

Background to the Core Traits Exercise

These activities can be used in several audiences and are applicable to many circumstances, either in short or in prolonged format. Participants report that it is a positive experience and affirms individual unique qualities and strengths that each person brings to their life and situation. The Core Trait Exercise helps individuals to focus on these qualities and strengths, and to recognize the reality of their traits through the retelling of their own stories by others. 

The success of any organizational or group endeavor depends at least in part on the full actualization and utilization of each individual's talents and strengths. The final step in the Core Train exercise helps individuals to reflect on those conditions which have been present or prevalent during those times they were more satisfied, fulfilled or successful.  Individuals begin to think about how to seek and re-create these conditions in their work or private situation, and, to be aware of and support the same needs for their colleagues, friends and family members. 

The Core Traits can be done alone or in combination with the Rainbow Exercise. The latter includes additional steps that help to deepen the work for individuals. This helps them to identify the traits and strengths they carry across many experiences from different parts of their lives.  Most find that there are a few traits that appear over several stories, from young and older, work and non-work etc. These we call the “core traits” which must be honored for this person to work at fulfillment in any part of their life. It also asks them to make sense of these traits by sorting, cataloging and explaining them to others.  

Where it might be used:

Participants have reported they would use the exercise in their work and home. For instance:

*Working with teachers: use in CFG meetings; staffing discussions, scheduling discussions; collaborative culture development, professional development workshops, trainings, collaborative culture development;  

*Working with students: use in advisories, career planning, self-esteem curriculum,

What you will need:

Participant Agenda

Facilitators Agenda

Facilitators Aid

Optional: “Welcome” and participant agenda

¼ - ½ of a sticky pad per participant

or packet of 15 3x5 card per participant per story

Pens or markers

Construction paper

Tape



Facilitators Agenda

1 Minute – Introduction

Main Idea: “This assignment is intended to help us individuals reflect and focus on their unique traits and strengths—those qualities which come to the fore when you are engaged in a deeply satisfying and enjoyable activity or event.” 

5 Minutes – Instructions and Making the Story List (See Facilitators Aid) 

Ask participants to choose 4-6 stories from their life where they were highly satisfied and fulfilled. (Use detailed instructions provided on Facilitators Aid). You might also ask participants to come to the activity their list of stories already prepared. 

10 Minutes – Story writing or recording 

Ask each participant to pick ONE situation from their list of 4-6, to describe their story in great detail and to be prepared to tell the others in their group about the experience. Tell them how they are to approach writing, recording and telling their story to others using the Facilitators Aid instructions. 

25 Minutes – Round One of Story Telling and Observing

1 minute - 
Instructions

+8 Minutes 
Each Story 
(5 to tell, 3 to report back)
X 3 
People in Triad 

= 25 minutes 
One round of story telling

Participants break into groups of two or three (three is better).

1 Minute – Instructions for Story Telling Circles

Tell participants that each of them will have the role of story teller and listener during the next activity.
Story teller role - One participant from each group begins the round of telling their story while the other two listen and observe. Each teller has five minutes. 

Listeners are to carefully listen and to record what they hear about the teller from the story. They write their observations on 3x5 cards or on sticky papers*. These observations are written in the form of “I” statements, such as “I prefer”, “I do”, and “I am” (See Facilitator’s Aid)  In other words, the story teller prefers, does, is excited by, etc. 

After the story is over, each listener reports back to the storyteller what they heard using the “I statements” they wrote (see Facilitators Aid). Each listener has 1-2 minutes to report.

Ask participants to refrain from discussing the stories or their observations after one round, unless clarification is needed. For example, one story is told, the feedback given, and the next story begins. This helps to provide equitable time and attention to each participant, and assurance that no one story or observed traits are more important, or more interesting and so on.

10 Minutes – Recording and sharing supportive conditions and circumstances. 

At the end of all the rounds, ask participants to write a few sentences or words about the conditions, factors, elements involved in their story or experience they believe supported or allowed for their strengths, qualities or traits to emerge in their stories. These should be recorded. Participants share their findings with each other

10 Minutes (Optional) - Gallery Walk or Group Share

All participants post their cards or sticky papers containing their core traits on a piece of construction paper and post these on the wall (anonymously if they choose). Others circulate, read and discuss what they find.

NOTE: 

The cycle of story telling and observing can be repeated around the triad several times, providing opportunity for each person to share multiple experiences and to discover traits and qualities from two or more different experiences in their lives.  (See the Rainbow Exercise). In this case, the listeners should record their “I statements” with some kind of similar code such as marking each card from a single story with the same letter or color. For example, the observations from “my day gardening” are coded green and those from “making a special dinner” are marked with blue, and so forth. At the end, each person will have a collection of ‘I statement cards from all of their stories. 



Facilitators Agenda

Overview

This exercise asks each person to sort, categorize, re-organize and re-describe the “I statements” they received from the Core Traits activity. This helps the each participant to reflect and learn more deeply about their core traits and strengths. 

Timeline for Activity

Most likely, participants will do most of this activity away from the group. Participants should leave approximately 2 hours to re-group their cards and an hour to record their findings. 

Instructions to Participants: The Rainbow Exercise

Participants are to re-sort the cards into new clusters following these guidelines.

1) Sort the cards into clusters of LIKE traits

You (the participant) are the one to decide which cards fit together.  You will probably do more than one preliminary sort before you finally decide where each card fits. Remember that two persons may have identified the same skill in a single story, so expect to see some duplicates with the same color or other code on the edge of the card/sticky.  But, often the wording is distinct enough to warrant its inclusion in another category. You can discard those cards/stickies that you honestly found were misinterpretations of your stories. 

2. Give each cluster of like traits a title which you make up yourself.

Pick up the pile; examine the side edges to see how many stories are represented.  The more colors or different codes there are under a set of traits, the more dominant a theme you have identified.

3.  Lay out all the clusters and notice if you see connections between them
If you find connections between some of them, place those clusters in the same general area together.  Put the clusters in some kind of order that makes sense to you.

4.  Type (or write clearly) all the clusters, their titles and the component cards on letter-size paper, and duplicate copies for each person in your triad or group.

30 minutes - 1 Hour - Report your findings  

Prepare to tell your group how and why you clustered your traits, and what this new organization tells you, or confirms what you already knew about your strengths and qualities. 



Facilitators Aid for Core Traits Exercise

Directions for the Core Traits exercise


Provide participants with these explanations and guidelines as you begin each section of the activity.

How to pick stories:

This assignment is intended to help us focus on your strengths--those qualities which come to the fore when you are engaged in a deeply satisfying and enjoyable activity or event. It is highly based on the stories you pick, so it’s important to follow some guidelines as you pick and describe them.

* Pick stories of occasions or activities—preferably outside of   paid work--where you felt fulfilled and satisfied.  These don’t have to be big projects, long term events, etc. Anything that feels meaningful to you counts. (Cooking a dinner, for instance)

* Pick stories of things which happened in different time periods of your life if you can - childhood, adolescence, adulthood.  {If you have experienced profound change in your life and if more recent activities represent a deeper level of satisfaction, you may want to emphasize these, but do not ignore early experiences, for they often contain the seeds of interests which will be more developed later.}

* Choose stories representative of different arenas of activity (not all about athletics, for example). 

How to describe your story

We are looking for detail in your narratives--vivid step-by-step descriptions of yourself in action--like a movie of yourself doing that particular thing.  If you choose a general topic like "sailing" then we will ask you to focus on one particular time when you went sailing and to tell that story in detail, and then amplify it with additional information about other times. Avoid adjusting any part of your story on your observer’s behalf or any perceived need or expectation you think s/he may have. Your job is to tell a narrative story with as much detail and description of what happened as possible.

How to record observations about the stories

As you tell us these stories, the others in your dyad/triad will each be taking notes on cards. This exercise is not limited to defining marketable skills; that is an easier task.  This will include character traits, values and preferences--your approach toward activity in a more general way. These will be recorded in “I” statements, such as “I usually”, “I prefer”, “I start with”, etc. Again, observers should try to record only what they hear and observe, not what they think the story teller might mean or their motive for telling a story, etc. How this happens will be much clearer when someone begins their first story.  

How to report the observations

Try to stick to reading the “I statements” only, without explanation or description unless the teller asks for more clarification or objects to a particular observation.



Please follow the instructions below and bring this sheet with you to our meeting.

On opposite side of this sheet, make a list of 4 occasions or activities in which you felt deeply satisfied and fulfilled; where you were happiest and you felt at your best. 

* Pick at least 2 situations that occurred out-of work.

* Pick activities from various times periods of your life – childhood, adolescence, adulthood

* Pick activities from different arenas of activity (not all athletics, for example)

* Be very specific about the occasion or activity.  (If you say “skiing”, you’ll need to go back and find a particular trip or mountain descent that was the most satisfying; if you say 
”gardening” then you need to find both a specific example of gardening – a day, picking plants, preparing the soil, etc.)

We will be using your selections during our fist activity of the meeting, so please come prepared, and…….





Participant Agenda

2 Minutes
Introduction and Instructions

5 Minutes
Participants list 4-6 satisfying activities.

10 Minutes
Story writing 

2 Minutes
Instructions to Next Step 

25 Minutes
Story Telling and Observing

[8 Minutes (5 minutes story telling; 3 minutes telling observations) 

x 3 people (in a triad) = 25 minutes]

5 Minutes
Reflecting on and Recording Supportive Situational Conditions 

5 Minutes
Optional - Triads share conditions 

10 Minutes
Optional - Gallery Walk or Group Share of all individual findings



10 Minutes
Instructions, Questions and Answers

3-6 Hours
Sorting, Categorizing and Writing; Self-Reflection Time

15 minutes
Presentation of categorizing and sorting results

– 1 Hour: 


