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Book Overview 

By Ann Perkins 

 
“A Whack on the Side of the Head” is a book about creativity and innovation by 

Roger von Oech. This new edition follows the creative adventures of Leslie Knope, 
Deputy Director of the Parks and Recreation department in Pawnee, Indiana. This 
book includes the kooky and delightful moments from Leslie and her co-workers, 

relating to the 10 mental locks. 

These three reasons explain why you should own this book (DO NOT check it out 
at the Pawnee Public Library – YOU NEED TO AVOID TAMMY at ALL COSTS, 

for your safety and health): 

Reason #1: You will be amused by Leslie’s lack of perfection and silliness in the 
pursuit of creativity. 

Reason #2: Someday starts today. You will learn how to use your imagination to 
create tangible ideas. 

Reason #3: You believe that waffles, friends and work are your top 3 non-
negotiables. 
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Meet your co-workers and partners in crime! 
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Chapter 1: The Right Answer 

Right answers do not exist in Leslie’s world. Society has told us that 
what you see is what you get. These answers are only one way of 
thinking. Imagine the potential of new ideas – like Galentine’s Day, 

where female friends get together on February 15, and celebrate each 
other. To figure out the right answers, we have to ask questions in a 
new way. Leave assumptions at the door and be the Leslie Knope of 

whatever you do. 

 

Think of your beliefs about government. Do you imagine an obese man 
yelling at someone while in line at the DMV? Many others do too. Think 
about it again. What if there was a happy driving instructor or a janitor 
with a wild sense of humor? Is that surprising to you? There are many 

possible ideas and possible answers. 

 

 

 

 



6	
	

Forget Your Assumptions 

Design your own waffle. Imagine you are a waffle and come up with a 
new and innovative design. It can be anything! 

 

 

	

	

	

	

	

	

The Second Right Answer 

We’re constantly told that there’s only one right answer. Forget that 
idea, and think of the second right answer. Imagine the possible 

alternatives to solving a creative problem. Think of a professional 
photographer who takes hundreds of shots – they don’t settle on just 

the first one. Ask yourself these what if questions:  

1. What if ‘Lil Sebastian was a donkey?  

2. What if Leslie Knope and Ann Perkins had never met? Who would 
Leslie be friends with?  

3. What if Ron Swanson loved working for the government? What 
would the attitude of the Parks and Recreation department be?  

4. What if Andy and Ann never broke up? Who would April spend her 
time with?  
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Chapter 2: That’s Not Logical 

Think back to the time when Andy, April, Ben and Leslie visited 
London for a government function. Remember when Andy thought 

Buckingham Palace was Hogwarts because of its sheer size? Sure, it 
might not seem “logical”, but logic isn’t needed in all parts of our life. 
Andy’s creativity allows him to experience life in a fun way and he’s 
better able to express himself. Tap into your imagination and behold 

the wonders that await.  

 

Here are some quotes from Andy about defying logic:  

“The show must go wrong” 

“When they say two percent milk, I don’t know what the other 98 percent is” 
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Making the Strange Familiar  

Metaphors allow us to link new ideas together. We’re able to 
understand concepts better because of this comparison method. It can 

be much easier than a specific explanation. 

Exercise: Use the topic of “Calzones” and match it up with a 
statement of your choosing.  

Example: A calzone is like a hot fireplace at Christmas.  

Create your own! Imagine you’re Ben Wyatt.  

1.  

2. 

3. 

Soft and Hard Thinking 

Soft thinking is imaginative while hard thinking is logical. Exercise: 
Create your own unique idea for a new cheeseburger that is logical for 

Paunch Burger. 

Use your Intuition 

Intuitive thoughts inspire new ideas. Trust your gut the next time you 
make a creative decision. Exercise: Write down an intuitive thought 

that inspired you. What makes it inspiring and interesting? How do you 
think this thought came into fruition?  
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Chapter 3: Follow the Rules 

Think back to Kindergarten for a minute. Remember when someone 
told you that the sky had to be blue? Well, why can’t the sky be green 

or purple? As children, we’re exposed to limited ways of thinking in our 
education system. Rules help keep society moving, but sometimes we 
need to break them. If Leslie and Ben didn’t break the rules of the “no-
dating” government policy, they wouldn’t be the dynamic duo they are. 

Screw what other people think! 

 

“Parades and your butt, my two vices” – Leslie Knope 

“I think at some point, you and I should make out with each other” – Ben Wyatt 
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Aslan Phenomenon 

We get so comfortable following rules that we never think of 
questioning them. If you don’t break out of them, you’ll become stuck 
in a repetitive pattern. Essentially, circumstances will change as time 
goes on. Come up with a new, alternative rule that should be in place 

at the Parks and Recreation Department:  

 

 

 

 

Thuban Phenomenon 

Think back to season 1 of Parks and Recreation. Remember when 
Leslie was canvassing around the neighborhood? Leslie, Ann, April and 

Tom were advertising the town hall meeting for the filling the 
pit/creating a park. What’s a new way of canvassing? Write/draw your 

ideas in the space below.  

 

 

Slay a Sacred Cow 

Using the same ideas is boring. This tool will help you look at an old 
idea in a new way. Change in perspective is good, otherwise, Leslie 

would still be dating Dave and Ron wouldn’t be working for Pawnee’s 
National Park. Exercise: what’s an old idea about women in 

government and how can you change it?  
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Chapter 4: Be Practical  

Working in the government, Leslie has been told many times that her 
ideas are not “practical” or even “possible”. That’s what Mark 

Brendanawicz, the city planner, told her about building a park over the 
abandoned pit. Leslie thinks big! She doesn’t let practicality get in the 
way of her imaginative phase. We each have an artist and a warrior in 

our creative thinking process. The warrior is good for when you’re 
ready for action, but it’s okay to ask your inner artist (or Leslie Knope) 
what’s next. Same with Jean-Ralphio – he never hesitates to think of 

the craziest possible business idea and roll with the punches. 

 

“Jogging is the worst! I know it keeps you healthy, but god, at what cost?” – Ann 
Perkins  

“TREAT YO SELF!” – Donna Meagle  
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Imagine How Others Would Do It 

Put yourself in someone else’s shoes for a while. Ask yourself “what 
if?” during this exercise. Think of Hillary Clinton, Eleanor Roosevelt, 

Nancy Pelosi, Madeleine Albright and Michelle Obama (Leslie’s 
feminist role models). What would these women do if they were Deputy 

Director of the Parks and Recreation Department in Pawnee? How 
would they help with community development? Jot down your ideas 

here.  

 

 

 

 

The Stepping Stone 

Stepping stones are out-of-the-box, wild ideas that can lead to the 
development and execution of a new idea. They’re not always 

practical, but it’s the start of something new that gets us thinking of 
creative solutions. Ask yourself, “What if Tom and Donna’s idea of 

‘Treat Yo Self’ was a national holiday?” How would people in Pawnee 
celebrate? Would they order a super-sized Paunch Burger?  

Imagine you’re the Idea 

Put yourself in the mindset of what you’re trying to accomplish. 
Exercise: You are designing a new park for Pawnee. Start by imagining 

yourself as a slide. Then, ask yourself what it would be like to be a 
slide.  
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Chapter 5: Play is Frivolous 

Being a workaholic is great until it isn’t. Take a break, go out and play. 
It’s likely you come up with your best ideas singing in the shower, 

working out or at 3 am while sleeping. A playful attitude makes work 
more fun. Brainstorming is food for the soul. Take some time and play 

around with an idea before putting it into action.  

 

Think of Johnny Karate and Burt Macklin, FBI. What do they have in 
common? They go on super cool adventures and have fun while doing 

it. Channel that mindset the next time you’re having a creative 
problem. Here are some of Andy’s quotes to help motivate you: 

“There’s only one man for the job, Burt Macklin, FBI.”  

“The White House! America’s whitest house.”  

“I tried to make ramen in the coffee pot and I broke 
everything.”  
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Play with it! 

Take a break and play a game; grab yourself some waffles and let’s fill 
in some mad-libs about your co-workers. This just for kicks and 

giggles. This gives you the chance to step back and recharge your 
creative mojo.  

Dear (name of person), 

(Plural noun) are red,  

(Plural noun) are blue,  

You love me and I love (plural noun)!  

From (Name) 

Treat Yo Self, (insert coworker’s name here).  

We’ll go out and buy item, item, and item.  

Then we’ll eat (food), (food) and more of (food).  

Finally, we’ll take a private jet to (insert location).  

Add a Constraint 

Creating a deadline while focusing on a specific idea helps us be more 
creative. Try adding something restrictive to think outside of the box. 
Here’s an exercise for you: Create your own park that could be located 
in Pawnee that can only have a slide and a sandbox. What would it 
look like?  

Pause for a Bit 

Take a breather. Exercise: Name 5 different foods that start with “W”.  
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Chapter 6: That’s Not My Area 

“That’s not my area” is not a term that exists in the Parks and 
Recreation Department of Pawnee. Leslie Knope isn’t afraid to 

research, learn new things and try a different area. Remember when 
Ben Wyatt developed his own board game in a bout of depression, 

Cones of Dunshire? Getting out of your comfort zone and trying 
something that’s not in your usual area will help expand your creative 

mind!   

 

Great ideas pop up when you least expect them to. Sometimes ideas 
might not be executable, but it’s a start for what you can develop in 
the future. Don’t give up right away, give something a chance before 
you completely discount it.  

“It’s all about the cones!” – Ben Wyatt 

“I call Ledgerman!” – Ben Wyatt 
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Be an Explorer  

Often, we say we’re open to new ideas, but are we really? You need to 
be a creative explorer on an epic quest. We tend to be creatures of 
habit and stick to only our area. Learning should be part of our daily 

lives. Here’s a quest for you: Get outside and visit your local park and 
make a note of some new ideas you could use to create an event for 

the Parks and Recreation department.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

See the Obvious 

Hello, Captain Obvious! Take a minute and see what’s actually 
happening. Remember how obvious it was to Ann that Ben and Leslie 

liked each other? Other people tend to catch things we miss. Be 
observant of your environment and make note of interesting details. 

No one was surprised when Leslie decided to run for City 
Councilwoman. No one would be surprised if she wanted to be the first 

female president. What is obvious to you when it comes to watching 
Netflix? (Netflix is a commonality nowadays).  
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Chapter 7: Don’t Be Foolish 

Shake things up! Why so serious? It’s good to be a fool sometimes. 
Each of the Parks and Recreation employees have their moments 

where they let loose. Think of April Ludgate. You might not think of her 
as a “fool” because she’s sarcastic and has resting bitch face, but she 
has her moments as shown in the picture below. Take a break and do 
something silly that you wouldn’t normally do! I promise it’ll make you 

feel better about your day.  

 

“I love games that turn people against each 
other.” – April Ludgate 
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Reverse Your Viewpoint 

We may think that government is only about boring forms and 
paperwork, but is that really true? Sure, there’s the department that 

deals with divorces upstairs, but the people are what make Pawnee’s 
Parks and Recreation department so special. We need to think in an 

alternative way. Exercise: Imagine the ways you could interpret 
making a photo album of your coworkers/friends. Draw and write down 

your ideas in the box below.  

 

 

 

 

 

Laugh at It 

Think of the many times that Leslie was drunk on the show. She did 
some pretty crazy things. Drinking usually leads to singing in her case. 
It’s so easy to get embarrassed but we should laugh at our mistakes 

and have fun. It’s something we can look back on and think, “That was 
really freaking funny.” Exercise: Think of an embarrassing alcohol-

related story about yourself and a friend and write it down. Is it more 
amusing now than it was then?  
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Chapter 8: Avoid Ambiguity 

Ambiguity often leads to confusion and frustration when 
communicating with others. For Leslie, her best creative ideas happen 
when she isn’t being specific. This allows her the chance to see what 

other possibilities exist. Leslie tends to be a bit dramatic in her 
ambiguous ideas, but this can be good in the imaginative phase. Chris 

Traeger is also a great example of being ambiguous. Not everyone 
understands his ideas, but he’s always looking for the next innovative 

concept to better the Parks and Recreation Department.  
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Paradoxes 

Paradoxes are an ambiguous form of communication. They’re meant to 
be ironic yet true. They force us to think outside of the box and move 
forward with a project. Plus, they’re a ton of fun to do. Exercise: Think 

of Donna Meagle. Create 3 paradoxes that relate to her life.  

 

 

 

 

Listen to Your Dreams 

Dreams reveal a lot about who we really are. Even though we’re not 
awake, our subconscious mind is at play. Dreams are often ambiguous 

and people have been trying to make sense of them for many 
thousands of years. Exercise: Think of a recent dream you had. What 

happened and how did you feel about it? Can you put together the 
pieces to create a story?  

 

 

  

Become an Oracle 

Oracles are everywhere. You are one too. They rely on gut feelings and 
instinct to solve creative problems. Think of Leslie and Ben’s 

relationship again. If Ben hadn’t gone with his gut feeling to kiss 
Leslie, they wouldn’t have gotten married. Is there a time when you 

were an oracle for someone else?  
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Chapter 9: To Err is Wrong 

Tom failed with Rent-a-Swag and Snake Juice. Jerry is just Jerry. April 
and Andy failed at living like real adults. Jean-Ralphio failed at making 
money and being self-sufficient. Leslie Knope failed the expectations 

of Pawnee citizens while being a councilwoman. Everyone makes 
mistakes, but ultimately, they shape who we become. We learn from 

these lessons and come up with new creative solutions. 
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Is Failure Bad?  

Failure is not necessarily all bad. We learn from our mistakes and 
discover how we respond to difficult situations. It’s okay to mess up 

now and again. It happens to everyone. Exercise: Think of a past 
failure that really bothered you at the time. Would you work to solve 
this issue in a different way? What do you think of it now? List 3-5 

different ideas you have in mind.  

A Different Logic 

When a mistake pops up, we often think, “oh shit, I really screwed this 
one up.” On the other hand, we can think of it in a different way. For 
example, when Leslie was campaigning for city councilwoman, she 

had multiple plans. When Plan R didn’t work she would enact Plans S 
and T. She never gave up. Exercise: Think of a mistake that you made 
recently. What would you do differently? Are there things you would do 

the same? What led you to that choice?  

Roll With the Punches 

Just like the title explains, you’ve got to roll with the punches. Not 
everything will go your way. We have to accept that mistakes are a 
natural part of life. You’re not stuck with just one choice. There are 
many paths to choose. Making Pro and Con lists are a great way to 

start. Think of a big decision you need to make. What are the pros and 
cons of this decision? 

Pros: 

Cons:  
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Chapter 10: I Am Not Creative  

Erase the phrase “I am not creative” from your mind completely. You. 
Are. Creative. Try saying this to yourself, “I AM creative”. Sure, you 

may not know computer science or how to bake a cake, but everyone 
has something they’re creative in. It just takes some time to find out 
what that is. Leslie is creative in government. Donna is creative with 
fashion. April is creative with sarcasm. Andy is creative with music. 

Chris is creative with exercise. You just have to tap into your 
imagination and see what happens.  
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You Are a Self-Fulfilling Prophecy 

You are the boss of creativity. You can do anything you want. Believe 
in your ideas and have fun. Exercise: Try a new hobby. Tell yourself 

you will do it and make it happen. This new hobby may turn out to be 
something you really love doing. 

Give Yourself a Creative License  

Question: are you creative? The only option is “Hell Yes!”. No does not 
exist. You are creative, you can make things happen. Exercise: Draw 
an image that makes you feel good. You don’t need to be Van Gogh, 

just have fun. Whether you like drawing smiley faces or realistic 
portraits, do what you love.  

 

 

 

 

 

Discover Your Own Creative Style 

Everyone has his or her own creative style, from Queen Elizabeth to 
John Mayer. This is how we succeed and differentiate ourselves. 

Exercise: Create a collage that expresses who you are and what you 
value. It can include anything that brings you joy. This could include 
magazine cutouts, old ticket stubs, washi tape. There is no limit to 

what you can do! Have fun and let your inner personality shine 
through.   
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Conclusion: The Legacy of Leslie Knope 

 
 

Leslie Knope is one of the most loved television characters of all time. 
She is spunky, hardworking and dedicated to her work in government. 
She feels like our best friend, even though none of us have ever met 
her or Amy Poehler. Leslie went from being Deputy Director to being 

an amazing representation of women in government. Leslie takes 
creative risks and other people respect her for it. Even when other 
people feel negative, she maintains her positivity. Leslie is a friend, 

wife and loving mother. She cares ferociously for those lucky people in 
her life. Leslie learns from her mistakes and makes the best of them. 

Be like Leslie, and be inspired by her, and yourself.  
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Conclusion: A Whack on the Other Side of the Head 

Creativity is an essential part of who we are. Everyone is born creative 
– we just have to remind ourselves of that. You’re an explorer, artist, 

judge and warrior! Opening up these mental locks is tough but 
rewarding work. It’s challenging to get out of comfort zones and learn 
in a new way. Our whole lives people tell us, “No, you have to draw it 
this way” or “No, the grass is not purple”. We are shoved into a box, 

forced to keep our creativity down. Well, this shall go on no longer for 
you. Now that you’ve opened up these mental locks, the world is your 

oyster. Just as Leslie Knope had to deal with difficult people in 
government, we realize that we can conquer anything. Leslie Knope is 

a creative icon and if she were real, she’d be our first female 
president. The next time you’re in a funk, ask yourself, “What would 

Leslie Knope do?”. 

12 Final Tips 

1. Forget your assumptions and rephrase the question in a different 
way. 

2. Forget logic and just have fun! Life is full of creative ideas. 
3. Screw the rules and do what you want (within reason).  

4. Channel your inner artist to determine a new creative path.  
5. Play first, work later.  

6. Learn about other areas. Why not try learn Japanese?  
7. Be a fool and poke fun at life.  

8. Ambiguity is great for creativity but make sure to communicate 
clearly when it comes to work and school.  

9. Learn from your mistakes and see what you can do better next time. 
10. You. Are. Creative. Don’t ever forget that. 

11. Cultivate your inner Leslie Knope to solve a creative problem. 
12. Beauty exists in the creation of new ideas and bringing them to 

fruition. 
 

*Note: All Images used in this workbook come from Google Images and are not my 
own. 


