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Purpose and Action: Radiant Problem-solving

Activity 12

What are you doing now?

 Students may be working on finding solutions to a problem that they face as 
young people, such as social media bullying.

 You may be exploring current issues, such as drugs or alcohol.

 You may want to give your students a tool to help them get underway with a big 
task, such as preparing for exams.

 You may be setting out to resolve an environmental issue, such as involving the 
whole school in recycling.

you might like to try

To see what a radiant problem-solving web looks like, see the activity Taking Care of 
the Earth in the chapter on EARTH.

1  Have a large sheet of paper and plenty of coloured marker pens (at least one per 
pair of students) including one green, two reds and two blues.

2  Ask the students to choose a problem they would like to work on, be it personal, 
a school, community or global issue. Agree the problem and now turn it on its 
head and express it as a goal. For example, ‘Very few people bother to recycle’ 
could be turned into ‘Everyone always recycles everything they can’. This 
becomes the goal. Write it in green in a circle in the middle of the piece of paper.

3  Appoint a time-keeper and two scribes. The group now has 2 minutes to 
brainstorm all the blocks to the goal, all the things that are stopping it from 
happening. (use the brainstorm rules: as many ideas as possible, as fast as 
possible, no comments and whacky and wild as you like.) The time-keeper times 
the brainstorming carefully and stops it after 2 minutes. The scribes undertake to 
write up each of the blocks radiating out in a circle around the goal. A red pen is 
helpful here to denote what it is that seems to stop you in your tracks.

Radiant
Problem-solving

this activity is about the here and now, about 
acknowledging and addressing the real 

and perceived barriers that could prevent a shared 
vision from becoming concrete reality. it is about 
commitment, support and responsibility.



Purpose and Action: Radiant Problem-solving

comment
Values and Visions is about empowering young people to feel that they can make a 
difference. Problems can appear to be insoluble, immensely complex, leaving young 
people feeling powerless, discouraged and demotivated. Using a technique like 
radiant problem-solving turns the problem into a solution to be discovered. The group 
works as a brains trust, drawing on the wisdom, knowledge, experience and insights of 
the whole group.

The solutions always outnumber the blocks by a ratio of at least 4:1 so that students see 
before their eyes that there are far more solutions than there are blocks. From the web 
of solutions generated, pairs of individuals can find the solutions that they personally 
think will work best and can focus on these. Between the whole of the class many 
elements will be covered. 

Work in twos and threes so students can encourage one another. Keep the timing of 
the exercise brisk and within tight limits so that people think fast and spontaneously 
without long time-wasting explanation of the whys and hows. The whole exercise 
should not take more than 15-20 minutes. Make sure you allocate a date to review 
progress and to celebrate progress.

One group left their large problem-solving sheet up on the wall and as each solution 
was implemented they ticked and initialled it in a bright colour so that everyone could 
see the progress being made in real time.

4  Now shift focus and energy. The time-
keeper will give the group 20 seconds to 
generate as many solutions as possible to 
each of the blocks. The scribes write the 
solutions in a third colour such as blue so 
that the blue forms a circle of solutions 
encompassing the red blocks. 

5  When there are solutions to each of the 
blocks, people step back and in pairs 
look at the web that they have created. 
Now look at all the solutions. Forget the blocks; focus only on solutions and 
choose the three that you think will make the biggest difference to achieving 
the goal. With your partner, use a coloured marker pen to circle each of the 
three solutions and initial them. 

6  As a group, gather in the top 10–20 solutions and let people volunteer to 
work in twos or threes to take ‘action’ on those solutions. Note that often the 
solutions are about attitudes and perceptions and do not necessarily require 
outward action.

7 Agree a date (or several) when they will review progress. 

8 Tick off solutions on the sheet as they are achieved.

Never doubt that a small group of 
thoughtful, committed people can 
change the world. Indeed, it is the only 
thing that ever has.
Margaret Mead

Link to…

Taking Care of the Earth in EARTH
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