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GREAT THINGS START WITH SMALL STEPS 
 

Breaking it down 

How do we nail down that elusive term ‘creativity’? I decided to look at 

my own creative process and come up with a list of what I actually did. 

Lists are good, by the way, because they free you from having to write in 

sentences and they promote a kind of word association that becomes 

easier with space around the words.  

 

Green Machine  

When did you last do something creative? If you are a writer, an artist, 

musician, dancer or performer, think back to the last time you practiced, 

or think more broadly about how you are creative in your everyday life, 

and see if you can come up with a list of the steps you follow. I’ve 

created this exercise for you to use – called Green Machine. It’s an 

opportunity to be creative and later you can take apart the creative 

process and see how it works: 

• Go for a walk. Notice the different versions of the colour green you see 

along the way. 

• When you get home, close your eyes and think about your walk. Imagine 

all the detail you can. Picture the colours.  

• Go through all of your senses one by one and recall the experience. 

• Now think specifically about the different versions of the colour green you 

saw.  

• In a notebook make a list of the kinds of green you saw by pairing ‘green’ 

with a noun. These don’t have to make sense. Simply generate pairs of 

words, letting go of the idea of logical sounding phrases for now. For 

example, ‘mud-green’, ‘fire-green’, ‘bus-green’, ‘school-green’, ‘book-



green’, ‘gravestone-green’. The idea here is to get round your internal 

censor and have fun.  

• Once you’ve generated a list of paired words, circle those you like.  

• Edit your list. This time, try to describe, as specifically as you can, the 

kind of green you saw using nouns paired with ‘green’. Now you are 

trying to ‘make sense’ but the sense you make could be surprising or 

unusual.  

• Play a word association game with yourself, using any of your paired 

words. Generate another list.  

• You can take this in any direction: a poem called ‘Green’, a sci fi novel 

set on an emerald covered planet, a feature article about your park 

upkeep and local authorities, an interview with an older person about 

what your local environment looked like when they were a child. 

 

Once you have tried the Green Machine exercise, or thought about the 

last time you practised, write down what you did. Don’t analyse too 

much. Make a list of what you actually did. Anything is allowed. For 

example: 

• Moved 

• Used all of my senses 

• Thought in pictures 

• Observed the world around me 

 

Get equipped  

Experiment with these tools. If it works hone it and use it regularly. I use 

the term ‘creative tools’ because you can visualise this as a toolkit that 

you can ‘carry’ with you into different situations. Some of the tools in the 

toolkit are: 



• Freewriting. By this I mean writing without stopping, without editing, 

without taking the pen off the page, for a set amount of time – usually 

one minute to start with. It’s a term described by Peter Elbow at the 

beginning of his book Writing with Power  (OUP, 1981).  

• Close observation. This simply means looking at something, in minute 

detail, and describing it. Try to remove the visual bias, too. Use all of 

your senses. Close observation can be done deliberately just before 

writing about something: going on a walk to observe the environment or 

looking at an object in your hand, for instance. It can also become a daily 

habit. Try to develop ‘writer’s eyes’ and observe the world around you 

closely.  

• Creative Visualisation. If you did the Green Machine exercise you’ve 

already tried this. As a writing exercise, creative visualisation means 

picturing something in your head – in as much detail as you can - and 

describing it using words on the page, or telling someone about it. It can 

be based on direct experience, or can be made up. 

 

Making it easy 

Psychologists have proved that the easier a task becomes, the more 

likely we are to do it. This may seem obvious when reduced to a single 

sentence but consider them implications: make stopping smoking or road 

safety seem ‘easy’ and our brains have been hoodwinked into making 

life a little bit better. This is also a principle we can apply to learning and 

teaching creativity. ‘Be creative’ does not sound easy. It sounds abstract, 

and possibly elitist, too - something other people have time for. It might 

sound ‘childish’ to you, suggesting that to be creative we need to get 

back to being more child-like and more playful. Of course, difficult isn’t 

necessarily bad – it can be extremely productive. But if you’re having 



trouble accessing your creativity, you can ‘make it easy’ by breaking it 

down into small steps like this. For instance: 

• Find a stone. 

• Hold it in your hand. 

• Feel its weight. 

• What colour is it? 

• Is the surface rough or smooth? 

• What does it smell like?  

• Describe the place you found the stone. 

• Who might use the stone? What for? 

• Someone remembers using the stone. Write down the memory. 

• As before, you can take this in any direction: a poem about textures and 

smells, a murder mystery that starts on a beach, a feature article about 

unemployment in tourist resorts, an interview with an older person about 

memories of childhood. 

Why it isn’t easy 

I’ll stop to contradict myself now: one of the important things about 

creativity is that it isn’t easy. What do I mean? There are three different 

aspects to this way of thinking: 

1. You have to look in a new way. It’s sometimes easy to go for the most 

obvious: the stereotyped phrase, story, character, image, or situation, the 

one we’ve seen repeated on TV or on the Internet. Creativity means 

(perhaps using close observation) avoiding the most obvious path or 

reworking it. We’re not finding something completely new, but often we’re 

looking at ordinary, mundane things in a new way. 

2. You have to be brave. When everyone else seems to be going for an 

uninteresting or same-old approach, it takes some nerve to stand out 



from the crowd, to say ‘yes, I am creative’, to get your idea out – 

especially as it might be criticised.  

3. You have to be disciplined. Creative practice takes practice. There is no 

such thing as getting it right first time, or even getting it right. With a 

media (seemingly) full of instant gratification, it can be hard to 

understand that creativity is not about instant results or bolts of lightning. 

The more you practise, the better at it you get.  

 

 

Why constraint is important 

One of the things I discovered as I looked at my own creative processes 

was that anything at all can be an idea (or perhaps it’s better to say 

anything can be a starting point or a trigger or can tell a story). In a way, 

creativity is a way of describing your ability to shape, like a potter shapes 

clay. That is, we take the material (the idea, starting point or trigger) and 

we apply a constraint to it. This can be as simple as playing a Creative 

Writing game or as complicated as plotting a 100,000-word novel. There 

is something about the constraint that allows one to be creative.  

 

Making the steps small enough 

You’ve looked at your own creative processes and have begun to write 

down what you do when you’re ‘being creative’. Extend and develop your 

list over the coming weeks, remembering the different approaches you 

took and recording them in a notebook. Once your list is fairly 

substantial, turn what you have into a list of short writing exercises. Take 

steps backwards until you have a set of instructions. Make the first 

instruction is as simple as possible. How do you make sure your steps 

are small enough? Keep taking steps back until you can’t simplify the 



process any more. Look at my close observation exercise called ‘Find a 

Stone’ above for an example.  

 

Want more? Take a look at The Sound of Paper by Julia Cameron 

(Penguin, 2006) and The Five-Minute Writer by Margart Geraghty (How 

To, 2009). 

 

A previous version of this article – called ‘Small Steps to Creative 

Learning: the Toolkit Approach to Creativity’ - appeared in Creative 

Teaching & Learning Magazine in August 2012. 
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