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How the placement was represented in communications reflected how difficult to pin down it was. New Writing North called me an Associate Writer. Some people at the beginning congratulated me on my new job. The funders of the Cultural Leadership scheme called it a placement and a programme. Sometimes, later on, I called it a residency.  Generally, externally, I don’t think the “leadership” element was referred to much by myself or New Writing North, though we talked about it internally alot. 

The brief for the placement had talked about New Writing North wanting to work with young people in innovative ways, and wanting to work with a writer who would research that and possibly implement some of it. In some ways, that set up expectations around a traditional writer as deliverer model. Organisation wants thing, writer has thing, gives it to organisation, organisation gives writer money.  However, Claire at NWN was very explicit from the start about the openness of the placement and about it’s potential for me to give a voice to writers and to have a platform to do so.  In an early meeting with Isobel of the Cultural Leadership she emphasised that the placement should be what I made it, and give me time to think about, and experiment with, leadership. Not long after that, in a meeting with Anna and Claire in which I delivered my progress on researching provision for young writers, and the thoughts of North East writers working in education, we began to talk about my own future career development as a writer/performer. (I’d talked about what seemed to be conflicting ambitions to be on the One Show and published by a serious poetry publisher). I was in the process of developing a one woman stand up poetry show and the possibility of NWN producing it at the Edinburgh Festival was floated.

 A message that had come up again and again from the North East writers that I spoke to about their work with young people (Andy Croft, Sheree Mack, Maureen Almond, Andy Willoughby, Carina Rodney, Anna Woodford and Paul Summers initially) was that  in order to be effective as a writer in education, said writer needed to be confident in their own practice.
The theme of my own practice versus my work in education and how these intersected and complemented each other came up again and again during the period of my placement. At the end point, I had separated my work with the young writers group I set up as action research , and the development of my creative practice in writing and performing a one woman show to be produced,  by New Writing North.  In some ways this may reveal the systemic separation of these by organisations, writers and educational establishments.  The opposition between “Bread and butter” work, and “real” creative work.  However,positively, I think an awareness of the dangers of this was embedded in the way that I worked with the young people, and I suspect an awareness of this informs New Writing North’s practice too.  Volunteer writers ranging from a 21 year old to ones in the fifties, from a published novelist to a recent CW student, worked alongside the group and developed work alongside them for a publication, as did I. An idea being not to separate writing and facilitation processes, and not to create a division between young writers and writers.  My sense is that many of the volunteers gained as much in terms of creative development from their involvement with the group as they gave. In fact, though I have not fully acknowledged this previously, in terms of my thinking about writing fiction particularly, I have had great opportunity to expand my own horizons and receive feedback from the young writers that was as useful as any I have received elsewhere. Several of them, who had previously not been keen on writing in my main form of poetry said that over the sessions they had come to enjoy writing it and “get” it for the first time. I think we were able to influence each other positively. I had originally tried to work with young writers in an entirely “level” way and was tempted to have them run writing exercises too. After the summer group, which met on Wednesdays throughout August and saw all the members requesting it continue, it felt more necessary to manage the volunteers, the different age ranges and the working towards a publication as more of a facilitator, in order to make the structure work and also, possibly, to have the sense of working usefully towards an outcome (a publication) and fulfil members of the groups stated need for more individual feedback on their work.

In two gigs during the placement, I felt that a truer creative collaboration between young and older writers was reached. Firstly in the Juice festival gig to celebrate the Poems on the Metro competition which New Writing North co managed as part of their Even Better Writers project. I programmed the gig and shared Anna from NWN and Rachel from Juice Festival’s aim of making the event as professional and entertaining as possible. Professional performance poets and the young writers rehearsed and worked alongside each other to make an enjoyable line up in which everyone’s work was seen on an equal platform. Similarly at the launch event for the Book of Songs, several of the young writers rehearsed their pieces and three of them collaborated in quite an ad hoc way with a professional musician who played music under their poems. Feedback showed that audience members, who mainly consisted of family and friends of the group, felt the event was professional and enjoyble. NWN also ensured the book was professionally designed and produced, which  I think added to the young writers sense of their work being taken seriously. 
I’ve been inspired by Anna at New Writing North’s idea of young people and professional artists in a room for a week collaborating on something genuinely exciting- and based on the work I have done with young people over the course of the placement think this would be possible and desirable. At the same time, the pull of more traditional “teacherly” approaches to skill the young writers up with a range of writing techniques, and a manageable structure for a group working towards a clearly defined goal like finishing complete pieces for publication is strong and sensible.
I think that I sometimes worked with the young people in a way that saw my creativity and theirs intersect- and these were exciting moments for me and useful for them.  I’m also glad that I contributed a piece to the publication and read it alongside the young people at the launch.  Whilst it would be perfectly possible for the group to continue in the traditional vein of professional writer (or volunteer writer) setting exercises for a group in order to increase their writing techniques, and I think this could have really benefit for a generation of North East writers, the ideas around collaborative creativity which allows more and less experienced writers to create and learn together, could be incorporated into this model, and I think, would lead to young writers who are more able to flex their voices , have confidence in there being platforms for them, gain knowledge of the literature world and recognise the peaks and troughs and ebbs and flows of the creative process as part of it. This recognition could provide a real scaffolding for the difficulties and crises of confidence that can face talented young wordsmiths and cause them to fall after the first hurdle.

Having adults write alongside them is one simple way in which this can be modelled.  If a writer perceived as experienced and knowledgeable admits that they’re struggling, or discards work, or needs to re edit something, or has had a piece rejected by a magazine, then that can help a new writer see that a “failure” is just a natural and necessary part of the creative process.
Being a writer means being a listener, listening to yourself and other people and translating what you have heard. I think facilitating a group well also involves listening very closely to yourself and other people.   This seemed key to the other projects across my CLP year. Rather than traditional leadership models which draw on hierarchies, structures, top down communications, instructing and authority, modern leadership values; dialogue, fluidity, bottom up decision making, sharing etc.  These were modelled in the CLP placement itself and in the relationship between myself and New Writing North. However, it seems that in many social structures (from Universities to the Arts Council, from government, to schools) traditional models still apply, which can lead to the skills a writer has to offer; in terms of being a skilled listener, communicator, translator and mediator of concepts being undervalued in some contexts. 

I list my activities over the past year below, and in the final list, of ways I found to explore writer/leadership more generally than in leading activities with young people for an organisation, point the way forward to some new directions I will be following, which emerge out of the new ideas of leadership I have put into practice over the past year. 

Activities and outcomes directly resulting from CLP

· Research into research and semi structured interviews.

· Interviews with writers about their work in education spring 2009

· (Anna Woodford, Andy Willoughby, Maureen Almond, Sheree Mack, Paul Summers, Andy Croft, Bob Beagrie)

· Interview with Tony Harrison at the Forge about mentoring schemes.

· Working with SAMA young writers group and running several sessions
· Drawing up volunteer briefs for summer young people’s groups.

· Running young writers group weekly in summer and evaluating mentor and young people experience.

· Mentoring a performance poet (Anthony Simpson) and leading him through a semi stuctured mentoring scheme to deliver performance poetry workshops.

· Developing a plan to produce, tour and write a one woman show “Fox News”

· Research and delivery of social networking for the Durham Book Festival, autumn 2009 and ongoing research into the use of social networking in literature development.

· Interview with Antonia Byatt, Arts Council Literature Strategy Head, autumn 2009, about literature development for young people and generally, and the social role of writers.

· Interview with Gillian Allnut, poet, about the social role of writers and writers in education.

· Delivery of papers about Even Better Writers project at NAWE conference, and attending and networking at the conference.

· Drawing up of manifesto for writers in education (spring 2009) and guidelines for teachers working with writers (for use on the NWN website and in contracting).

· Continuation of young writers groups after summer 2009 and development of a mentorship plan to help young people towards a publication. Editing of young people’s work for publication and hosting of launch event of “Book of Songs”

· Interview with Wes Brown of the Cadaverine young people’s online magazine around lit development for young people.

Separately contracted work which tied into the CLP 
· Part of one of the writer/teacher professional development partnerships delivering the Even Better Writers pilot project for New Writing North
· Judge on the Poetry on the Metro project and put together and hosted a culmination event as part of the Juice Festival for young people, October 2010.

· Facilitated two professional development workshops for teachers/museum workers on using creative writing with young people in museums for Tyne and Wear Hub

Projects across the CLP period where I experimented with writer/leader ideas
· National write poems about the News Day; I had a commission from the Humber Mouth Festival to do a show and run workshops on the theme of news poems. It struck me that this was a means of being a writer/leader and that I should try find ways to disseminate my ideas around it more widely. I instituted “National Write Poems About the News Day” on June 25th and got coverage on R5’s Breakfast show and local BBC stations, as well as using a Facebook group and blog, which meant I was able to allow the activity which was centred on Hull, to spiral further outwards and impact even more people. Since the field of poetry particularly has many practitioners saying that it is and should remain marginal, I realised I could act on my contrary belief about this.
· Social Networking; After being asked to be social networker in residence at the Durham Book Festival I discovered that social networking, particularly Twitter and Facebook, seemed to provide a means for writers to be leaders by in literature development by communicating directly with readers and organisations. I researched the ways that other organisations used social networking and experimented with various ways to use these new tools and also found myself becoming  a strong advocate of them for use by writers, artists and arts organisations of all kinds.

· My Associate Artistship with the Live Literature Consortium; This also began in March 2009 and saw me being supported to develop and showcase an extract of a longer one woman poetry show. Seeing it as an opportunity to be a writer/leader meant I really began to see the development of my own creative practice as a potentially valid and useful means to influence other artists.

· Research; Researching how to research in order to do semi structured interviews and gather information about writers working with young people reawakened an old interest in ethnographic research. I began to see academically validated research as another potentially useful tool in literature development. This was further affirmed by meeting the performance artist Bobby Baker and hearing about her AHRC fellowship at St Marys University in which she was using her own performance practice as a basis for research. A conversation with a lecturer at Northumbria University saw us embarking on the large task, in autumn 2009, of submitting a proposal for a fellowship to look at performance poetries as a means for people in marginalised Northern communities to have a voice. During this process I saw that tensions between practice as research and traditional research methods exist in the academy and may reflect some of the tensions between artistic practice and organisational conventions in the wider arts and social world.
· Social Enterprise; At the start of the CLP placement I became interested in social enterprises as an important means for artists to take on leadership in a social setting. When I became aware of a national performance poetry project which was going to pilot in the North East, I decided that performance poets would be best placed to take the lead on this, and set up a Community Interest Company, Radikal Words, which has got the tender to co ordinate the North East Word Cup project for the national performance company Apples and Snakes.

· The social role of writers;  In November 2009 I was poet in residence at a three day Chief Nursing Officers Conference. I again observed a tension between practice and leadership, as the nursing officers had trained as nurses but were now being asked to be leaders- in a way that was rooted in their nursing practice. They said this sometimes meant nursing qualities, which tended to be more fluid, were in conflict with leadership practices as implemented by Doctors, for example, to whom nurses were traditionally expected to be deferential.  They had to find their own new ways to be leaders within institutions that still operated hierarchical systems, whilst making sure their nursing expertise was valued. This struck a chord with me- at this time I was also reflecting on the lack of direct artist/writerly voices at, for example, arts conferences. Also, the delegates responded amazingly well to my use of their voices in my poems, and asked to perform their own. I also got a huge round of applause for suggesting that, as they were talking about the need to listen to patients and staff but often didn’t have time, more writers in residence might be one way of helping with this.  I felt that I was hearing a huge social need for some of the qualities writers have to give, which also helped answer a question the Arts Council’s Antonia Byatt had asked; “What do writers have to offer?”.
· Blogging; “A writer/activist, how interesting that would be”, Antonia Byatt mused, which chimed with something I remembered NALD’s Steve Dearden saying years ago, about how in some countries, after Arts Council cuts, writers and artists would be protesting on the streets. I am still pondering what sort of “activism” might be useful for a writer, or me, to implement, but one obvious action, which elides any boundary between practice and leadership, seems to be to write. I started opening out my blog of the CLP placement to wider questions and to a wider readership (by linking to it on my Twitter feed). One, for example, being the question “Do poets need London?” in response to my ongoing interest in what seems to be a marginalisation of artists who choose to live in the North. I also wrote a poem on Northern Voices as one of my R4 Saturday Live poems, which led to me being interviewed about Northern accents on Radio Newcastle and began to feel I could move further towards a writerly leadership by speaking out on issues affecting writers more.
