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The Creative Universities project

In 2003, a group of university teachers and educational developers within the
LTSN (Learning and Teaching Support Network of the UK} decided that we
wanted to share the creative-thinking techniques we knew about with those who
could use them in a responsible way to enhance the creative potential of their
students and peers. We wanted to see whether we could mvestigate and share
some of the ‘know-how’ about creative thinking that seemed to have been
largely used to date by the private, and not the public, sector. We were funded
by the LTSN to conduct 2 knowledge transfer experiment aimed at developing
the creative capacity of 15 academics in a residential workshop, who would, in
turn, share their know-how with others in their institution. The idea was to help
academics to realise the potential of employing specific techniques to help their
colleagues and students develop their creative potential. We asked four creative-
thinking consultant practitioners to help our participants learn about their
approaches to fostering creative thinking. We held 2 three-day experiential
workshop which incorporated many fun, interactive exercises as well as social
gatherings and music-making. We knew this would be a productive experience
for the participants but what we hadn’t realised was the huge power of this
experience to wake up individuals to their true selves. 1 have never before
experienced knock-on effects like those of that residential workshop. For
months afterwards T was hearing third-hand about the participants having had
‘life changing experiences’.

After the workshop we asked five volunteers from the group to become facilita-
tors. Nine of the 15 volunteered and proposed that they would share the proposed
fee so that all could participate. All nine selected one of the approaches fo gain
extra training and then tried to facilitate a workshop in an area of their choosing,
with students or their colleagues. They used the same approaches that we had
taught them. The T; ravelling Case: How to Foster Creative T, hinking in Higher Edy-
cation’ (Baillie, 2003) describes in detail the experiences and the lessons learnt by
each facilitator in their endeavours to foster creative thinking in others. In this
chapter I briefly summarise the approaches used in the experiment, as well as the
ideas that came from the participants about how to get the best out of these tech-
nigues in their particular teaching and learning contexts,

Creative problem-solving

All of the techniques we employed were based on the premise that they would
be used in problem-solving. Participants  engaged in  creative-
thinking exercises aimed at solving real problems. We worked with the essential
framework of creative problem-solving that is described in CASE: Creativity in

Art, Science and Engineering (Dewulf and Baillie, 1999). This is based on the
following stages:

1 Preparation.
2 - Question formulation, clarification and reformulation.
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3 Purge, idea generation and incubation.
4 1dea clustering, evaluation and action planning.

There are many different versions of this scheme, split into four or five stages

and different pathways but all have essentially the same stages.

Preparation
It’s important to prepare for a creative session. The room needs to be set up o
that it is as inspiring as possible — the most important elements are light, colour,
flexibility in the use of space, comfort, warmth, music if desired and a good
supply of goodies and drinks. You will also need a range of materials to encour-
age the notion of idea generation — flip-charts, post-it notes, marker pens, Blu-
Tack and coloured stickers. Participants need to also be prepared for the session
— depending on the confext, they may be asked to bring along material, or do

some prior reading.

Puestion formulation, clarification and reformidation

ved needs to be examined from many perspectives. This
d allow for divergence of ideas if there is flexibility
around the problem. It can also be a convergent stage if the exercise helps 10
refine our understanding of the problem, such that by the time it is well defined
it is almost solved. The process helps us to frame a problem or problems mn dif-
ferent ways and stops us from rushing off to start solving the ‘wrong’ problem.

The problem to be so
can be a creative stage an

Purge, idea generation and incubation
it is useful to have a purge or ‘brain dump’ to
clear the working memory and move ideas to the brain store (just like a com-
puter) so as o leave space for processing ideas. If the working memory is t00
full, the same idea keeps coming to the forefront. Brainstorming is the most
common purging method used. It is often considered to be a creative-thinking
approach but it is t00 simple to get really innovative ideas if the group arc a little
fixated with certain solutions. A quiet round is a good idea; ask the participants
to write down as many solutions as possible; one idea per post-it note.
At the idea-generation stage, we need to come up with as many varied ideas
as possible. Tt is important to stick with the main two principles, originally attti-
buted to Osborn, who developed brainstorming in the 1930s (Osborn, 1993):

RBefore the idea-generation stage,

»  Postpone your judgement.
«  Hitch-hike on the ideas of others.

There are many different techniq

generated. Participants can call o

them up. It is up to the judgement of the facilitator to see which approach fe

ses to enhance the quality and quantity of ideas
ut ideas or write them on post-it notes and stick
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Four approaches to creative thinking

Creative Problem Solving (CPS) technigues
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preventing easy solution of this problem? What cannot be changed? Everyone is
asked to formulate a question from this briefing in the form ‘How can we ...7’
Fach person writes a problem on a post-it note and these are then pinned up or
written up on a flipchart. The most important words are circled by the problem
owner and a reformulation takes place. The final problem statement is written up
on a flipchart for all to see. It should be visible throughout the session.

Idea generation

Reversals. In the reversals technique, we are asked to reverse the problem, so a
problem statement such as, ‘How do we help students become motivated to
learn?” might end up as ‘How can we prevent students from being motivated to
learn?’ We are usually much better at coming up with negatives so we fill a
flipchart full of ideas such as ‘bore them tc death in a lecture, close the
windows, speak in a monotonous voice, never relate it to real life’, etc. We then
reverse each idea in turn to see if any useful ideas come from this. Often we end
up describing our actual teaching situation, which is rather embarrassing but not
very creative!

Analogies. Making an analogy with something is a method we often adopt in
order to explain difficult concepts to students. Finding an analogy with familiar
objects or concepts can help participants to generate ideas. As an example of
applying the technique in higher education, a research student in one of my
workshops was trying to find ideas about where to go next with a very difficult
chemistry problem. She told us that the chemical reaction she was studying was
similar to building a brick wall — and she wanted to do it more efficiently but we
couldn’t change the bricks, the cement or the bricklayers. We brainstormed
ideas on how to help the bricklayers become happier so that they would do their
job more effectively. Ideas that are first brainstormed have only a ‘fuzzy’ con-
nection to the original problem — and do not have to be sensible. One idea we
came up with was — ‘make it more sunny so that they enjoy getting a sun tan
whilst they work’. We then suggested that participants look at the ideas and go
back to the problem and make stronger connections to the original briefing. This
idea became “use UV light to speed up the reaction’. The student did not know if
this had been done before, but she had certainly not thought of it herself and #
seemed feasible to her.

Flower technique. The question ‘owner’ is asked to choose one of the words

of the problem statement and this is written in the middle of a flipchart. Every
one is asked to call out words which they associate with this. Each new word i
written in a petal of the flower. After a couple of minutes use some wild cards
‘thinking of cartoons ~ what word comes to mind?” The zaniest idea from th
flower 1s used as the basis for another round of idea generation. In this way wi
move from ideas that are obviously associated with the initial idea to ideas thal
are ‘far away’ and that one would not normally be associated with the origing

idea.
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The tribes

Heyokar Chiefs: Freedom and creativity,

The Peace Chiefs: Present condition and appreciation.

The War Chiefs: Power and danger.

The Medicine Singer Chiefs: Purpose and direction.

The Women Chiefs: Harmony and balance (Maintenance and balance),
The Council Chiefs: Inter-relatedness (Interconnectedness) and timing.
The Hunter Worker Chiefs: Strategy and action.

The Law Dog Chiefs: Vitality, energy and integrity (Integrity and vitality).

At the end of the responses, the Wisdom Council vote on the issue ag presented
by each tribal chief, either ‘I agree’ or ‘I am unsure’. This voting is done by the
hand-signals of ‘setting the sun’ (agree), and of an unsettled sun (unsure). Any
uncertainty is explained, discussed and reviewed. It is important that the
responses are taken seriously and that each person sticks to the perspective of
their own position.

The wheel can help teams to take a look at their “whole self” and in this way
can see behaviour patterns, and move to new ways of thinking. The Nowhere
Foundation has developed the use of the medicine wheel and forces their clients
to remain in tension with the energy that delivers creativity ~ rather than
rushing to solutions. The ability to remain in a state of ‘not knowing’ is ofien
the most elusive part of being creative. The wheel is most often used to help an
organisation to look at their future. A group of 5-12 people might work
together to assess the future of their organisation and consider it from different
perspectives,

In applying the technique in higher education, one of the workshops dis-
cussed in The Travelling Case (Baillie, 2003) considered the problem ‘How
does the sustainability agenda interact with the luxury car industry now and in
the future?” Small groups were asked to consider this problem from one of the
perspectives around the wheel and to capture their ideas on post-it notes. Bach
group in turn (starting with the East) placed their notes on the large segment of a
wheel drawn on a huge piece of paper on the floor. They then explained what
they meant to the group, discussion followed and the process passed 1o the next
group in a clockwise direction. As an example of the approach to problem
solving, the interconnectedness and timing group considered the interconnec-
tions necessary to leverage influence for further work to make the luxury car
industry see the economic, social and environmental benefits of sustainability.
This proved a very useful way of approaching such a daunting task.

The process allows for a diversity of perspectives without conflict, encourages
team-focused problem-solving and digs deep to the root of the problem. However,
1t is sometimes difficult for people to relate to the “spiritual’ undertones, and the
headings are confusing for many. The medicine wheel can appear to be inappro-
priate for many of our participants’ problems, They want tangible outcomes. This
technique specifically puts the participants into a space of ‘not knowing’ and
aence into a place of highly creative output. One reconumendation from our facili-

tators was to change the titles on the wheel to suit your group’s needs and to take
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the essence of the process whilst removing those p
participants. Doing this might also encourage a sense of

arts which could put off
ownership for the process.

Mind and body approaches

Mike Metelits, of the organisation “Nothing Special’, introduced us to the ‘Mind

and body” approach to creative thinking. The aim of these techniques is to help

people be in touch with sensations in their bodies and to use them as well as

their minds to help drive their needs in life. Recognising stress and tension that

we may be carrying in our bodies {perhaps since childhood) is an acknowledged

part of a psychotherapist’s or chiropractor’s work. Exercises involving deep

breathing can inCrease awarencss of the body and a feeling of being ‘centred’.

This is not an easy feeling to describe — but we can imagine it is one in which
omfortable in our skin’ or balanced. The idea is that once we are aware
of the feeling of being centred, then we can easily understand when we are
led off-centre. We spend too much time with fruitless activities and thoughts
centre instead of on more productive and creative ones.
neral creative potential by freeing us of
fidence and encourage deeper
s — each exercise is followed
d to discuss the physical

we feel ‘¢

pul
dealing with being off-
The techniques can help to promote a ge
tensions; they are also intended to promote con
insights. Some of the basic approaches are as follow
by a group debrief, in which participants are encourage
feelings associated with exercises.

First, stand and breathe in 2 relaxed and open manner —
of ‘being centred’ 1o gauge more accurately when ideas put us ‘off-centre’.

In pairs, the idea for the next stage is to move into each other’s personal
space — slowly and considerately, maintaining eye contact throughout.

One person can push the other gently to apply different pressures from the
side and front. The partner at this stage can ask guestions about a problem or
issue that is in focus. Switching to cognitive mode causes a lack of centredness.
Variations to the questions and stresses added to this situation help us under-
stand how we separate cognitive and sensory issues.

These approaches are often the most difficult for participants to relate to —
and the least structured and rational. They are also the ones which would take
the most time to learn how to facilitate and also to have an effect. As such they
generally produce either the most significant result or none at all because the
person is too blocked to cope with the foreign feelings that they evoke. One of
our participants found that in situations where it was not going to be possibleto
use the whole technique, using some aspects as a warm-up and focusing exercise
were invaluable.

The main advice from our facilitators for these technigues was that you need to
think through purpose and context well. Students may need to lose stress but may
not be in a position to appreciate the technique. To properly understand the tec
nique needs time and practice. Participants may tend to want to ask questions

about every technique and lose the body connection — focusing only on the mind
This approach can work well if judgement is suspended in the warm-up phase o

the workshop.
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some time but once you start to use it, it does help to develop ways of thinking
that naturally become part of your creative problem-solving approach.

Summary of key lessons and the implications for teaching to
facilitate creative thinking
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The techniques above were applied to workshops with students and staff in a
make people feel special and

whole variety of disciplines and contexts across higher education. Creative
problem-solving was used with product design staff and students, disability ser-
vices and architecture students, HE teachers, managers and staff and education
developers. The medicine wheel was used with research students in manufactur-
ing sciences and electrical engineering students. ‘Mind and body’ techniques
were used with urban design staff and students, library staff, art and design stu-
dents and industrial design students. TRIZ was used with computing technology
and product design staff and students, and with art and design students.

As shown from the above list, it was not the case that the more systematic
techniques were applied to technical disciplines and the more intangible
methods to artistic disciplines, as we might have assumed that the students
would respond better to these respective approaches. In fact, very little that the
facilitators reported of their experience related to the background discipline. It
was clear that the acceptance of the more esoteric technignes such as ‘“Mind and
body” were more related to personality and background than discipline. It was
found that TRIZ is sometimes perceived as so complex that it is hard to intro-
duce to younger students. The relative success of the different techniques was
not ‘measured’, but rather evaluated qualitatively. We were not interested in the
absolute number of ideas generated by these techniques but in the quality of
ideas and thinking that we saw being developed in staff and students. The
reports from our facilitators were unanimous — these approaches will help to
foster creative thinking in many varied contexts. However, they leamnt very
quickly some of the lessons needed to help them optimise the potential of these
techniques to enhance the creative potential, rather than forge even more blocks
for the participants. The following sections give a summary of the suggestions
made by our facilitators after they had learnt some key lessons in tmplementing
these techniques. ~

around the space angd make it seem effortiess —
empowered, yet grounded.
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creative thinking of a group it is probably better not to have a really difficult
problem to work on. It is important to gain some ‘quick wins’ so that the group
starts to feel that they are in fact being very creative and enhance their confi-
dence. This will help ideas to flow better. It is often useful to work with a
problem owner who describes the briefing at the start of the session but who
must not interrupt the session if it appears to be moving off the point. Group
ownership is also important so that everyone feels that they care about the
problem being solved. This can be developed in the early stages by the reformu-
lation exercises described above where the group gets to re-write the problem in
their own words,

Process

A good facilitator will be able to select a technique that will work at the onset,
and change to another as necessary. Techniques that break mind sets are import-
ant and a balance of divergent and convergent processes works well. The skills
of selecting techniques will come with time. It is essential that the facilitator is
able to be humble and to admit when a technique is not working. It is also
important to time the stages, know at which point to move on, allow for flexibil-
ity to suit the process and the participants’ needs and expectations and allow for
breaks.

At the start, the use of icebreakers is essential. The one thing that all the train-
ers and lecturers involved in this project stressed was that it was best to mix and
match techniques and approaches rather than to stick to one method in a ritualis-
tic manner. Some very cognitive techniques such as TRIZ can cause ownership
of the problem to be lost if not carefully managed. Random approaches such as
the use of abstract representation using finger paintings, for example, can forge
the link to personal feelings and ownership that may be needed for buy-in to
ideas. However, sometimes the opposite is true — some participants will find the
random approaches too ‘hit and miss’ and will be relieved when entering a TRIZ,
phase. It is important for participants to understand that all ideas are valued so
that they feel part of the process. The continual feedback, rewards and praise ar
all part of the energy management. Fun needs to be maintained at all times, bu
it has to be balanced with perceived and real productivity. The company Ide
Factory in the UK once told me that when running workshops in the UK com
pared to the USA they had to take out ‘50% of the fun’ otherwise UK particip
ants would not take it seriously!

Facilitating creative thinking in education

In our first publication (Dewulf and Baillie, 1999), we attempted to discuss p
ciples that might be applied to foster creative thinking generally in teaching an
learning — ways in which we as teachers could provide stimulus to students an
counter the effects of previous barriers. In this chapter we have described
approaches taken within a UK-wide experiment to foster creative thinking
universities. We focused on specific techniques that may be employed to h
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Notes

1 www.creatiVeeducationfoundation.org/.
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