
 

Fridays at 2 PM Pacific                             VOICEAMERICA 
VoiceAmericaHealth.com       LIVE INTERNET TALK RADIO 
 

Narrative Gerontology: How The “Power Of The Pen” 
Enhances Emotional and Spiritual Well-Being of Older Adults 

Guest Presenter, Paula Hartman-Stein PhD 

 

Millions of people are living better they’re enjoying a healthier lifestyle. Learning 
more about overcoming obstacles and keeping a positive outlook. Now you can be a 
member of the club. This is the living to 100 club with Dr. Joe Casciani. Our guest 
shares incredible stories and advice. Bring new outlooks on wellness and show you 
how to keep moving forward. Now here is your host, Dr. Joe Casciani.   

 

Dr. Joe: Good day to everyone joining us for our program thanks for tuning in, I'm 
your host, Joe Casciani. Living to 100 Club Radio Show invites guests with something 
to share with our listeners about successful aging, staying healthy, and managing 
stresses along the way. My background working with older adults has taught me 
that it's essential to define ourselves as strong, resilient, and capable of seeing a 
positive future for ourselves. So, living to 100 is really more of a mind-set than a 
destination where we can rethink stereotype views about getting older and accept 
the fact that successful aging means coping with whatever struggle comes our way.  

Today's guest will discuss some of the ways she uses to help seniors reframe their 
perspectives, past accomplishments and regrets, overcome stresses and move ahead 
with greater integrity and purpose as we talk about guided autobiography.  

Paula Hartman-Stein PhD is a nationally recognized clinical psychologist, gerontology 
educator, journalist and creative nonfiction writer. After retiring from full time work 
as a clinician in private practice and teaching at several universities in Ohio, Dr. 
Hartman-Stein now works as an elder care consultant and offers intergenerational 
writing workshops to community and professional groups and she's an old friend and 
colleague. So welcome Paula.  

Paula: Well thank you, Joe. Thank you very much for this opportunity to talk to 
your listeners and to present some of my ideas about narrative gerontology. Thank 
you, Joe.  

https://www.voiceamerica.com/channel/248/voiceamerica-health-and-wellness


Dr. Joe: Great, great. Glad to have you with us. Well, let's start with a little bit 
about your background. How and why did you get started in the psychology?  

Paula: Well I started back in…a long time ago in high school I was interested in 
psychology, I was interested also in journalism and creative writing. And I did 
volunteer work back in the junior and senior days of high school in the Mon Valley as 
it's called in Western Pennsylvania in a coal mining area. I am the daughter and 
granddaughter of coal miners. They did not have the opportunities of education that 
I had. 

But back in high school, I started volunteering, working in a mental hospital for 
seriously mentally ill. I also was on a radio show and I wrote for the newspaper. So I 
had interest in all of those areas and didn't quite know what direction I would go 
until I went to, college, University of Pittsburgh, and then one professor you know, 
we probably don't realize those of us who have done teaching how much our words 
can affect people. But I had this professor of creative nonfiction writing say to me 
“Well, you know, Paula, your writings are good, it's decent, but I don't know if you 
can make a living doing that. Have you ever thought of a career in psychology?” And 
her words really impacted me and so I went more in that direction, believe it or not.  

Dr. Joe: So, you've been working as a psychologist for all these years. How do you 
spend your professional time now writing, teaching, private practice, public 
speaking? How do you spend your time?  

Paula: Well, I had worked for a number of years in Acute Care hospitals in the 
medical field. I worked in long term care for a number of years and then I had a 
private practice for 26 years at the Center For Healthy Aging. And I closed that 
practice five years ago. And then I embarked upon, I had some opportunities 
actually in North Carolina where my husband and I wanted to eventually live. And 
so, I started doing workshops across the state on the basics of geriatric psychology 
or gyro psychology as it's referred to, I started doing that. But I've been a writer for 
a long, long time. I write for The Trade Paper, the National Psychologist and my so-
called beat is on Medicare rules and regulations, a rather dry subject at times. But 
I've also liked to do creative writing. And so, I had this great opportunity, back in 
2007, I believe to have a grant.  

I had a grant, a retirement community and it was called Keys to a Sharp Mind. And 
so, with that, my job was to hire people to basically create courses for the people in 
the independent living and assisted living. And I brought in a poet from Kent State 
University, Catherine Blackbird was her name and I was able to sit in on all of her 
sessions. And I watched what she did and I watched the response of the participants 
and I thought, well, I'm not a published poet, although I do have one published 
poem now, but I'm not a published poet, but I'm a psychologist and I saw the 
psychology of it all. So, I dared to start some groups after I was exposed to this and 
actually did some programs at the facility at the retirement community and then 
continued to do them.  



So now what I do, getting back to your original question, is I don't see patients one-
on-one anymore, but I love doing groups. I've done groups actually since 1982 
when I got my PhD and I did groups back then for my dissertation, people who had 
diabetes. But since then I've been doing, healthy aging groups. And so, in the last 
five years, the groups that I've done, have been writing programs, guided 
autobiography, as well as some other types that we might talk about called plan air 
writing, which means out in the open air. So, I do that, and then I do help some 
psychologists who frankly get in trouble because of audits from Medicare and I give 
them some suggestions about how to improve their documentation. So, I still have a 
hand in that world.  

And then some family members will call me to ask so I coach them along the way 
long distance wise, this is through the telephone and it's not paid for by insurance, 
but to give them some guidance about the best direction for their frail loved ones. 
So, I do a variety of things, but I guess my passion really is at this stage in my life is 
to conduct these writing workshops as well as other workshops about topics that are 
difficult sometimes to talk about like death and dying. I just did one last week at a 
local church and the response was pretty amazing actually about that.  
 
Dr. Joe: Yeah. Yeah. Well that's great. That's a good blend of services that you can 
hold onto and continue with. I'm curious, let me back up a minute though. I'm 
curious about that poet that came in and did the group work. What was it that 
impacted you about her approach? What grabbed you?  

Paula: Well what I observed in the program was just how deep the people’s 
writings were and how there was so much psychology in what was being said. And 
Catherine's a wonderful writer and published poet and professor but I saw that she 
didn't do what I do; I don't do what she did. And so, I thought people could be a 
little deeper in terms of giving them some feedback. And I would like to tell this one 
anecdote. So, after I went through her program at the facility, I think it was in 2009, 
I started my first writing group. And those days I was timid, I'm not timid anymore 
about the writing. 

So, I had a group, these people there were about eight people and they had all been 
my patients. And it was intergenerational because I had people in their 30s to late 
70s, early 80s in that first group. And so, I said to them, and you know, they knew 
me, so it was a safe place, et cetera, a psychologically safe, I think. And so, I said to 
them, I want you to write about an experience you've had, choosing either the topic 
of death or birth, because I thought birth sounds pretty easy to write about, et 
cetera.  

And what was amazing to me was that all of the participants chose death to write 
about. And then they shared their work, read it out loud and it was really quite 
moving and interesting. 

So that led me to do more programs and I did some at the retirement community, 
some in the community at large, some at professional conferences, many in an 
outdoor park. We had Plum Creek Park, a little park in Kent Ohio with a little stream 



going through it. And I would rent a pavilion so that if it rained, we could be under a 
pavilion and not get water in our heads. But it was, I don’t know, it’s just having an 
amazing experience. So, I've been collecting writings from some of these outdoor 
programs that I started back over 10 years ago.  

Dr. Joe: Sure. Yeah. I think when we're talking about this kind of writing, and we'll 
get into it more in a couple minutes, but I think we're reaching individuals on 
another level other than just a basic Q and A or discussion or dialogue. I think when 
we're asking people to write it comes more from a different place that is not such 
conscious content and I think we'll get into that a little bit more, but I'm intrigued 
with that whole approach. So, give us some general framework for your writing 
groups. What do they look like? How do you start those? How does the process go?  

Paula: Well, there's different types of writing programs that I've led. So, the very 
well know gerontologist who is now deceased, named James Birren, B I R R E N, 
really helped to guide my work in the early days. He has books about really how to 
do guided autobiography groups. So, I started with that and he recommends like 10 
themes and to have some questions that you pose to your group and then they 
choose from the questions on what direction to go. So, there are guided 
autobiography groups. There's life review, some of this, the whole field, and if I 
could just explain this just a little bit of so-called narrative gerontology. That's a term 
that was first coined back in the early 90s, 1994 to be precise, by a gerontologist 
and it just meant the concept of life as story. And it deepens our understanding of 
how we change as we age in our later years, both psychologically and spiritually. 

 And so, one of the thoughts I always put out there when I teach this to professional 
audiences as well, and I've taught a lot at Cleveland State University about how to 
do these writing workshops. I like the philosopher Kierkegaard quote “that life can 
only be understood backwards, but it must be lived forwards.” And that of course is 
very true. And you know, when we're in our really busy years of raising a family and 
creating our careers, et cetera, sometimes we don't think about that perhaps that 
deeply about where we're headed or what we've done.  

But as people age, it seems that there's more of a desire at least by some people to 
understand that to be more  as they call it, conscious about their aging and aware of 
what they've done, who they are, and still what they want to do, what their future is 
and what their meaning. You know, as I'm getting older, I think I'm getting more 
spiritually minded actually. And I've done some programs with clergy as a matter of 
and we're going to be----I'm going to be presenting with a minister and she's also an 
administrator in Ohio, Beth long-Higgins. We're going to be presenting at the 
American Society of Aging Conference about these writing programs as methods of 
gaining more understanding of our own spirituality. 

Dr. Joe: Sure. 

Paula: And a person doesn't have to have any specific faith. I've had many people 
in my workshops who are agnostics a few who've said that they are absolute atheist, 



but they want to understand their lives more deeply. And so, it goes across faith 
traditions of all sorts.  

Dr. Joe: Sure. Yeah. The quote by Kierkegaard reminds me of something similar, 
connect the dots. And Steve Jobs from Apple said, well, you can connect the dots, 
but when you do that you're always looking backward. And his point was, yeah, you 
can connect the dots all you want, but you still have to turn around and look 
forward. So, it's sort of something similar. Yeah. So, the questions that come up for 
these groups. I get that with Birren and his recommendations and I'm sure there's 
other approaches, but what are you trying to accomplish? And this is big question of 
course, and we're going to need to go into a break in a few seconds. But in a quick 
sentence, what are you trying to accomplish? And we'll come back to this after our 
break.  

Paula: Okay. I'm trying to get people to have more insights into in their deeper 
thoughts. And as my former mentor at Kent State Universities use to say, “I don't 
know what I'm thinking until I either hear myself say it or see what comes out of my 
pen.” I think that's so true it’s so clarifies things that helps us to solve problems as 
well and I'd like to tell an anecdote about that maybe after the break.  
 
Dr. Joe: Yeah. Yeah. Well that's perfect. That's perfect. Thanks. All right. It's time 
to take a short break. Before we pause though, I want to remind our listeners to 
visit our website and learn more about our new premium membership category 
where we'll be providing current, relevant content resources on Living to 100, plus 
some freebies for our members. For today, if you have questions for our guests 
please send or call them in. This is Joe Casciani, you're listening to the Living to 100 
Club on the Voice America Health and Wellness Channel. Stay tuned. We'll be back 
in a couple of minutes.  

 

Your life, your health, your network. You're listening to Voice America Health and 
Wellness. Visit theLliving to 100 Club to experience the creative spirit, inspiration and 
wellness information that you're looking for to maintain a healthy lifestyle, promote 
mental and physical fitness and allow you to take control of your future. You'll find 
links to leading aging organizations and see our series of blogs. Get details about our 
weekly radio show and schedule of upcoming guests. Sign up to be a club member 
to receive newsletters and radio announcements and a copy of our member 
handbook or opt for an annual premium membership with special access to our 
secure member forum and opportunities to ask the experts, plus transcripts of show 
recordings and other member's only offers. Visit the living to 100 club website for 
awareness, insights, and independence. Find us at livingto100.club that's living to 
one zero zero.club.  

Real life solutions, Voice America Health and Wellness. You are listening to the Living 
to 100 Club with Dr. Joe Casciani. To reach the program today, please call in to 1-
866-472-5792. You may also send an email to info@livingto100.club. Now back to 
this week’s show.  



 

Dr. Joe: All right, we're back. Thanks to everyone for staying with us. We're talking 
today with Dr. Paula Hartman-Stein about narrative gerontology. Paula, a question 
came in during the break from a woman named Marguerite. She writes, “My father 
has dementia. Can I use this narrative autobiography with him?”  

Paula: That's a good question and I can give a definitive yes to that question and 
let me explain why I think that. Well, when I started doing these narrative programs 
at the retirement community, most of the people were living in the independent 
apartments. And a woman heard about the program who was living outside the 
facility with her husband who had moderate level of dementia and she said to me, 
“You know, my husband has been  a professor, a teacher, a brilliant man, but you 
know, he can no longer drive. I have to do all his, what we call IADL, his 
(instrumental activities of daily living) for him. And I'm trying to find some 
cognitively stimulating activities. Would you allow him into the group?”  

I said, “Well, sure we'll give it a go, give it a try.”  

And actually, I wrote his story up in an edited book that came out a number of years 
ago in 2011. And I gave the story I call him Peter in the story. He was a 78-year-old 
man who had been diagnosed two years earlier with dementia and he could not find 
his way in the facility. He came to six sessions and he had to be led there. He could 
not find the restroom. I mean, he really had some spatial problems. But what came 
out of his pen and his mind was totally amazing. He was British and he was I think 
he was 11 years old when there was bombing in England. And so, he wrote about 
his experiences as a child and also, he wrote about, he was able to write about his 
relationship with his father, which had been a rough one.  

And it was it was pretty amazing. Now this was a man whose abilities for writing 
were still very intact. But I have another anecdote about a gentleman. He was 92, 
and he had a stroke and could not write. And his caregiver heard about the program 
and wanted him to come. So, what they did, I thought it was pretty ingenious. He 
could not write during the sessions, but what he did, he would listen. And then I 
gave the list of autobiographical kinds of questions to his caregiver. And so, she 
would spend time with him and record his responses and then she transcribed them. 
So that seemed to benefit him a great deal. It was partly the socialization to be with 
the other people in the program. And then he was able again, through his language 
to express himself. 

But third anecdote I really would like to share because this was probably the most 
amazing of all. And I also wrote the story of the case study of Francis in this chapter 
that I wrote about creative writing groups. This lady was 85. She had been my 
patient for depression, and she had a diagnosis of what's called primary progressive 
aphasia, which is, a gradually progressive syndrome of the lots of ability to use or 
understand language that occurs without memory impairment early in the disease.  
And I had her as my patient for about six months prior to the program. She spoke 



very halting, hesitant ways.  She was withdrawing from activities she just wouldn’t 
really talk. It was too much of an effort and was definitely clinically depressed.  

So, her neurologist who tried to be very innovative also with his suggestions, he 
suggested that she learned Tia chi that she exercise more and that she practiced 
speaking by reading books to her dog and she still lived at home. So, I thought all 
right, well let's see what happens in this group. So, she was high school educated 
and had worked as a, I think it was a bookkeeper at one time. So, I gave a writing 
prompt, which was describe your thoughts and experiences with the death of a 
family member or friend. That was the prompt and if you would allow me, Joe, it's 
short. I'm going to read to you, and this is in the book chapter I've already 
published. So, let me read you what she wrote. 

Dr. Joe: Sure. 

Paula:  “The day my husband died, I knew he was going to die. I got him ready for 
bed and gave him insulin and cleaned him up. I regret that I could not stay awake, 
but I was so exhausted from trying to keep him in his chair that I fell asleep. When I 
woke up, I looked over at him. He looked so peaceful that I knew he had passed 
into heaven. I took the dog for a walk for I knew she needed to go out. Then I 
called the paramedics and the family, the sheriff came down to take pictures, it 
seems they had to take pictures to make sure he died of natural causes. I secretly 
wished he would die because he took my freedom away from me, but yet I don't 
regret taking care of him. I cannot complain as there are people worse off than he 
was. When he was talking to a visitor once, he said I was an angel for taking care of 
him, but he never told me that.”  

Well after Francis composed this piece and she also read it aloud to the group. It 
was almost like a minor miracle before my eyes. Her speech became less halting, 
less disfluent she smiled more and indeed she continued in individual therapy with 
me at the time and she agreed to go to the exercise program because now she had 
more energy and frankly, two months of previous therapy with her had been really 
unsuccessful. It was the writing of the story and the admitting I think that she was, 
not that she was glad that he died, but she was acknowledging that her caregiving 
responsibilities, had taken her freedom away from her. And she couldn't say that to 
anybody out loud until she wrote this piece and that seemed to lift the heaviness 
around her. It really did. And she did really quite well for actually for about a year, 
but then her neurological problems, progressed and she moved to an assisted living 
facility.  

But I'll never forget her, I'll never forget that case. And so, I guess to answer our 
listener’s question, maybe you need to be creative about how to introduce the 
concept of an autobiography program to a person with dementia. And maybe it's 
through them speaking their memories and then transcribing it. It can be done in 
different ways or maybe if the person is inclined to artwork, they can draw. 
Sometimes people who are artists are not as good with the written word, just as I 
am not good with art. You need to be creative, but I would not rule it out as 
impossible and frankly I've seen some wonderful things happen as a result of 



introducing this type of activity, this type of pursuit to people with memory 
impairment.  

Dr. Joe: Yeah. Yeah. So, it's clear those are great case studies. Thanks. Our 
defences go down probably there's less censoring when we're writing as opposed to 
when we're verbalizing and we, like I said earlier, I think we probably reach areas 
easier through our written word than we can verbally. It's funny you mentioned that 
diagnosis, Primary Progressive Aphasia. So, that’s the same condition that the lead 
writer for the money Python group just died from this week, which I'd never heard 
that diagnosis. And here it is twice. So yeah, the nuts and bolts.  

Paula: Do you recall his name? I’d have to look that up. I don't know about that.  

Dr. Joe: Yeah, The Nuts and Bolts. Paula, when you're forming the group, how do 
you select members? How do you guide them into what the process is and how do 
you get them started just into the nitty gritty? 

Paula: Okay. nuts and bolts, all right. Well, they usually find me, when I was doing 
it in my private practice that was different, then I encouraged certain people that I 
thought would benefit to try these groups. So that’s one set. So, if any clinicians are 
out there listening, I think that they might have an inkling insight into which people 
might benefit, that's one thing. But what I'm interested in really now it's more of on 
a public health type of pursuit and so offering these programs in the community. 
Well let me tell you about the newest venture that we'll see how this works.  

Dr. Joe: Sure.  

Paula: But the term plein air, a French term out in the open air has been used with 
painters since the late 1800 with the Impressionist Painters, they've painted in the 
open air. So, there's been a movement in the country to do this type of painting. 
Well I have very recently gotten to know the head of the Asheville, because I'm in 
Asheville North Carolina right now. The Asheville Urban Landscape Painters. And so, 
the leader of that group, Sue Dolamore is willing to do a joint program with me. 
We're going to…we just got it scheduled literally this week. It will be during Earth 
week, it will be on Thursday, April 23rd.  

And so, her painter---they have paint outs is what they call them. And I've never 
been to one of these, I'm eager to see what that process is like. But at the paint out, 
people bring their easels, their canvases, and have a designated area to go to and 
they paint what they see for about two, two and a half hours outside. And then they 
look at each other’s paintings and have a social time with lunch, et cetera.  

So, I thought, Hmm, wouldn't that be interesting to have a write out, I guess one 
would call it, afterwards for those who would be interested or people like myself who 
do not paint. I've never done that since grade school I think and people who are 
more interested in that area of expression. And so anyway we're going to try that. 
So, the other thing that I think is helpful is to approach groups such as caregiver 
support groups. Okay. I think there can be a real benefit psychologically, 
emotionally, spiritually to have. I've done it a few times, not frequently with that 



particular group, but have them talk about their caregiving experiences both the 
challenging as well as the gratifying aspects.  

Okay. I think there is so much potential at these kinds of programs. Now, senior 
centre also sponsors writing programs I've seen that, and I certainly know that 
they're done in CCRC (continuing care retirement communities), again usually in the 
independent living sections. So, there's all sorts of venues for this and amazing 
things happen. One thing I tell people at the beginning of these programs, don't be 
surprised if some emotions well up in you that you didn't expect at all. And I can tell 
you that at a number----Oh, I know a Joe. One of the most challenging groups that 
I've ever done a writing program with a group of Alzheimer researchers. 

And now there's a heady group. Okay. And I had 45 minutes over a lunch period of 
theirs and their pagers were---those are the days of pagers or going off and I 
thought what on earth, how am I going to do anything with this group? Well even in 
a short time, that was fairly amazing. There were a few people that wrote about an 
aspect of their autobiography that was very emotional for them. But what I was 
going to say is about the emotions that sometimes well up, so I always have boxes 
of Kleenex around. Because where it gets emotional the most and what I've seen is 
when people read their excerpts a loud. The writing of it might not be so emotional, 
but when you share it out loud and that's a big piece of the healing aspects of these 
writing programs. But again, the groups need to be structured, in my experience 
anyway it needs to be structured. It's not just writing about trivial topics and there's 
a lot of research actually this isn't woo-woo stuff.  

James Pennebaker a well-known professor, a psychologist who has done many 
studies about the power of the pen and having people who've had traumatic 
experiences, write about them.  People who've been angry, who've held grudges, 
who can't get these thoughts out of their head that are troubling to them, obsessive 
thoughts ruminations. So, you have to have structure you have to, if you're going to 
do these kinds of groups as a leader you have to come in prepared with some 
structure and some guidelines and also, it's not psychotherapy. These are not 
psychotherapy groups I've led those too and I know the difference, but these groups 
are therapeutic. They clearly are, even if their people don't have any mental health 
problems. But it all, it's therapeutic for our souls, it’s therapeutic for us.  

Dr. Joe: Sure. Yeah. So, I'd like to hear more and when we come back, hold that 
thought. I'd like to hear more in terms of what you actually say to the group they're 
assembled in your group room. What are the instructions? What are the guidelines, 
what are the recommendations, what are you asking them to do? And we'll talk 
more about that.  

But right now, time to take a little break in our show. For our listeners, please be 
sure to peruse the Living to 100 Club store. We're adding a collection of fun 
products to help us stay on that positive track. This is Joe Casciani, you're listening 
to the Living to 100 Club on the Voice America Health and Wellness Channel. Stay 
tuned. We'll be right back.  



 

You are listening to the Living to 100 Club with Dr. Joe Casciani. To reach the 
program today, please call in to 1-866-472-5792. You may also send an email to 
info@livingto100.club. Now back to this week show. 
 

Dr. Joe: All right, we're back. Thanks to everyone for staying with us. We’re talking 
today with Dr. Paula Hartman-Stein about guided autobiography. Paula, another 
question came in during the break. This person writes, “Can I write about a troubling 
event from my past when I'm alone and not in a group setting?” I guess wondering 
if that's beneficial on its own or does it have to be in groups.  

Paula: Right. Well that's a great question and the answer is yes, it can be very 
beneficial even if writing alone. And for example, this just literally happened recently 
like as in a week ago. A woman that I know, retired professional, she's not a 
professional writer, but she had a very troubling experience. She's been in some of 
my writing programs in the past, so that's how I know her. And she sent me 
something that she wrote several months ago after her daughter almost died. And 
so, she was ruminating a lot about this and she wrote a piece and I'd just like to just 
read a couple of excerpts from it. 

Dr. Joe: Sure.  

Paula: She said that “My daughter fell and broke her left hip. Her time in the ER 
was very eventful because of the challenges for the staff to find safe medications for 
pain because my daughter had renal failure, so she actually almost died and had to 
be resuscitated because of that complexity.” So, she said after a couple of hours of 
getting her admitted ready for surgery, the entourage of personnel left. Her husband 
left to take care of their dogs and her nurse had just given her some medication and 
had also stepped out of the room. “I was alone with her. I thought she finally can 
get some rest. She laid back and looked so peaceful, her face had lost all the stress 
lines and I reflected that she looked like an angel. I pulled my chair closer if it had 
not been for my daughter, having called me when she was on the way to the ER so 
that I was with her.  

And if it had not been for God guiding me to read the screens of data, I would not 
have recognized that she, within a minute of our being alone was starting to die 
from a total respiratory arrest, the arterial oxygen saturation started plummeting. 
The nurse’s station was about 20 steps away, I think I made it in three. God was 
with my daughter and the medical staff who worked skilfully and calmly to restore 
her breathing.” And then she goes on and at the end she said, “My daughter, they 
did bring her back.” And my acquaintance wrote, “My daughter later told me while at 
the nursing home when she was in rehab, I was gone, I was somewhere else. There 
was a lot of static, but I could hear talking, I didn't want to go back. I was free from 
my pain wracked body. But when I heard your voice, mom, I called on every ounce 
of my being to come back.” 



So that was an excerpt from the piece that she had written several months after this 
incident. And what my acquaintance said is this, “There is no question that writing 
this helped me see my own spontaneous devotion to her. And when I wrote this 
incentive to a family member, I stopped ruminating about it so much.”  

So, it's very powerful to put our thoughts on paper. And one of the things I 
recommend---again this type of writing is for insight it’s for deepening 
understanding. It's not necessarily at all for the craft of owning or writing for 
publication. So, I recommend that people and there's disagreement about this, but 
this is my view, is to write it longhand or prints but not to just type it out on the 
computer you can edit it later. That's grand if you want to share it with people. But 
there's something about this, I don't know, maybe neuropsychologists could explain 
it better than I can understand it, but there's something about the connection 
between the brain and the hand and the arm and the act of writing that goes more 
deeply than just typing.  

Dr. Joe: Sure. Yeah. Yeah. It reminds me of a technique I'd heard of years ago that 
when we're trying to write something or we're having difficulty writing an expression 
in our writing, we try the non-dominant hand. We write with our left hand instead of 
the right hand because that kind of breaks through some of the usual barriers or 
resistance that would come from the dominant handwriting. So, I think you're right. 
I think we are reaching.  

Paula: yeah, I've heard of that and I've actually tried that, that's pretty tough. So, I 
don't have people use their non-dominant hand. They use their dominant hand.  

Dr. Joe: Take a lot of time to read that and writing that. Please go ahead.  

Paula: I was going to say, you asked me about some of the other nuts and bolts of 
these kinds of things. Usually I prefer them to be two to three hours long, but they 
can be a full day, or they can be a weekend workshop. And in terms of number of 
people no smaller than three plus the facilitator. James Birren recommend smaller 
groups, eight to 12 is a maximum, but I know that larger groups can work too. 

And the most amazing experience I had, and I didn't know how I was going to 
handle it frankly was I had a group one time in Australia, in Brisbane, Australia. I 
have a group of 80, eight O and they were in age from their graduate students to 
retired psychologists and I didn't know how we were going to do this, but it worked 
out. And I had some inspiration somehow to how to handle this. And it was a nature 
inspired writing workshop.  

And so, it's a beautiful, beautiful campus there, University of Queensland. And so, I 
had the people go out into the surrounding area, there were palm trees, there were 
little ponds it was a beautiful place. And I have to give full credit to the idea. This is 
not my invention, but this idea came from a workshop I attended once at Omega 
Institute in Rhinebeck New York. When a father, a priest and some of your listeners 
will probably know his name, Father Richard Rohr, R. O. H. R. I give him full credit. I 
attended one of his workshops and it was not a writing workshop it was nature 
workshop and understanding spirituality through nature. And there were 40 of us 



and I know I was the only person in the room who did not know who he was at that 
time. I simply took it because there was an opening and I like Rhinebeck New York 
and I like Omega Institute. And so, I went to it and this was a number of years ago 
when I was not as open minded as I think I am now. And he had us go out into the 
surrounding grounds, youthful property up there too, and pick an object in nature 
that attracted our eyes and to meditate upon that object. To study it carefully or the 
term is used frequently today, mindfully, being very mindful and observing it and 
then just, thinking about what this object in nature is telling us. Well, I thought that 
was really a weird thing to do. How is this object in nature going to speak to me?  

Well, I picked a pine tree and I had a problem that was bothering me at the time. 
And so----but again, I like to write so I had my little journal handy and so I jotted 
down some notes. And then he had us go back into the room and had people share 
their thoughts and it was an amazing experience. So, it was from that, that I was 
inspired to add the writing element to it. And as I did it in Australia with 80 people.  
I divided them up, I gave them the same instruction as Father Rohr gave our group 
to find an object of nature, be it a squirrel, a bird, the breeze, a rock.  It could be 
inanimate as long as it was not manmade. 

And then I had them come back in the room and I subdivided these 80 people into 
four groups. Everybody who chose something with foliage, trees, flowers, et cetera, 
were on one side of the room. Then people who chose the water or air on another 
side and then people who chose animals on another side and anything else that was 
left and another side. And I said, okay, we can't read all of our writings, 80 people in 
the time we have left. But you are going to take the microphone. I want you to read 
two lines from whatever you just wrote that you like. Two lines you like a lot and 
don't worry about what the guy in front of you just said and see what happens. 
Well, if I only had a video of this Joe, because it was the most wonderful tapestry of 
ideas, plus accents. People all of them were from different lands, different countries 
at this workshop.  

And it was like powerful, was like people really got something. And I'm so excited 
just to tell you this little anecdote at the end. Again, I didn't have time to get to 
know these people in any depth. I'd never met any of them previously. And a 
woman who was in her seventies she was a retired psychologist, came up to me at 
the very end and she said to me, “I don't know what you just did in there, what you 
had us do, but all I know is that I was in therapy for the last two, three months and 
I could not solve a problem that's been bothering me. And now I have the answer. 
Nature gave me the answer.”  

Dr. Joe: Hmm. There you go. Yeah 

Paula: Yeah, pretty cool. 

 Dr. Joe: The answers are always there inside of us, we say, right. And that's the 
interconnectedness. 

Paula: But we need triggers bring them out. That's right.  



Dr. Joe: Interconnectedness.  

Paula: We need something to bring it out. That's true.  

Dr. Joe: Yeah. And how everything is interconnected. I'm reading a book about 
Shamanic Visioning right now and shamans, spiritual leaders, saying the same thing. 
The answers are there and if you learn how to reach that side of you, they're there 
for understanding. Well, it looks like we're out of time for today. Thank you, Paula, 
for being on our show and for sharing this information about the power of the pen.  
Let me ask you, for those who might want to contact you how can they do that? And 
tell our listeners about your new website that's launching today.  

Paula: Right. Well, we just built a new website so it's not complete but take a look 
at it www.theinspiredwriter.com and I'm excited about that. I also have a tried and 
true website I've had for many years called www.centerforhealthyaging.com. So, 
you can go to either of those. And if you're interested in reading a bit more about 
the nuts and bolts of creative writing workshops, there is a chapter, chapter 12 in an 
edited book that my colleague Dr. Asenath La Rue and I put together and it's by 
Springer. It’s called Enhancing Cognitive Fitness in Adults a Guide to the Use and 
Development of Community-Based programs. It's a big book it’s 37 chapters, but 
there is one chapter about the creative writing and another one by a colleague of 
mine about oral life review.  

Dr. Joe: Wow. Well good luck with your new website, the inspired writer.com. I like 
that. 

Paula: Oh thank you Joe, thank you. It was a lot of fun. A lot of fun, thank you. 

Dr. Joe:  Good. I'm glad you were able to join us today. So just a reminder to our 
listeners again, please visit our website, sign up for our email if you're not already 
signed up so you can get announcements about future radio shows and thanks to 
everyone for being a listener and for joining our club. See you next time  
 
Thank you for being part of the Living to 100 Club. We hope you'll join Dr. Joe 
Casciani again next Friday at 5:00 PM Eastern time, 2:00 PM Pacific time on the 
Voice America Health and Wellness Channel. Until next week, stay on the right track  
to metal and physical fitness.  
 
 


