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Natal), and funded by the Stellenbosch Institute for Advanced Studies under
their Being Human Today: The Effects of Race theme

Overview
Dreaming Workshops were designed to
help children and adults engage successfully
in difficult group conversations.

an active exchange of ideas. For more
details on this study and its findings, see
www.dreamingworkshops.org.za.

The methodology, which is outlined in this
document, is creative, visual, participatory
and applicable to many different topics.

Why dream?
Dreaming is a wholly human experience.
It is a way of processing what is happening
and also of imagining a different reality. It is
something we usually do alone, but it is also
something we can do together. Collective
dreaming is the act of imagining an ideal
society together. It is collectively thinking
about what society could be, at its best.

An initial series of Dreaming workshops
were run in Durban, South Africa with
groups of 16-year-olds from five different
schools. These particular workshops were
developed to explore whether, and how,
young people imagine race, racism and nonracialism into the future. The workshops
looked at what the participants envision
for a perfect society: a UTOPIA, and what
obstacles they think stand in the way of
achieving this kind of society.
The workshops were very successful in
that they allowed for uninhibited ‘dreaming
of a better future’ and then enabled the
dreamers to work out how it might be
possible to make this future ‘dream’ come
true.

Collective dreams can be a powerful way of
shaping people’s ideas, and offer a guideline
for what societies stand and strive for. They
are often evoked during times of struggle for
change, liberation and social justice. The most
famous of these is American, Martin Luther
King Jr’s I have a dream speech. Countries
such as South Africa which went through
transformation from a racist Apartheid state
to democracy, had a collective dream of nonracialism that spoke of freedom, liberation
and unity.

They were particularly useful when working
with children, as they encourage both verbal
and non-verbal participation, and promote

Dreaming workshops allow for a creative
imagining of the future, and a critical
reflection on the present. Freeing ourselves

from current paradigms and social norms
is a useful exercise. It enables participants
to dream outside present frameworks and
explore what could be, without focusing on
‘the how’.
During the second part of the process
participants can then identify, and reflect
on, the present obstacles and challenges that
stand in the way of reaching this utopian
ideal. By thinking about what needs to
change in the present, participants are able
to articulate the more complex task of how
we would go about actualizing these dreams.
Depending on the context of the research, or
educational intervention, these workshops
could be used to generate facilitated
participant-led discussions about many
issues: gender, sexuality, violence, the
environment, inequality, and more.
This workbook aims to offer a step-bystep guideline for running a dreaming
workshop. We have tried to note down the
various issues we had to think through
and how best to facilitate these types of
discussions. If you have any questions
please do feel free to contact us on
info@dreamingworkshops.org.za.
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Running a dreaming workshop
1.

Choose a topic and start to dream...

Dreaming of a utopia:
the future at its best

The first part of the workshop is about dreaming. Dreaming of a utopia: in other words
a best possible future. As a facilitator you might already have a topic you would like
to discuss. This can be as broad or as focused as you want it to be. Or you can allow the
participants to choose. You can guide and frame the discussion depending on how closely
you want to stick to the topic. Participants should imagine a better society, rather than
focusing on current problems and issues.
Example: In our study, we asked participants to imagine a utopian future society
that is more equal and just than our current society. We encouraged them to
imagine the future in this session, rather than the present. Then in the second
session the discussion moved to look at the present and what participants see as
current major social and economic fractures in South African society.

2.

Tip
It is worth trusting
your participants to
best choose how they
wish to dream; on
their own, or in groups
people selected by
themselves. Remember
that in the second
dreaming session all
participants engage
in a shared discussion
about the collective
dreams, so participants
will be confronted with
a variety of imaginings
of a better world.

Session 1: Our dreams

In the first session participants spend approximately 45 minutes - 1 hour
dreaming of utopia. Participants work either on their own or in small groups to
discuss and record their dreams of a better future.
• Provide blank A2 or flip chart paper, and colourful drawing materials so
participants can talk about and then sketch, plan and write down their
dreams.
Some people find dreaming of a future easy, and children appear to be far better
at this than adults. If you find the participants’ small group discussions are
getting stuck in contemporary problems, gently encourage people to return to
the future. There are a number of ways to do this:
• get people to close their eyes and imagine the best possible world for their
great-grandchildren, ask them what this world looks like and how people
interact with each other
• if you find participants are being too cautious in their dreaming, remind them
that the unexpected and the experimental are foundational to dreams.
• encourage participants to be bold and think about what makes people most
happy. The future world can be free from our present-day restrictions.

3.

45-60 mins

flipchart
A2 paper
drawing pens

Create a dreaming tree

Ideally you need at least a day between the first and second sessions, to create the dreaming tree (this
is not always possible and other ways of doing the second session are explored later in this workbook).
Creating the tree takes usually about three hours depending on the size of the group.
• Type up all the dreams from the first session, using the participants’ exact language wherever possible.
• Organize the dreams into dominant themes. For example: ideas about race would be one theme,
education another, and values another. It does not matter if there are opposing views within these
themes – this can aid discussion in the second session.
• Print and cut out the text and arrange the words onto an A0 size poster.
Each theme is a branch of the dreaming tree.
3 hours
• Print and cut out enough leaves to be used for voting in the second session
so each participant has three leaves to vote with. You can now take the
dream print outs
dreaming tree back to the participants for the second dreaming session.

A0 poster
scissors

4.

Session 2: What we think about our dreams

Session 2 is a facilitated discussion and dialogue session with
the same participants.
• Stick up the A0 dreaming tree and invite participants to
come up and look at it for 5 minutes, and then vote.
• Explain that when we imagine a better future for all
humans we must recognize that we are already busy
making or dismantling this future through our present
actions.
• Discuss what it is about our present society that inspires,
or hinders our dreams of the future. In other words,
“what do we need to shift and change in the present if we
are to achieve our desired utopia?”, and equally “what is
it that we may need to protect and nurture in the present
to reach this future ideal?”.
Example: In our study this was in order for South Africa
to become a fair, just and equal society in the future.

A0 poster

60 minutes

VOTING

Voting is a way to start a participant-led facilitated discussion beginning with the
issues most pressing for a particular group of participants.
• Give each person three leaves to use to vote on which theme or themes they believe are most important to address. Participants can place all three leaves on one
theme branch or spread them across more than one. Spend 5 minutes doing this.
• Once the voting has finished point to the branch/theme with the most votes and
ask the group what we need to change in the present if we are to move towards
this desired future.
In our experience this will start a vibrant and lively discussion amongst participants.
Facilitators should join in the conversation when necessary, but not dominant or control the discussion too tightly.
If participants have not voted in high numbers for a branch you wish to focus on (or is
the focus of a study/intervention), ask the participants why they think this branch received lower votes. Or ask what it is about this future, despite lower votes, that is important and what it means for our actions in the present. Another way of moving the
conversation towards a specific theme is to ask how the theme is related to the branch
that received the most votes. For example, how does “having no gender discrimination” relate to the desire for a world with “no economic inequality”?
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Giving feedback
In a participatory method such as this it is
important to give feedback to participants,
and/or, teachers or managers in an
organisation who may benefit from
understanding the types of things that vex
or inspire them in the present, and how
they imagine a better world.
In our study at schools, different
schools requested different forms of
feedback. If you are a researcher
using the second session as a form
of focus group data then you can
give feedback into the analysed
findings from the study.
If you are a civil society actor,
or a teacher who is using this to
generate a much-needed discussion
about a social issue you can still
present a feedback session
on your reflections on the
process and the discussions
it generated.
There are endless creative
and informative ways
that you could present the
Dreaming Workshops. In
our study, we presented all
the schools with their own dreaming tree
poster (on the right). In some cases, we also
presented our findings to the whole school
body (teachers and pupils), in one school
we presented only to the students who
participated in the study, and in others only to
teachers and school principals.
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Tips for running a Dreaming Workshop
Choosing the right facilitator

There are academics and civil society
actors that have training and experience
in facilitating difficult and complex
conversations. But it is also something of
an art form, which some people seems to
do effortlessly, while others find it difficult.
Teachers and leaders in institutions
should give careful consideration as to
whether someone from within the school
or organisation is best suited to run a
Dreaming Workshop, or whether someone
from outside would be better equipped to
handle this participatory method. Certainly,
the facilitator needs to be comfortable
with an organic and spontaneous dialogue
environment where the facilitator is at times
less in control than the participants, who
frequently engage each other rather than
the facilitator.

Each participant is an expert

The facilitator’s role is to guide the initial
discussion and ensure that alternative
voices in the room are also heard. Dreaming
Workshops are designed as a creative and
participatory method in which multiple
voices can be heard. The topics up for
discussion are not just selected by the
participants but defined in their own words.
Dreaming workshops are not traditional
formats where the researcher or teacher
is the expert. Here the expertise lies
in the collective conversation between

participants, and between participants and
facilitators.

The facilitator’s voice

There may well be moments when a
facilitator feels the need to insert their own
voice into the conversation. For example,
when there is a weak understanding of social
justice in the group the facilitator may act
as a provocateur, through posing questions
to the group that asks how the discussion
relates to a social justice agenda. It is not
useful to pretend that the facilitator is an
objective participant in this methodology.
When we are talking about topics like
inequality, race, racism, gender, patriarchy
and sexuality we all, facilitators included,
have our own views and positions. The
facilitator needs to recognise this, and be
careful, considerate, responsible and ethical.
The aim is always to do the most good.

Confidentiality

Lastly, there may be workshops in which
facilitators wish to make use of cut-out paper
flowers (see page 2 for an example of what
these look like). The facilitator needs to
bring the flowers to the second session and
hand them out with the leaves during the
voting process. If participants wish to make
a point in the discussion but do not want to
do so publically, they can write on the back
of the flowers for the facilitator to read.

What happens if I don’t have enough
time to type up the dreams and make a
dreaming tree?
A structured two session Dreaming Workshop
is the ideal, it also gives the facilitator time to
prepare adequately for the second session, and
create the visual prompts that assist in the
discussions. There are times though when, for
various reasons, this is not possible.
Usually this is when using the methodology
in organisations or with groups of adults who
can only be persuaded to attend a day or half
day workshop. For example, we have used a
shortened dreaming methodology process to
assist in creating a vision and change strategy for
a department at a public university, as well as to
facilitate communication between environmental
and social activists, a national state development
company and a local government department
around a proposed development that could
displace people in the area. In these cases, the
first dreaming session remains the same. After a
short break the sheets of paper with participants’
dreams are then displayed up on a wall, or on a
table, and participants are given three stickers
to use as a form of voting across all the dreaming
sheets. Participants then collectively identify
the three or four top scoring dreams, and the
facilitator uses these to start a discussion on what
needs to change in the present if we are to achieve
these ideals.
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