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Introduction
This handout is designed to provide support for the processes of research, creative or professional thinking.  It is based on workshops I have run and is related to other self instructional handouts on critical thinking, reflective learning and learning journals and there are some overlaps with these – particularly with that on journals (eg on reflective learning, critical thinking and learning journals – email me for these).  This booklet is designed to provide a collection of methods that encourage thinking that could be described as ‘outside the box’.  Some would call it ‘creative thinking’.  Some of the material is derived from ‘Learning Journals: a handbook for reflective practice and professional development’ (Routledge, 2006) and other books (2004, 2008. 2010 – all published in London by Routledge).   

I start with a few thoughts about thinking….  In education, we talk much of learning but rarely about the quality of thinking.  Is this because there is no outside evidence of the activity of thinking? I pose some further questions about thought in relation to research/ creative/professional thinking: 
How do you think about your research or practice?

Where do you do this thinking?

How do you organize it?

Do you record it – and if so, how?  Is your recording on the backs of envelops?

If you have a bright idea do you have somewhere to record it?

Do you give yourself enough time just to think?

Have you got techniques to share that stimulate your thinking or support the solving of problems?
Learning Journals

A learning journal (there are many alternative names for this) is a flexible tool that is usually designed to support the processes of thinking. It may be on paper, on screen or oral and primarily it provides a repository for reflective thinking but it can provide a home for small bits of information, for (otherwise) ‘stray’ thoughts, and for all the other elements of thought which, in a colloquial sense, ‘get written on the back of envelops’ – and sometimes lost.  A feature of the reflective element of a learning journal is that it provides a place for the recording and ‘mulling over’ of feelings and day to day issues that are affect practice.  
Because of the process of ongoing reflection, learning journals are something more than a notebook and more than a diary of events or a description of events.
When people think about learning journals, they might tend to think of dated pages of reflective writing that explores real events or incidents or ideas for the future.  However, a journal that works particularly well is one which includes some structures such as exercises of the kind that are included in this booklet.  These exercises aim to broaden thinking, bring in new ideas, and stop the thinker getting stuck in thinking ruts.   
For more information about journals and reflective writing, see the other booklets relating to those topics.

In the context of learning journals for the purpose of research/creative/professional thinking, you might want to consider:

· customising your journal (it can be important to make it feel your own)

· naming issues…..in what way will you refer to it?
· format (size, shape, portability, flexibility – I like loose-leaf journals.  They are more flexible)

· organisation (eg use section dividers so you can work in different ways…?)

· how often you will use it – as often or as rarely as you like – or see how it goes!!

· what will you start to use it for (you can change…).  The research /creative /professional purposes for a journal might suggest some of the following as useful:
· reflections, thoughts, ideas
· notes

· specific exercises

· personal reminders and notes to yourself – thoughts - (that may be removed…a place to put sticky yellow notes which you will remove?)
· feelings

· issues to tackle

· references you need to follow up

· the working out of problems / issues
· planning

· techniques with which to solve problems or create ideas

· the exploration of different perspectives

· absurd ideas  (see later in this booklet)
· notes towards supervision sessions (if relevant)
· anything else….  You might linkthe journal with reflections on your personal life or situation.  Professional life does have a relationship to life situations even if we do not always want this to be the case.
Some quotations about the experiences of journal writing

These quotations were obtained from a number of mature students who were on a programme that led them to be ministers in the church.  They worked on journals over two years.  A journal might sometimes seem hard to start but once material starts to accumulate, its value to the writer is revealed. These comments make this apparent.
Person A  I tended to write on a Sunday evening or Monday (after the course weekend) and would then go back over it, drawing in different things – eg like something at work.  Threads emerged – not always linking from one year to next.  Some threads were related to a particular year of the course.  I realised that there were threads when I was about half way through the course and that they (threads) went beyond issues in the course.

The journal makes you more conscious of things – more aware.  You think ‘that would be useful to put in the journal’ – and then hold onto it.  It ‘highlights’ things.  It helps you to search for themes.  It is useful to go back over your practice.  You may not understand at first.  You might annotate these things to think about later (‘unpack later’).  There may also be ‘pop-up’ issues – or issues in the news.  The journal makes you notice things that might slip by’.  I realise that I found the journal easier than other people.  It is very different to academic work – a different way of working’.

Person B  I have learnt a lot about myself by having to explore areas that were challenging.  Coming out of my own comfort zone was difficult but good.  It was interesting that it left you in a wobbly place.  It was easier in the second year.  I didn’t know what I was supposed to be doing but I realised that you have to find out for yourself.  

Person C  I wanted a joined-up approach to training – to link secular and church work and the journal enabled this.  This holistic approach to training and developing me as a person was very helpful.  I can carry on this type of processes now I am ordained.  It is a joined-up approach.

There is much more information on using learning journals in Moon (2006).
Make a statement of a research/creative/professional thinking issue

This is not an exercise as such, but a prelude to the exercises that follow. The techniques below are worth trying out.  It is only by using them that you will get a feeling for how they might help you.  Generally they rely on having the focus of a particular issue or problem or something to explore – a topic – so this short section is an encouragement to list some topics worthy of deeper exploration.  It can be an expanding list!  (If you start using the exercises as a matter of routine, you will recognise topics for the exercises as a matter of course).  Just list some topics that you would like to explore and pick one or two for now and describe it/them in a short paragraph.  It might be useful to identify any people who are relevant to the topic.

Concept maps

I see concept maps as graphical displays of ideas or information as opposed to sequences of text.  They may be constructed for purposes of display, exploration, recording, reflection, comparison or sharing of ideas etc…  and there are no rules about their use.  In their context here, they are primarily a tool for exploration and reflection.  If, however, you want some guidelines / ideas, here is a set based on Ausubel (1968), Novak and Gowin, (1984), and Fox and Morrison, (2005):

· key ideas are presented hierarchically

· other ideas are arranged in clusters below / beyond or outside key ideas

· ‘relationship lines’ link ideas.  These may be annotated to indicate the nature of the relationship.  You may put arrows on them to indicate direction

· you may want to use examples at the lowest point of the hierarchy

· you can use colour or other symbols or shapes to define ideas further

· you may include academic references

· if you have used some form of symbolism, you may wish to add a key – even if you are the only reader.
· it can be a good idea to use brain-storming (or to be pc – thought storming) to get ideas down on a separate sheet of paper first

· it can be an idea to use yellow ‘stickies’ (self-adhesive notes) as a means of trying out relationships in a concept map

· when a concept map has been drawn, you might want to do some further linking of ideas round the outside of the map (eg with coloured line)
· sometimes it is helpful for the ‘reader’ – who may be yourself to be given a ‘start looking here’ arrow otherwise she will not know where to focus
· you might want to take a small element of one concept map and expand it into another map
You may find concept mapping useful for the following situations as well as for exploration or reflection:

· as a means of communication (supervisor/colleagues)

· as a means of checking that you are thinking about something in the same way as someone else who matters

· as a start of a research conversation

· as a means of checking the completeness of an idea – does a particular concept / idea include or cover all examples?

· as a means of checking coherence of ideas

· as planning (book / paper / research discussion….)

· as a means of exploring what you know about something

· as a method of working out hierarchies and sequences for something

· as a planning or learning technique in a group (eg research/creative/professional group) where you have to agree on a joint proposition. 

Changing the size of paper on which you work can facilitate the development of a concept map (ie – go beyond A4).  If you are working with a group, use flip chart paper or a white board (think though, does it need to be portable and long-lasting?).  Lastly a concept map is best looked at again and again.  You will see different relationships or things that you want to change.  Change them.  Only when you do not make any more changes, and can understand the map immediately each time, is it ‘finished’ (for the time being).  Then put it away to keep.  I have often gone back to earlier ideas depicted in this way.
Some references:

Ausubel, D (1968)  Educational Psychology: a cognitive view  New York, Holt, Rhinehart and 
Winston

Novak, J and Gowin, B (1984)  Learning how to Learn, New York, Cambridge University Press

Novak, J (2001)  The Theory Underlying Concept Maps and How to Construct Them  
www.cmap.coginst.uwf.edu.info 

Fox., J and Robinson, D (2005)  Using concept maps in learning and teaching in J. Hartley, A. 
Woods and M. Pill  Enhancing Teaching in Higher Education, London, Routledge

Dialogues

This is one of my favourite methods and it can lead to very surprising results. I have been told by people who have done it in workshops that it has solved long lasting research issues or professional problems. I use it if I have a problem to solve.  Basically it involves having a conversation on paper.  The conversation is with someone (see later though) relevant to the matter you want to explore.  It may be with a friend, supervisor, a mentor, an absent supervisor, a parent, a wise person from your childhood, a helpful teacher, a colleague from the past, someone who is significant in your research or professional field, with your research topic, a wisdom figure…  The ‘other’ might be a character in fiction, a famous theorist, a well-known politician, a religious figure… The subject matter may be an anticipated meeting, an issue over which you disagree.  It might be a conversation with someone whom you fear. It could be about advice you want or a decision you need to make.  The material never needs to be shown to the other person but it is worth keeping (eg in a journal??) to look at later.  You will often see more in it.  Start by asking a question of the other or stating an issue and wait for the voice of the other – in your head – to reply and write her response.  Then respond yourself etc.  You are quite likely to be surprised at where such a dialogue takes you and you may well find that it solves some issues for you.  Though it could bring up new issues! 
However the ‘other’ does not need to be a person.  It can be an element of your personality (the lazy self / the self who is creative / the self who gets irritable / the part of you that has good ideas etc).  The ‘other’ might also be a task – the paper you cannot get round to writing / the oil painting you want to do /the writing block you experience / the thesis you are writing /  the meeting you need to call or the meeting that is bothering you etc.  The ‘other’ could be a political party, your nationality, a work of art you admire – anyone – anything.  You might start a dialogue and find that the ‘other’ is not the right ‘other’ for this topic – so start again.  You cannot tell in advance what you may learn.  This technique may give you some surprises but it is only by trying it out that you can come to see how helpful it can be.
I have also used dialogues in the context of the creative arts.  I was writing a play and it was very helpful to have ‘conversations’ with the characters – each of them in turn.  I got to know them better, how they spoke and they even started to tell me the further story of the play.

Work with the absurd

….and this technique can be even more surprising.  Stop being sensible for a while when you have a problem and write  down ten absurd solutions to the problem.  You may find that you have solved the problem before you come to the sensible bit….  You could make a concept map of the absurd.  How about starting seminars/ meetings with a bit of absurd thinking about an issue under consideration.  Generating a bit of laughter loosens thinking and relationships in a group.  The alertness and quality of thought of those present can be much improved by doing this and you may find that you have dealt with the issue or solved a problem before the meeting has started!  
Write from different perspectives

Again this can be a problem-solving / creative thinking technique.  Try writing about the ‘experience’ of an element in your research: 

‘I am an atom in this chemical reaction and…’

‘I am a subject in X’s (– ie your) experimental sample and I am filling in a questionnaire and…’

I am your interviewee in research

I am a client you are having difficulties with in social work

I am a difficult patient on your ward and you do not understand me.

‘I am being observed by X – and…’

‘I am a cell, being probed for…’ and so on

You cannot tell what may arise – and it could be really helpful!

Critical incidents

Describe a (real) specific incident in your professional situation / research process.  Put the description aside for a day or two and come back to it.  Ask searching questions of it…’why did I do this?’, ‘what determined her behaviour?’,  ‘what is he really getting at here?’, ‘how could this have worked out better?’…  It is a way of getting at deeper issues, which may have more general implications.  It is useful to consider the material in the critical thinking booklet alongside this exercise.  You can look at critical incidents at a superficial level or with depth.  You learn more when you work at depth.
Techniques of working with others
I want to describe two techniques here.  It is easy to muddle them but they are best kept as distinct.  These are not necessarily techniques to use with social friends – and they can be very useful used not as ‘one off’ sessions, but regularly (eg monthly). 

The first is a critical friend relationship.  It can be reciprocal but you need to decide which of you will start as the critical friend and agree the length of the session.  Do not switch roles during a session.  The critical friend will listen to you talk about something – an issue of your choosing – but choose a topic and stick to it - and the ‘friend’ will then ask searching questions, tease out ideas, possibilities when you have finished talking.  This is not a conversation.  Try to listen to the questions and respond, but not defensively.

The other relationship may be called ‘co-counselling’ – but it is not ‘counselling’ in the usual form.  In this case, one talks about an issue of her choice and the other just listens attentively, but does not intervene unless you (the ‘talker’) ask for intervention.  I think that this is something like ‘allowing you to hear what you have to say about something’.  You will probably learn more than you think!  Co-counselling differs from the critical friend relationship because there is no aim for the listener to ask questions.  She provides good space for you to hear yourself.
In both of these situations, it is likely that you will swap roles after a while or in alternate sessions.  You may give yourselves some time afterwards to write notes on what you have heard yourself say (eg in your journal), and you may want to give yourselves time briefly to discuss how the process is working for you – and to arrange another date!   

Focus down
Write a study of the learning of one student or a client of your professional practice – fact or fiction – the latter may be best.  Think about what that person would say if you talked to her about her situation in relation to your work, think about how best (given all time and support possible) you could help that one person under idea circumstances.  Does this give you ideas for your work?

Focus up

Write about a large group with which you interact in your professional capacity – again fact or fiction and think about the learning issues for that group.  How could you change their learning given all resources and time possible? 

Draw an abstract picture 

Draw a picture of you and your research, a research problem, a professional problem, a difficult situation, a problem…..anything that is a concern or issue for you.  Do not censor – just find what you want to draw with and draw.  Artistic ability is likely to inhibit this exercise – just do it!  Describe it to someone or to yourself (in writing).  Listen to what you say and to the others’ response – you may find that in the description lie ways forward, or solutions or new angles.

Map your research or professional development journey

Draw a route map of your research progress/process or your professional life / your career.  Routes lead through difficult mountain passes, over bumpy uncomfortable ground, through narrow gorges, and along broad and easy roads.  There are dark forests…..Sometimes we get lost…

Where was your start?  What led you to start thinking about doing research/ this research / this professional work, where did the route then take you? Pay particular attention to situations where you had to decide to take one path rather than another – and note the routes that you did not take (there is sometimes wisdom left in paths not chosen).  You might want to make the map more detailed when it gets to the more intricate thinking.  Where does the map lead in the future?  

Five Minute Fiction – flexing the material of mind
Clear your mind – get rid of any current thoughts and simply start to write a story that you will continue with for five minutes.  You have to stop after five minutes.  This means that there is not time to plan what might happen – it just happens. Do not let any prior thoughts impinge on the story before the second your pen goes down or you tap on the keyboard.  A variation on this is to clear your mind of everything but then let a research / professional issue come into your mind and let the story take off from a word or phrase in the research / professional issue.  
Footprints

This exercise is based on that described by Progoff (1975) as ‘stepping stones’.  It is an exercise better done with a group but there are elements of it that can be done alone and it is worthwhile even then.  The principle purpose of the exercise is to ‘jog’ or as Progoff (1975) says ‘loosen’ memory about a particular topic in order to facilitate growth and change.  The material for this exercise is one that relates to personal experience - for example, it can be the exploration of the experience of ‘being a learner’, teaching something to others/ another the development of ‘skills’, the experience of parents or of parenting, of being aware of the sky or of landscapes, experiences ‘of my body’  and so on. It is an enjoyable and usually enlightening exercise that tends to generate good feeling, energy and surprises.   If the exercise is used in a group, the group can be reassured that no-one needs to reveal anything more than material with which they are comfortable.
The exercise can be used:

· to explore ideas, for example because the topic is to be  subject of current or future research / writing 

· to expand personal perspectives
· find subject matter for story writing / creative writing

· to generate of subject matter for personal skills exercises such as the giving of presentations
· to enable the sharing of ideas in a group about a specific topic
· group development.  For shy or uninvolved participants in a group it provides a situation in which everyone will have a turn to make an oral contribution from written notes about familiar material in a light and usually creative atmosphere.

The equipment needed is several small sheets of paper (at least 6) and a pen for each person.  It can be done with large numbers so long as there is space enough to form small discussion groups 

A topic is chosen. Each person writes a list of around seven personal memories of the chosen topic in chronological order – so each list starts with the earliest memory and then comes forward towards the present age in sequence.  No more than a few words are required – enough to remind oneself of the memory (eg ‘The time when I learnt to ride a bike’).  

While the lists are being written, it is likely that memories will occur to the writer that are previous in sequence to where participants have reached in their current list and they are told to hold on to that memory for the next list.  In this way, over a period of ten to fifteen minutes, participants write a series of lists.  It is important that there is no talking in a group at this stage – no sharing of ideas.
The list-writing is stopped after ten of fifteen minutes – depending on time available.  Nearly all should have written at around three lists.

In the group version of this exercise, participants are asked then to form into groups of around six.  In turn each participant shares briefly the details of one of her memories with the group.  The memory can drawn be from any time.  To avoid ‘longwindedness’, it can be wise to ask participants to limit their sharing to a set time such as 3 - 4 minutes each.  Once each member of the group has shared one memory, there might be time for a second round – and more.

This stage of the exercise requires good listening.  It often involves merriment as diverse memories are shared.  The rationale for this element of the exercise is that as the memories of others are shared, they will stimulate new memories in each individual, in this way, generating many more memories than would have been achieved in the first stage of the exercise alone.  The new memories may be quite unexpected (and a quick private note may be made of them).
After a period of time of sharing memories, the group is asked to disperse and individuals return to writing more lists putting the new memories that have emerged as a result of the sharing, into the contexts of new lists.  
The individual working on this exercise alone would write the lists for around 15 minutes, then choose one topic to expand and explore further, perhaps with another of the exercises listed here.  The individual might round off the exercise by writing more lists. 

The outcome of this exercise for each individual will be a series of recollections about the topic chosen or deeper explorations of one or more.  Some may be memories that have not been considered for a long time.  Some may be the experiences of others.  The memories or experiences may be subject matter for reflection as a whole, one particular incident might be a ‘critical incident’ or lead to a story.  It is worth keeping the lists (?in a journal).  It is worth noticing that the lists written on one day (with one set of experiences of the day/ one set of feelings) will differ usually from those written on another day.
Progoff, I (1975) At an Intensive Journal Workshop, New York, Random Books.
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