writing programme hoping to ‘enhance self-esteem and self-efficacy’ amongst 
young people in severely disadvantaged communities in New England (USA, 1999) identified 
that “Both adolescence and poverty have the potential to maintain silence” and “the sharing 
of writing though reading aloud and receiving positive feedback provided students with a 
different way of knowing each other, a new way of interacting.”16 These students began to be 
drawn away from previous self-destructive and violent self-harm survival strategies.   
Research internationally on the value of engaging in arts activities with artists more generally 
has certainly taken a ‘health turn’ with significant investment even at the World Health 
Organisation level into potential links.17  

This context is useful in considering whether wellbeing, or mental and emotional wellbeing, is 
a helpful framing for a project like Gateshead Young Writers.  Is this also a viable way of 
interpreting the findings from the Gateshead Young Writers’ programme to date, and a 
useful way of repositioning the work for the future?   

Ideas context for the New Writing North Young Writers’ overall programme aims 

The Gateshead Young Writers’ programme is one of the delivery strands of a much wider and 
longer term ‘Young Writers’ strategy, which over years seeks to facilitate pathways for young 
people to increase their social and cultural capital, and to ‘increase their capacity to make a 
positive contribution to society’. The Social Pathway focusses on relational work and social 
skills; while the arts (or aesthetic) pathway focusses on cultural experiences, creating 
connections to the arts world and, for some, fostering an identity as a young writer. These 
pathway strategies aim to increase young people’s agency in their world, and to begin to 
push open the doors that lock them out of the avenues more privileged young people can 
already access, and thus to build their social and cultural capital. This evaluation finds the 
achievements of the programme reaching very impressive gains in these aims, and in a 
context that sets the likely threshold for changes very high. 

Building ‘social and cultural capital’ (using Bourdieu’s original sociological ideas18) that is 
practically usable, for example enabling people to benefit from it to increase their social and 
financial capacity or position in a concrete way19 takes a long time, and is a process that 
couldn’t be monitored in the timescale of this project. This longer-term process to build 
personal capacity and agency (e.g. abilities, and ways of thriving) or potential (e.g. networks 
and access) socially, culturally and economically is complex.  Above all, succeeding in this is 
constrained by stubborn social and political structures ingrained with deep inequalities. For 
the kinds of socially and culturally disadvantaged communities where NWN is working, these 
constraints repeatedly obstruct possibilities for people to make such gains real and 
concrete.19 

 
15 Theo Stickley, (2018) ‘Write Here, Sanctuary’  
16 Chandler, G (1999) ‘A Creative Writing Program to Enhance Self-Esteem and Self Efficacy in Adolescents’ p77 
17 Daisy Fancourt D, and Finn S. ‘What is the evidence on the role of the arts in improving health and well-being? 

A scoping review’  
18 Pierre Bourdieu, (1986) The Forms of Capital  
19 In Bourdieu’s terms ‘converting’, ‘transforming’ or ‘legitimating’ any potential capital into a concrete benefit, 

or for example contributing to a ‘conversion to power’, or a ‘trajectory in social space’ – i.e. bettering one’s 
position - see Bev Skeggs (1997, p8) 
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Karen Smith explains in her 2018 think-piece ‘Persistent Encounter’, for Arts Council 
England’s Creative People and Places initiative20, that ‘social capital is not ‘given’ by any 
funded scheme and is built by the connections and collaborations of everyone willing to share 
their time, skills, connections and passions.... Building social capital can take many years, and 
the longer-term impact is unknown’. (p 4)  

It’s equally important to note that the value of a young person’s cultural capital (values and 
beliefs; cultural possessions such as books, art works etc; and formal markers of educational 
achievements) is difficult to impact on directly through a time-limited programme with an 
intermittent presence in the young people’s overall lives.  New Writing North is acutely 
aware of the immense challenges of their mission in this area. Specialists in cultural capital21 
note that the family is the key shaper of, and main place for generating, a child’s cultural 
capital: ‘It is from the family that children derive modes of thinking’ (which in this case could 
include ambitions, dreams, identity) ‘...types of dispositions, sets of meaning and qualities of 
style’.22  School and peer groups might come close to family in importance in some aspects 
(values and modes of thinking for example) at Secondary School stage, however this will 
depend on whether there is diversity within that context that can challenge or create 
interplays with the nature of the initial cultural capital built for the young person by their 
family. This point is important in the context of Gateshead, which remains a relatively non-
diverse community, in cultural as well as socio-economic terms. Then, the actual value of a 
person’s cultural capital, the ways they can use it for their benefit, is mediated by the cultural 
values determined by the most powerful groups in their society. To overcome this structural 
challenge is of course beyond the scope of arts and cultural interventions. So the context for 
achieving the changes this programme seeks is tough, and this reality is important for 
understanding the findings in this report.  

Working with the aspects of social and cultural capital outlined by feminist sociologists23, that 
encompass navigating the social and cultural arena with more confidence and ability, the 
kinds of new experiences and subtle changes identified in this evaluation can be seen as 
evidence of a first step in young people’s building of new social or cultural capital of this kind. 
The project has shown a capacity to open a door or a window onto different potential social 
and cultural pathways, that young people can incorporate into their future aspirations and 
sense of self.  The remainder of their journey beyond that first step is then beyond the scope 
of the programme and of this evaluation; it is a pathway built by a combination of the young 
person’s own actions and agency, and how these are impacted further by their entire 
complex social and cultural context, noted in the paragraphs above.    

Discussing the links between increasing social capital and creative engagement amongst 
people who rarely access the arts, Karen Smith’s point is useful: that engagement may have 
an ‘impact of benefiting the growth of individual and community social capital via... points of 
connection (with people who are different to themselves as well as those who are similar). 
Creating small, iterative qualitative changes in the way social relationships are woven.24’ This 
can lead to progress towards greater agency and making a positive contribution, and can shift 
people’s perspectives of themselves and their position (or their agency) in relation to their 
context, their peers, institutions and so on. In the Gateshead Young Writers example, this 

 
20 See also Smith (2018) ‘Persistent Encounter’, pp.7-21 
21 See for example Giroux (1983) and Reay (2004, p 58) 
22 Diane Reay (2004) ‘Gendering Bourdieu’s concepts of capitals? Emotional capital, women & social class’ (p58) 
23 Greti-Lulia Ivana writes (2017, p 63) that ‘while all capital can be reduced to economic capital, attempting to 

do so is misleading as it obscures other important dynamics which structure the social world’ 
24 See Smith (2018) ‘Persistent Encounter’, p.9 
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progression can be seen to encompass also shifts in how young people are seen and see 
themselves – affecting their own sense of what is possible. This is a strong first step and, in 
the context in which the findings reported here, is assessed as impressive. 

Ways of positioning the Gateshead Young Writers’ Programme: Social Focus or 
Wellbeing Focus? 

Based on the kinds of outcomes reported for this programme, a specific (adjusted) 
application of this NWN model that would make it targeted for achieving mental health and 
wellbeing outcomes with young people who specifically need this kind of support might seem 
an obvious development to pursue, since the urgency for such work is so much clearer in the 
current climate, with child and adolescent mental health needs never more obvious than 
they are in 2021.  Of course the benefits of such projects as ‘Well Read’ are likely to be strong 
for participating individuals (evaluation ongoing), where young people are specifically 
referred to the group because of existing mental health vulnerability, and where 
collaboration with specialist psychology or child and adolescent mental health experts is a 
declared part of the model.  

This evaluation finds, however, a different and equally important place for this current 
Gateshead Young Writers’ model, which doesn’t declare a mental health and wellbeing 
intention, but which works through the current project mechanisms at a wide range of social 
outcomes more generally – since many of the outcomes identified here do in any case match 
wellbeing improvements for participating young people.  This way of working shows it can 
pick up those who may need some level of mental health and wellbeing support, but who are 
currently less visible to the institutions (school, children’s services, looked after children’s 
services, health services) charged with referrals to specialist support or projects.  In fact the 
clear developments made by many of the young people in Gateshead Young Writers in their 
own ‘sense of self’, and their resulting increases in confidence and ability to trust others, 
point to strong links between the outcomes in this programme and other more specifically 
targeted mental health and wellbeing projects – the Well Read project evaluation is currently 
exploring similar territory for example. 

A less mental wellbeing-specialist project has an additional important benefit, for young 
people who may such need help, in retaining greater integration within their mainstream 
peer-group, and working with them to improve their stability and security within that 
context. These findings have shown the importance for the young participants of the social, 
the group feeling and the shared experience of the ‘special’ project space.  The bonding that 
this can create can be a great comfort for young people who feel isolated or vulnerable. 
However research has shown that such bonding can have a ‘sticky’ quality25.  If the social 
bonding coincides with everybody in the group identifying as experiencing struggles with 
their mental health, this can become a dominant social glue. The danger at an adolescent 
development stage is in inadvertently facilitating young people in constructing a sense of 
their own identity around this shared issue, and this identification can be difficult to 
deconstruct26.   

 
25 Sara Ahmed (2004) explores how emotions and emotional tides can circulate almost like a virus, and ‘stick’ or 
‘bind’ people together, creating or reinforcing shared identities 
26 Clark Baim’s ethical framework ‘The Drama Spiral’ was developed to respond to the need to be aware of risks 
associated with sharing personal stories (especially where traumatic) to develop or write (and perform) as 
drama works. His work explores the impact of one person’s difficult experiences on other people, and on the 
person themselves, when the experience is told. He also explores the extension of this impact into groups, and 
the individual and shared identity. (see pages 78-83) 
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The value of the asset-focussed work in Gateshead Young Writers, that doesn’t identify 
participants by their challenges but that focusses on their potential, is that it may offer that 
similar benefit without the labelling of young people by their teachers, peers, families and 
carers, and crucially a self-labelling, as mentally or emotionally vulnerable.  It may help to 
avoid such a label being one part of a sticky social bond from which it might by difficult for 
them to move on27. Alongside and complementary to other work (such as Well Read) that 
makes an explicit offer to young people with vulnerable mental health, this programme in its 
current format can seek positive mental health and wellbeing outcomes as its goal, but can 
aim to achieve these whilst maintaining a focus primarily on the social and relational, as the 
Gateshead Young Writers’ programme has successfully accomplished in its first two years. 

 

This evaluation therefore has three recommendations:  

1. That New Writing North seeks to sustain (and preferably increase) the work using the 
existing Young Writers’ programme model in Gateshead, so that the NWN presence in 
the area can consolidate, and the project achievements can become more embedded 
over a longer term.  

2. That, without altering the profile of the programme (i.e. without changing its stated 
aims) New Writing North increases its confidence in the valuable mental and 
emotional wellbeing outcomes of the programme as an extremely important part of 
its overall social and relational approach and aims, and seeks (non-medical) 
wellbeing-focussed funding and resources, on the basis of these achievements. 

3. That in recognition of the importance and urgency of this strand of its work, New 
Writing North adds in an element of professional support for the programme’s 
facilitating writers and artists, so that they have access to a child and adolescent 
mental health professional as part of the programme structure: for occasional (group 
or individual) debriefs, and for ready access to support and information where they 
require a specialist mental health and wellbeing perspective.  

 
 
  

 
27 Robert Putnam’s analysis of social capital in the USA (‘Bowling alone’, 2000) describes a form of ‘bonding 
social capital’ that has a negative effect on the degree of sociability outside the closed social circle. The social 
bonding between young people who find something powerful that they have in common can have this effect, 
and in this case the mental health support they can gain from this social bonding can also limit their social 
explorations beyond the group. 
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Appendix 1: 

Evaluation approach: Methodology and methods  

The New Writing North team created a Young Writers ‘Theory of Change’ plan (ToC)28 to 
identify a hypothesis of the links between activities, mechanisms and outcomes, for their 
general Young Writers’ Programme, well before this project began. This ToC mapping 
underpins the intervention strategy; and also offers a structure for understanding the 
learning from the work. The Gateshead Young Writers’ team then worked with the evaluator 
to draw out ‘real world’ examples of assessment criteria [i.e. how we would know whether 
the project was achieving progress] for each more specific objective on the ToC (A1 to 4, B1 
to 3), providing the project with an appropriately attuned underpinning to the evaluation 
framework (see table below). This framework has a split focus, enabling the team to 
understand the value of their work in using writing as both a social pathway (A), and an arts 
(aesthetic) pathway (B) to increasing young people’s ‘capacity to make a positive contribution 
to society’, and in offering opportunities to build more useful social and cultural capital.  It is 
to this framework that this evaluation reports, drawing on all the evaluation data produced 
over the project lifespan.   

The Gateshead Young Writers’ programme developed a reflective evaluation culture that has 
explored the work ethnographically, and with a ‘grounded’ approach. This means seeking to 
be present, and to absorb, observe, reflect and describe whatever happens during project 
activity sessions, without looking at specific outcomes, or hoping to prove any specific 
success or value, relating to the methods of the intervention.  This approach dictates that the 
evaluation framework is revisited only at the final analysis stage, to observe whether the 
findings offer insights on the accuracy of the Theory of Change hypothesis, in the context of 
this Gateshead project. The framework is not used to purposively guide the evaluation 
process, and the process is therefore closest to ‘grounded’29 research in its design. 

This ethnographic approach helps to counter the common problem of positive bias, which 
inevitably results from setting a frame of outcomes, against which to observe and evaluate. 
Positive bias occurs if the observers are looking out for (i.e. are sensitised to) evidence of a 
specific outcome, since this frame is suggestive. So the observers’ focus will pick out evidence 
relating to this outcome and, it is likely, with unbalanced perspective and a less perceptive 
lens in relation to other outcomes (negative or positive).  In this way, a framed approach will 
reduce the neutrality needed to more reliably assess the value and achievements in any 
outcome areas, and of the intervention itself. The grounded, ethnographic approach used 
here seeks to allow sensitivity to whatever presents itself during observation, and a more 
balanced account. The observation process however requires close scrutiny of observers’ 
‘positioning’ – that is the way in which their own biases and filters will influence their 
perspective and how they write an account. In this evaluation model, multiple perspectives 
were used to help balance individual biases; and training in reflexivity (observing one’s own 
influence on the process) was delivered for contributors.  

This final evaluation report draws on ethnographically grounded reflection notes using this 
approach, produced by a range of contributors. These were: one New Writing North 

 
28 (link to Theory of Change diagram, at Appendix 5). 
29 Grounded theory is one of the most common approaches to qualitative research: drawing on what is 
happening and experienced on the ground, or working from the ground up, as the basis for building ideas about 
(or understanding of) a social phenomenon – rather than beginning with a theory and seeking to prove it. 
Grounded theory is not used in this evaluation in its pure form, but ‘grounded principles’ were used in designing 
the evaluation approach. 
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producer, two project managers and the NWN programme and impacts director (following 
training in ‘participant observation’ and reflective journaling techniques); the writers/artists, 
who were asked to write journals reflecting on their blocks of work with each group but who 
hadn’t received the specialist training; and the external evaluator, following dedicated 
participant observation visits to each aspect of the project during Year One, and prior to 
COVID 19 interruptions in Year Two. These twelve contributors attended project activity 
sessions, as well as some online delivery session taking place during COVID 19 restriction 
periods, producing 97 reflection accounts in all. There was no collaboration between 
contributors while documenting their reflection accounts. 

Additional data was generated through short interviews with key staff members, and 
reflective discussions with students in four groups. These were semi-structured, focussing on 
participant experience and responses to the programme. 

Analysis 

The evaluation brought together the perspectives of all those contributing ethnographic 
reflections, using a thematic analysis process. In year one this involved six team members 
reading and re-reading the reflection accounts, to develop a nuanced feel for the work of the 
programme drawn across twelve points of perspective, and to notice and distil recurring or 
prominent themes, of any kind. These themes were discussed and distilled further, by 
corroborating or challenging each other’s perspectives using the examples each of us 
highlighted in the texts. We then agreed and categorised a set of evidenced themes, 
emerging from the programme of work. These findings were detailed in the year 1 report.  

In the second phase (extended due to COVID 19 interruptions) the evaluation lens became 
more focussed, so that along with open thematic analysis the process began to trace five 
specific themes of interest (‘exploration themes’) amongst those that had emerged through 
the ethnographic approach and collective analysis in year one. These ‘exploration themes’, 
identified by the NWN team in the year 1 report as of particular interest, were the following:  

Theme 1:  The nature of the artistic products created by the young people; and whether this aspect of 

the programme increases young people’s confidence to write 

Theme 2: The apparent power of writing about the ordinary (for example, focusing on geographies 

and experiences that the young people recognise); and what impact this may have on young people’s 

engagement with writing 

Theme 3: The nature and role of the relationship between the writers and the young people, and the 

time and patience these required 

Theme 4: Some young people’s lack of imaginative self-belief - “I have no ideas”: exploring what this is 

Theme 5: Individual journeys through the programme, and the development of an ‘artist’ identity. 

In the final stage of the evaluation this year, thematic analysis was conducted by the external 
evaluator to draw out a final distillation of findings from across the full project activity period. 
This process used both the data generated through ethnographic observations of activity 
across the full programme lifespan, and interview data, some non-themed, and some relating 
to the above specific exploration themes. 

This final report maps findings from this thematic analysis onto the Gateshead Young Writers’ 
Programme evaluation framework and the exploration themes, to offer evidenced insights on 
the value and learning this programme has achieved for participants and the NWN team, 
across the full two-and-a-half-year project period. 

The findings reported in section 4 above follow the evaluation framework structure. The full 
evaluation table is on the pages below. 
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Evaluation 
area: 
Ultimate 
programme 
goals 
 

Specific Desired Outcomes 
(see Evaluation table for 
success criteria - how we 
assessed whether the 
project was achieving these 
outcomes) 

Thematic links 

Theory of Change (ToC) thematic links with the NWN Exploration 
Themes selected for particular evaluation focus 

Intra-linkages 
with other ToC 
outcomes 
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A1) YP learning to trust 
others – 

Links with:   

Theme 3: Relationship with writer, & writer’s patience  

A1 links with 
A2 

A2) YP creating new and 
more manifold social 
bonds 

Links with:  

Theme 3:  Relationship with writer, & writer’s patience 

A1 links with 
A2 

A3) YP Increasing 
confidence and self 
esteem 

Links with: 
Theme 1:  Nature of products... increases confidence to write? 

Theme 2: Power of writing about the ordinary 

Theme 3:  Relationship with writer, & writer’s patience 

Theme 4:  Confronting a lack of self-belief: “I have no ideas” 

A3 links with 
both A1 and 
A2, and may 
link with B2 

A4) YP have increased 
sense of wellbeing 

Links with: 

Theme 1:  Nature of products... increases confidence to write? 

Theme 3:  Relationship with writer, & writer’s patience 

Theme 4:  Confronting a lack of self-belief: “I have no ideas” 

A4 links with 
all other 
areas – A1-3 
above, and 
B1-3 below 
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B1) YP have better 
understanding 
appreciation & experience 
of writing as an artform 

Links with: 

Theme 2: Power of writing about the ordinary  

Theme 1:  Nature of products... increases confidence to write? 

B1 links with 
B3 

B2)   
YP discover and develop a 
talent for writing 

Links with: 

Theme 2:  Power of writing about the ordinary  

Theme 5: YP developing their own artist identity  

Case Studies  

Theme 1: Nature of products... increases confidence to write? 

B2 links with 
A3 

B3) 
YP engage with new ideas 
and cultural experiences 

Links with: 

Theme 1: What kinds of products?  

Theme 4: Confronting a lack of self-belief: “I have no ideas”  

B3 links with 
A1, A2, A3, 
A4, B1 
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Appendix 2: Action Research Evaluation Table – NWN Gateshead Young Writers 
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Appendix 3: 

Example poems referenced in the report  

The Bus    by Sean (Y8)  

I get on the 1 to Wrekenton, the bus like an 
abandoned apartment block.  

An interchange, 
and a couple of shops. 
In a couple of stops 
more school kids get on, 
like a flock of seagulls swarming around your chips.  

2 off, 15 on. 5 off, 7 on. 3 off, 4 on.  

When the kids get off, 
You can enjoy the rest of your trip in peace. 
You go into the housing estate and the smell of buttered toast fills your nostrils. 
A couple of minutes later 
you encounter a wild Aldi, 
the blue and orange logo 
glistens in the newborn sunlight.  

Break    by Daniel (Y8) 

My wrist limped over 
like a sleeping tiger’s paw, and they called my parents: come pick him up.  

The kettle hadn’t finished boiling 
when my grandma walked into reception  

“Does it hurt, like?” Yes.  

And we were going over speed bumps and it made it hurt more.  

My Mam met us in the parking lot, worried in a yellow top and black skirt.  

The hospital smelled like people sweaty players off the pitch. Someone from school was 
there, they fell over  

in a puddle of mud.  

“Does it hurt, like?” Yes.  

I’ve had an operation before for my leg that had a bug. Laughing gas.  

It wasn’t really funny though.  

“Does it hurt like?” Yes.  

I stick my arm out in the bath to keep the water out my cast.  

And it hurts like, yes.  
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Big Fight    by Hudson (Y8) 

Drink 
and sweat 
and tab smoke off the people outside.  

Spirits in glass bottles at the bar.  

Black and gold shorts, head guard. 
Nervous eyes.  

My Dad brings me here to win. 
I’ve been to Hartlepool, Seaton Delaval, Spennymoor, Blyth. 
Had two in a week once. 
Social clubs mostly. 
Canvas floor, stretched. 
Once under a chandelier.  

Being lazy gets you nowhere.  

A bootleg version of a song is playing and I hear my name 
read by a speaker with a dry throat. Quick look at the crowd,  

the opponent. If they’re short go for the head.  

Gumshield 
rubbery like a dentist’s gloves 
A referee in a white top and black pants asks “Do you wanna box?” 
Checks my headguard 
for a sticker.  

Touch gloves 
stare them down blank face, 
like they’re not there.  

I grew up boxing. 
Me Dad used to give us his belts.  

Chicken, rice, pasta, fish. 200 weights a night. 
150 press-ups 
200 sit-ups  

Three mile run on a Wednesday, Thursday, Friday. Fitness wins fights.  

The timekeeper rings the bell Friends and family cheering me on. Shot! shot! again! again! 
People jumping, pints sloshing.  

Hot and sweaty 
they pour the water into your mouth and swill it down your back, 
gives you the shivers.  
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1, 2 
push away 
back in 
1, 2 
step to the right 
trying to break his rib with my left hook step to the left 
trying to break his rib with my right hook push away 
jab to the head 
back hand to the body 
fainting, roll, slip 
back in 
1, 2, 3 
make his head crack back 
crack 
referee gives him a count 
1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8 
stops the fight  

Injuries like velcro scratches, 
barely bruised 
and I’m buzzing, 
jumping around the ring like a kangaroo.  

I knew a girl put my friend’s tooth through her lip.  

My Dad brings me here to win. Train every day to win. 
Get up at 7 to win. 
In the ring  

all I hear is him.  

People think we’re naughty, but they don’t know 
how good we can be.  

 

Story of Jessica   By Tiya-Louise, 8Y1  

I used to be an insider, 
felt loved and happy, 
the Queen Bee of the school. I was respected, 
always centre of attention, the favourite.  

Then I told my friends, 
some were supportive, 
others weren’t. 
Many loved people lost, unwanted, isolated, 
‘friends’ started calling me names I was cautious.  

I told them I was bisexual.  
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I Don’t Know    by Jess 

I don’t know a lot of things, 

I don’t know why the grass is green, 

I don’t know why we go to school, 

I don’t know why the sky is blue, 

I don’t know why sometimes you wake up  

and can only feel darkness, 

I don’t know why no matter how hard you try,  

you just sometimes can’t be happy, 

I don’t know why the pain won’t always go away, 

But I do know one thing. 

One day you will be happy and the pain will go, 

Sometimes you just have to wait a while for that to happen.  

 

Left to Rot    By Kenzie,  

I once was an insider  
The alpha to a pack  

I began to spread rumours,  
I couldn’t hold back.  

I lost my great pride, 
I lost some great friends.  

I beg to be forgiven, 
I hope to make amends.  

I am shunned away,  

Even at a glance.  

I am left to rot,  

Given no last chance.  
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The Ghost of You    By Sophie,  

The sky outside is dark 
Deep and dark and blue 
Who knew you could feel a colour I didn’t until you  

But you will always be there.  

I watch the tap drip 
Or at least I think I do 
It might just be my eyes glistening  

With the ghost of my past, the ghost of you.  

But you will always be there.  

Wandering through life 
Moving further on 
But yet all I can think about it, 
That platform you left me standing on.  

But you will always be there.  

Everyone I see 
To you looks so similar  

However, no one but you  

Could look more familiar  

And so, you will always be there.  

 

There is Something Under my Bed   By David,  

There is something down there! Something big, 
Something small 
Something never been foretold.  

Something scary 
Something cute 
Something that petrifies some  

I have a friend who Keeps me calm And tucks me in 
At night.  

But I can’t find him, 
I searched the ledge 
I searched the hedge 
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I searched the fridge 
And the lego made bridge  

I searched high, 
I searched low 
Ate some pie 
And searched the table.  

I thought about this.  

I got up, careful of the being 
I felt for a torch 
Felt the desk and what I thought Was a lamp, searched the toy box  

Opened the cupboard Searched the floor Not much there Grabbed the torch  

Closed the door Turned around Switched on the torch  

I walked towards the bed... Then I stood still, 
Still, 
Still,  

Still, Still  

Still as a tangled up kite 
Still as a robot out of battery Still as a grounded flight  

Still as a wind up toy without cogs Still as a clock without hands 
Then I walked forward slightly and Crouched on the ground.  

The light was too bright 
But I saw a familiar splodge, I snuck forwards 
My friend was lying there.  

I grabbed him and got Tucked into bed 
Sweet dreams, I thought, In my bed fort.  

 
 
Burnt Wood (by Jimmy) 
 
The bag contains a stick 
Burnt and bumpy wood 
 
I imagine it was once  
Part of a tree that caught fire 
 
It’s blackened and stains your fingers 
You can write your name with it 
 



 49 

Or scribble strange pictures with it 
Or mark your cheeks with war soot 
 
It has creaks and cracks on one side 
And in the light it turns silver 
 
The other side is canny smooth 
Except for dog teeth marks 
 
It reminds me of marshmallows  
On Bonfire Night 
 
Its emotion is revenge because it stains you 
One side is Earth, the other side is Hell. 
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