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Developing creativity

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi
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biology. As each discipline keeps becoming deeper and more complex, it is easy
to lose sight of those neighboring branches of knowledge that might help trans-
form one’s own.

Any society, any institution that does not take these realities into account is
unlikely to be successful, or even to survive in the coming years. On the other
hand, individuals who see the opportunities in this new scenario are going to be
in a better position to add value to their communities, and prosper in the process.
But this requires the ability to recognize the emerging realities, to understand
their implications, and to formulate responses that harness the energy of evolu-
tion to build products, ideas, and connections that add value to life. And that
requires creativity.

How is education preparing young people for this creative task? So far, not
very well. The culture-lag between what is needed in the present and what the
schools offer has always existed; now it threatens to grow ever larger. Schools
teach how to answer, not to question. They teach isolated disciplines that, as the
years pass, become more and more difficult to integrate. Reference to the
present, let alone to the future, is lacking in most school curricula which are
dominated — understandably, perhaps — by a concern with transmitting past
knowledge. Yet the past is no longer as good a guide to the future as it once had
been. Young people have to learn how to relate and apply past ways of knowing
to a constantly changing kaleidoscope of ideas and events. And that requires
learning 1o be creative.

The present volume, edited by Norman Jackson and colleagues, is thus very
timely. To my knowledge, this is the first volume addressing the role of creativ-
ity in higher education. It is a difficult but essential project. Difficult for several
reasons, some more easily avoidable than others. The most obvious danger is
that of reducing creativity to a facile routine of exercises in ‘thinking outside the
box.” These days the popular view of a creative person is someone who spins off
original ideas left and right, a person one would like to hang out with at a cock-
tail party so as to be amused by a constant stream of witty apperceptions.

But if one is to go by the evidence of the creative individuals of the past, cre-
ativity requires a focused, almost obsessive concern for a clearly delimited prob-
lematic area. Neither Isaac Newton nor Leonardo da Vinci would have been great
hits at a party. Neither Johann Sebastian Bach nor Dante Alighieri were known for
their witty repartee or fluid imagination — except in their own work. There are
occasional exceptions: Benjamin Franklin was more like the current conception of
what a creative person should be like, as apparently he was the life of the party at
the French court during his residence there. But within their domain of interest, all

creative individuals love the task that engages their whole energy. They all echo

the words of Paolo Uccello, the Florentine who was one of the first to learn how to

use perspective in painting, who according to his wife used to walk up and down

the bedchamber all night, shaking his head and muttering: ‘Ah, what a beautiful

thing is this perspective!’

So if one wishes to inject creativity in the educational system, the first step

might be to help students find out what they truly love, and help them to

immerse themselves in the domain — be it poetry or physics, engineering or
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tion of creativity into higher education.

Claremont, December 2005

1 Imagining a different world

Norman Jackson

Imagination is the beginning of creation.
{George Bernard Shaw)

Imagine a different world of higher education

Our ability to imagine and then invent new worlds for ourselves is one of our
greatest human assets and the origin of all human achievement. It is the vision of
a higher education world in which students’ creativity is valued alongside more
traditional forms of academic achievement that provides the driving force for
this book and energises the Imaginative Curriculum network:' a loose associ-
ation of people campaigning for greater consideration of the role of creativity in
higher education. Underlying this project are the assumptions that: helping
people to be creative is a good thing; that people tend to be more satisfied if they
are able to be creative; and that individually and collectively we need to be cre-
ative to continually adapt and invent in an ever-changing and increasingly
complex world. But, more than anything else, we are campaigning for creativity
because we believe that students’” experiences of higher education and their
future Hives will be enriched if teachers help them recognise, experience and
develop more of their potential. Pragmatically, we believe that students will
become more effective learners and, ultimately, successful people if they can
recognise and harness their own creative abilities and combine them with more
traditional academic abilities.

This book is part of a strategy to encourage higher education to think more
deeply about its responsibilities and practices for nurturing students’ creativity
and to provide practical help and advice to teachers who want to develop their
curricula and teach in ways that are more likely to foster students’ creativity. Our

strategy reflects Michael Fullan’s (2003: 23) wise advice for accomplishing
complex change:

Start with the notion of moral purpose, key problemns, desirable directions,
but don’t lock in.

 Create communities of interaction around these ideas.
Ensure that quality information infuses interaction and related deliberations.
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Look for and extract promising patterns, i.e. consolidate gains and build on

L

them.

The book draws together the results of many Of these igtg?actlggs ;gc Z};‘lfgic;
promising patterns’. Our objective is no? to provide d§ﬁ111t1.\/e' scien 1n fefini-
tions of what creativity in higher education means. Rather, it 18 'tod.o?én },p fhe
many rich and diverse conceptions of wb,at (.:rﬁ?auwty means to ;ﬂ} ivi ;1; Scon_
groups of people and how it is enacted in different teachmg.a;; hmc?am r%d o
texts. Our hope is that readers will find things thgt resonatej with their wo ekLm
be inspired to see their own practices in a new hght. In doing 50 EJS. are Czev " ﬁ
to give substance to the voices of higher educ.atio.n teacher§ i their in
practice settings. In producing this book our objectives are to:

s show why higher education should be helping to develop the Creatwg pf{)t@i}—

tial of students and advance understanding about the role of creativity in
g ucation. ‘ ‘

° ?ﬁiﬁi;: interest/curiosity in creativity in higher ec?ucahen beyond the dis-
ciplinary fields that have traditionally embraced the idea. _— .

s provide practical advice and aids to encourage fne.re.teac ers to e>§a,1
their own understandings of creativity in their dlsmpynary and curriculum
contexts and develop their practice in ways that will enable students to
experience and develop their own creativity.

The formulation of a problem is far more often essential than its so%utxon,
which may be merely a matter of mathematical or experimental skill. To
raise new questions, new possibilities, to regard old problems from a new

i tive i inati arks real advances in science.
requires creative imagination and m : ‘
anelered {Albert Einstein)

Finding the problem

Finding and working with problems is core to the academic Creat?Vf: enterpn?e
and when we began to explore the question of, ‘whgt does creativity mean in
higher education?” Anderson’s Law came into force with a vengeance.

I have yet to see any problem, however complicated, which, when you

it i ight way, did not become still more complicated.
looked at it in the right way s Law)

The ‘fight way of looking® entailed exp191~ing the i.ssue of Ci.‘eatiwty th;outi}j
multiple perspectives, engaging with the lived experiences of teachers an fsthe
dents and using the research literature on cre‘atwlt.y tq try to 'make sense o :

patterns that emerged. I like to think that the imaginative curriculum ?I’Oj?Ct thai
helped to create the conditions for the emergence of sense—Inaxknr;gbn:xm;i Oln
complex perceptual and practice world (see Tosey, Chapk;r 4, fo.r an elal (;1 "
of the concept of emergence). Inevitably, the approach is leading to a deep
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appreciation of the complexity underlying our problem, some of the dimensions
of which are examined below.

Problems are things or states that someone thinks are worthy of attention or
investigation. They might be visualised from two very different perspectives.
The first sees a problem as an issue that needs to be resolved or rectified, the
second that there is an opportunity for something different. The problem called
‘creativity in higher education’ contains both of these perspectives but is much
more about the latter than the former.

Finding a problem requires someone to be looking for it ~ people who will
own and care enough about the problem to do something about it. In our
network-building activities through the Imaginative Curriculum project we have
encountered many individuals — teachers, staff and educational developers, man-
agers, educational consultants/advisers, and researchers who care enough about
a problem called ‘creativity in higher education’ to commit their time, energy
and minds to trying to understand and work with it. The Imaginative Curriculum
network was invented to provide a social structure to enable people who care
about creativity in higher education to connect, communicate and collaborate by
pooling their knowledge and resources to develop a deeper understanding of the
problem and how it might be addressed and to co-create new opportunities for
students’ and teachers’ creativity.

The ill-defined problem we are engaging with is associated with a question
like, ‘how can we improve the higher education experiences and the future lives
of students by giving greater attention to the role of creativity in their learning?’
Or, if you are a teacher you might prefer, *how can I be a part of the educational
experience of students fostering creativity in pursuit of our shared goals?” Such
a representation locates our problem in the ultimate moral purpose of education
~ ‘making a difference to students’ lives’ (Fullan, 2003: 18) and provides us
with our inspiration and motivation.

Our problem is not chronic, in the sense that the vast majority of teachers
believe there is an issue to be addressed. It is more of a sense of dissatisfaction
with a higher education world that seems, at best, to take creativity for granted,
rather than a world that celebrates the contribution creativity makes to academic
achievement and personal well-being.

Our intellectual curiosity is aroused by questions like, “what does creativity
mean to a teacher of history or engineering?” Our response has been to engage
higher education teachers in conversation about creativity, in the belief that it is
only through conversation that meanings can be shared and new understandings
co-created. Our current perceptions of the problem are outlined below.

First, our problem is not that creativity is absent, but that it ig omnipresent,
That it is taken for granted and subsumed within analytic ways of thinking that
dominate the academic intellectual territory. Paradoxically, the core enterprise of
tesearch — the production of new knowledge — is generally seen as an objective
Systematic activity rather than a creative activity that combines, in imaginative
ways, objective and more intuitive forms of thinking. The most critical argument
for higher education to take creativity in students’ learning more seriously is that

teativity lies at the heart of learning and performing in any subject-based context
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and the highest levels of both are often the most c.reatiye gcts ;of all. {Of é}ir(i’i;f:m
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predictive outcome-based course designs, Whl(}lh. set out what students. Wii f
expected to have learned with no room for unai.ltmpgied or .studen‘bdgt(???me fe; -
comes. Assessment tasks and assessment criteria which h{mt the possﬂ:»z ities of stu-
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for the subject, creativity only has meaning when 1t is dlr@;tly 'ass.olc.iate N}mﬂ h
the practices and forms of intellectual engagement in their discip me‘. .a‘ty
teachers find it hard to translate the generic language agd Processes gf cwaﬁ;}n y
into their subject-specific contexts. Conversely, many higher educatmg gteacthelvs
have limited knowledge of creative approaches to teachl‘ng, even wit bmd ,en%
discipline. Most higher education teachers are unfamlhgr with the bo ){; (t)
research into creativity and how creative-thinking techniques can be used 10
facilitate problem working. So the probiem becqmes one c.)f growing z;warene(sis
and understanding of the meanings of creativity in the ‘dlsmplme and 0 pfzs?t—
ing teachers that teaching for creativiity 18 nlo more of less than good teaching 1o
i icular outcomes in disciplinary learning. o
aCh;eiz‘t;,p iﬁlﬂe many higher education teachers recognise the mtmn;m mo;;l
value of promoting students’ creativity, th§y baulk at what they perceive as1 e
additional work necessary to successfully 1mplem<?nt more creative ap‘proalc ges.
Purthermore, any conversation about creativity raises many orggmsatxona ar-
iers and factors that inhibit or stifie attempts to nurture creativity. fgradox;—
cally, for some teachers these barriers are themselvgs; catalysts for c.reanvitiy. .
It is hard to imagine a more difficult set of conditions 10 W(?rk with, an a;a -
emics recognise that they will not make much }}eadway with changmg these
conditions unless they can influence the behaviours of the organlsgtlogs n;
which they work. It is not enough for teacherg to overcome such orgam.sat%onai
barriers through their own ingenuity and persistence; ultimately, OIg;msationge
systems and cultures themselves have to be chgmged. Such change;1 ave f0 be
led through sympathetic, inspiring and energefic jeaders. The problem 01 ¢
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ativity in higher education is also one of leadership at many different levels. Cur
message to higher education leaders and managers is to seize the opportunity for
leading higher education into the sort of world we are imagining.

In exploring the nature of the problem, it has been posited as teachers doing
something for students to foster their creativity. But what if we were to turn this
arcund and see it as a problem of teachers doing it for themselves in order to
satisfy unfulfilled needs? For example, to work in different ways with students,
to develop different sorts of relationships and engage in different sorts of con-
versations to achieve different sorts of outcomes that they felt were missing or
under-represented in the curriculum. There is evidence in many of the conversa-
tions we have had with teachers that these sorts of values and beliefs are an
important source of inspiration and motivation for engaging in discussion about
creativity in higher education. So perhaps our problem is also about satisfying
value-based personal and professional needs in a higher education system that
increasingly seems to ignore such things.

What sort of problem is it?

Apart from the obvious — a blooming big, complex and fuzzy one — our problem
is a systems problem involving the thinking, relationships and actions of many
participants and contexts. Checkland (1999} described two very different ways
of viewing a system. The first perspective is an engineered system in which the
entities, their relationships and the way they function can be defined, designed
and predicted with accuracy. He used the term ‘hard system’ to characterise the
thinking that is applied to the analysis, definition and understanding of the func-
tioning of such systems. A hard-systems approach to problem solving atternpts
to define, analyse and resolve problems within a conceptual framework that
relies on and seeks to create a highly ordered real world.

But, in socially constructed systems, such as that in which our problem is
embedded, the very nature and complexity of human thinking, action and rela-
tionships defies such a rational and logical approach to the definition of the
system and its behaviour. Checkland used the term ‘soft system’ to describe this
type of situation. A ‘soft systems’ view of the world accepts confusion, diversity
and complexity and uses this as a resource and a source of inspiration to orches-
trate enquiry and grow new learning. Soft systems theory does not see all new
perspectives as problems to be solved. Rather, it sees different perspectives as
routes that can be taken to open up and examine possibilities.

Checkland (1999: 154) identified two different types of problem that systems
thinking might be used to resolve. Structured problems are those that can be
explicitly defined in a form that implies a theory might be developed to enable
them 1o be resolved. These are amenable to hard systems thinking. Unstructured
problems manifest themselves in a feeling of unease but they cannot be explic-
itly stated without appearing to oversimplify the situation. These are more
amenable to soft-systems thinking.

Solving problems that can be defined in hard systems terms, through proven
echniques, strategies and theories is a feature of many disciplinary learning
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contexts, but the problems associated with teaching and learning, including the
problem of how we can improve the conditions for creativity in higher educa-
tion, requires a soft systems approach. The Imaginative Curriculum project has,
through its growing network of interest, created 2 social system for learning
about what creativity means and how students’ creativity is enabled in many dif-
ferent higher education contexts. Through this process, we are harnessing our
collective imaginations and intellect to find ways of changing higher education

to make it a more creative place.

We will either find a way, of make one.
Hannibal

Why are we working on this problem now?
roblem that needs to be explored now. UK

higher education is in a process of inventing, or co-creating, a different system.
The process involves all the agents (people, organisations, networks and other
collaborative associations) continually interacting and influencing each other in
ways that cannot be conceived or explained in detail, but from which new forms
of organisation, new relationships and patterns of behaviour emerge. Everything
we see in higher education we have created, our imagination and creativity is
there for all to see, yet rarely do we acknowledge its presence of effects. This is
the great paradox of a society in transformation, and addressing this deficit is a
central purpose of this book.

Higher education is a place where we try 0 understand the world in all its
rich complexity and glorious detail, but it is also a place where we prepare sty-
dents for a lifetime of working with their own complex issues and problems. An
important theme developed throughout this book is that to grapple with complex

uires complex learning and thinking that draws on all of our mental

problems req
and emotional capacities and capabilities. Ron Barnett (2000) sums it up well

when he proposes that higher education is faced with preparing students for a
supercomplex world: a world in which individuals have to continually reconsti-
tute themselves through their lives. These ideas are reflected in the sorts of per-
sonal qualities, abilities and capacities that employers seek when they recruit
graduates. Here is concise synthesis of the sorts of things employers want in

their graduate recruits:

We believe that this is 2 challenging p

ade finds a broad consensus about the attrib-
utes that employers expect {0 find in graduate recruits. They should exhibit
the following: imagination/creativity; adaptability/flexibility; willingness to
{earn; independent working/autonomy, working in a team; ability to manage
others; ability to work under pressure; good oral communication; communi-
cation in writing for varied purposes/audiences; NUMETacy; attention to
detail; time management; assumption of responsibility and for making
decisions; planning, coordinating and organizing ability.

(Pedagogy for Employability Group, 2004: 5)
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the field of Art and Design, a field that actually does value and celebrate creativ-
ity.. An important conclusion from these studies ig that academics appear 10
share beliefs on the main features of creativity in the higher education teaching
and learning contexis, although how these beliefs become operationalised varies
enormously across the disciplines.

The final section of the book turns to the practicalities of designing pro-
grammes and learning environments, teaching and assessments that develop
students’ creativity and enable them to experience being creative. Chapters in
this part of the book are supported by the Curriculum Guides and other
resources that can be found on the Imaginative Curriculum website. On the
site, Norman Jackson and Christine Sinclair describe their search for an appro-
priate pedagogy and provide a map of resources to underpin a strategy 1o aid
students’ creative development. The theme is developed further by Caroline
Baillie, who describes some of the techniques that might be used to stimulate
creative thinking and draws out the learning gained from an experiment to
develop the facilitation skills of higher education teachers. Assessing creativ-
ity is the most contentious, contested and poorly understood aspect of creativ-
ity in higher education, and John Cowan tackles the issue in his own highly
individualistic style, providing us with novelty that may perhaps influence the
domain. His strategy for integrating the construction of meanings, formulating
and evaluating standards by students and tutors points us in a direction that
could spark a much-needed assessment revolution! Tom Balchin fans the
flames of revolution with research-based insights into the idea of consensual
assessment.

In the penultimate chapter, James Wisdom considers how we might give

more support and encouragement 1o developing creative teachers and valuing
the contribution of creativity to the higher education teaching and learning
process. In the final chapter, 1 try to draw together some of the themes that have
emerged, outline a systems perspective on teaching environments 10 support
students’ creativity and elaborate some principles for the design of teaching
and learning environments 10 promote students’ creative development in higher

education.

Finding our creative voices

So far we have avoided trying to define creativity, but definitions contain ideas
that can inspire and it seems appropriate to introduce one here. 1 particularly like
the one proposed by Dellas and Gaier (1970), which suggests that personal cre-
ativity is the ability to use imagination, insight and intellect, as well as feeling
and emotion, in order to move an idea from its present state to an alternate, pre-
viously unexplored state. The idea of “moving an idea from one state to another’
captures my imagination and seems to mMe to He at the heart of our intellectual
and practical enterprise. But movement requires decisions to be made and
energy, imagination and skill to turn an abstract idea into concrete reality. Covey
(2004) provides us with another inspiring view of creativity as something that
we have the freedom to choose 10 do, or not to do:

! Imagining a different world 9
Between stimulus and response there is a space.

;1 ;éze space ‘hes our freedom and power to choose our response
1 those choices lie our growth and our happiness.

Covey (2004: 4)
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Forces with a Vengeance (2003); Lao Tzu’s Tao fe Ching (1963); Price and
Shaw’s Shifting the Patterns (1998); Wheatley’s ‘Leadership and the New
Science” (1999).

+  Acknowledge, respect and build on someone else’s creative idea before you
decide to knock them down: as Yeats wrote, ‘Tread sofily because you tread
on my dreams’."”

Having read the list, note the objections that arose whilst reading them — these

are likely to embody the key ‘unwritten rules’ that are interfering with emer-

gence. Aspects of anxiety and lack of time may well feature in these. And if you
found no objections, then you are probably already adept at enabling dreams and
mistakes to give rise to novel forms, and will have understood, better than I do,
the applied dimension of what I have just been talking about. Please carry on

interfering.

Motes

1 1heard this story during a training course in Neurolingnistic Programming offered by
PPD Ltd. It originates in work by Grinder and DeLozier {1986), though does not
appear in publication to my knowledge.

2 www.santafe.edu/

3 See also Zimmerman’s article for an introduction to this model www.plexusinsti-
tute.com/edgeware/archive/think/main_aidesB.html.

4 “The team advises that the University consider more clearly defined methods to
monitor variability with respect to the operation of quality assurance processes and
the assessment of students across the University since some of the variation noted by
the auditors appeared to be mainly the product of inherited custom and practice and
insufficiently informed by University’s published guidance on academic standards
and quality management’ www.qgaa.ac.uk/reviews/ reports/ institutional/Surrey04/

summary.asp

5 Online, Available at: WWW.qaa.ac.uk/revicws/reports/subjRepor‘t&asp?subj}D =G#8S.

6 These general problems of the relations between conscious and unconscious
processes are the subject of much writing by Gregory Bateson (Bateson, 1972;
Bateson and Bateson, 19838).

7 Y am indebted to Professor If Price, Sheffield Hallam University, for his thoughts on
this issue — which emerged, incidentally, through a chance conversation.

& www.som.surrey.ac.uk/learningtolearn;
www.escalate.ac.uk/index.cfm?action=resources.project&ID=1707.

9 At which time the Master’s programme was within this institation’s School of Educa-

tional Studies.
10 From ‘He Wishes For The Cloths Of Heaver’, The Wind Among The Reeds (1899).
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Students’ experiences of creativity
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The study
Conceptions of creafivity

When asked, many students found it hard to explain what they thought creativity
was. Rather than giving one coherent, integrated account, they typically drew on
o number of different discOurses, often presenting contrasting oOf even inconsis-
tent positions at different points in the interviews. Several atiempted to dismiss
their inconsistency by saying they were talking ‘rubbish’ of by being apologetic;
others were hesitant in their responses.

Creativity was discussed not just in terms of what it was, but also in terms of
how it worked or how “intense’ it was. These ideas have been grouped together,
o show the contrasts that were present. Rather than being explicitly defined, cre~
ativity was typically described using ideas such as:

«  Freedom from routine — not being bound by conventions, schedules or
expectations.

o An expression of imagination — this was often associated with the idea of
creativity as personal; it was also used to describe things that were done o
invented ‘in the head’.

. Personal — something that could only have been created by that person;
linked to this was the idea that creativity was subjective.

« Independence — that it is associated with an escape from social conventions,
cules or forms, and was thus primarily an act of individuals.

. Risk— something felt to be ‘synonymous’ with being creative.

e Superficiality — not always in a negative sense. This conception was primar-
ily concerned with being free from having to justify decisions or creations.

. Commonplace — this suggests that everyone is creative, every day.

s Infectious — something that can be caught by being with others (teachers or
students) who have it.

1t was also felt that creativity could differ by degree.

e Incremental — this relatively common conception recognised a limit on
creativity, suggesting that small improvements rather than a radical break
with tradition are what should be expected. ("You can’t be completely cre-
ative in what you do, €08 there’s a huge background to it, which you can
only build on slowly.”) This included the idea of bringing existing things
up to date.

o Original —the sense that creativity was something more than just repetition.
This was also associated with ‘novelty’, and the suggestion that what was
created was in some way personal or a break from tradition, of with
‘progress’. It was also associated with seeing a problem that others could
not see, which allows new development to take place, or with serendipity,
which prompts new connections to be drawn.

. Radical — the belief that something creative should be entirely new and ori-
ginal, being unigque of ‘groundbreaking’, but certainly not ‘obvious’.
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Creativity and role models
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“fit” wi inant culture). .
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gieeix!lag able to ‘read’ social developments, so as 10 predict (and then 1

ence) emerging trends.

Within academia, examples often focused on key figures from a field (Darwin,
Einstein, Wegener, Hawking, etc.); such people were singled out for the ‘leap’
they made. Creative academics were also described in terms of creative pedago-
gies, such as making insightful but surprising links between areas of content.
(The relationship between creativity and teaching is considered in more detail
later.) However, there was a contrast between creativity and students’ percep-

tions of academic professional identity. For example, a Medicine student sug-
gested:

If you’ve got someone who’s quite dogmatic or someone who’s only inter-

ested in basing things on an evidence and research basis it’s Jjust not going
to happen.

Students made it clear that it was easier to assess the creativity of the dead, since
there had usually been more time for their contribution to be recognised and
valued.

Additionally, some students made it clear that, although such individuals
might serve to exemplify what it meant to be creative, they were not ‘role
models’ in the conventional sense because their example rarely inspired action.

Watching something about somebody who is creative and then thinking,
wow, they are amazing! But then it doesn’t really normally go further
forward. 1 kind of think wow, that day, and the next day I'm like yeah but
Pve got to do all this stuff. I think for me to suddenly be creative I'd have to

[ . -] have a different lifestyle, so it’s not going to happen. Not in the sense of
being really creative.

Creativity outside of study

Another way of eliciting examples of creativity from students involved asking
them about creativity outside of the context of their studies. The participants
found this both easier and more positive than their discussion of creativity within
the curriculum. Some comments identified things that students felt were creative.
These included artistic activities (music, drawing, film, poetry, acting, etc.),
cooking (when varying or working without recipes), competitive sports (focusing
on tactics and out-manoeuvring opponents, or receiving cups, medals and

awards), running a small business, making money, home improvements, playing
practical jokes and so on.

I'm quite creative in ways to get money. I mean I hate working. I hate work.
No, 'm not lying about that. I hate working in pubs or offices or anything
like that. And recently I've been doing the medical trials and stuff like that,
so I get money for like sitting on my arse basically. [Laughs]

I"d say my housemate Caroline is very creative because she plays practical
Jjokes on my next door neighbours. Like putting gnomes in their garden.
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the expectation or valuing of creativity) as a source of great pressure, leading to
anxiety and requiring courage to overcome,

Anna used to introduce her own idess into essays and then she would get a

first, whereas 1 always felt frightened to do that so I didn’t really do that
very much.

There’s an infinite amount of possibilities; it’s really, really daunting. [.. ],
P'll do whatever I want and it might be something completely different,
which is incredibly satisfying but it’s terrifying as well,

By contrast, though, some saw it as comforting, almost therapeutic, or at the
least, escapist.

When I was about 14, I used to write a lot of poetry. And I wanted to be cre-
ative because it helped to understand a lot of what was going on in my head.
And to get that feeling down on paper in that kind of way helps you to
release feelings. [...] I guess it kind of gets you away from reality and pro-
vides this fantasy land that’s just a break from normal life.

Students talked about being scared, feeling inadequate and even being con-
cerned about becoming socially alienated. They also pointed out that when expe-

riencing such feelings, or when feeling unhappy or depressed, people were less
fikely to be creative.

I think people are happier when you don’t deviate too much from the
norm. Because creativity can sometimes be stuck together with being eccen-
tric and being a bit bizarre and sometimes [people] don’t like it when you're

too creative. It can be threatening I think for other people who aren’t as cre-
ative.

Creative teaching

Students explicitly discussed kinds of teaching that they considered to be cre-
ative and, in relation to this, identified things that they felt limited their scope or
desire to be creative themselves,

Some comments were simple suggestions for teaching techniques that could
be used to provide a contrast to current teaching. (Such contrasts typically por-
trayed current teaching as transmissive and dull; however, in context, it seems
likely that this is a rhetorical description rather than a judgement about their
courses.) Examples of techniques included role playing (by the teacher, not the
students), debates and creating posters that were then presented to the class or
displayed in a public place.

Students on vocational courses pointed to work placements, often as an
explicit contrast to their academic study. They identified the people they encoun-
tered and the problems that arose in that situation as requiring the new solutions
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creativity. As before, some of these point to a perceived contrast between cre-
ativity and acceptable academic work:

Cur course is widely known to be academic, consult the literature, base your
practice on the evidence, bang, bang, bang, tick all the boxes, thank you
very much. So my view of our course is that it is a conveyor belt.

Several comments described similar situations, perhaps best summarised as ‘rule
bound’. It was not even that creativity was absent from these courses — however,
it could be perceived as ‘token’ creativity, or creativity as a reward for enduring
the ‘proper’ part of the course, which simply served to highlight by contrast the
limitations on creativity within the curriculum. Other reasons tended to be more
prosaic. Time, unsurprisingly, was mentioned repeatedly. For some, this meant
that the schedule of the course meant that they could not wait for creativity ‘to
happen’; instead, they had to perform to deadlines (of which they generally felt

there were too many) or to apparently arbitrary rules introduced for the conve-
nience of the teacher, whether or not they felt inspired.

My deadline would be my deadline, it would stop when 1 felt that T was
finished, or I felt that I was happy, rather than because I’ve got to stop
this piece of work now, I've got to wrap it up, because I’ve reached my

word limit, or because the deadline is tomorrow and I've got no more
time.

For others, this concerned the intensity of life, so that time cannot be set aside
to be thoughtful and reflective. It was this sense of pressure, of being ‘stressed
out’, that they felt inhibited their creativity, constantly forcing them to con-
sider practicalities and details. As one student summarised, ‘you need time and
space in your mind to be creative and if your mind is full of studying and this
that and the other then there’s no space for it.’

Failings of lecturers were mentioned, but not extensively. If a lecturer was
not inspiring, this would not prevent students being creative in their own studies
(see below), for example. However, lecturers who were ‘dogmatic’ or rule-
bound were felt to limit students’ capacity to express their creativity.

Creative study

Just as students described creativity in their teachers’ practices, they also dis-
cussed their own. They deemed this to be particularly important, since they felt
it was learning, not teaching, that was central to their academic success; bad
teaching might not inspire, but it did not prevent learning.

One particularly common strategy used by students involved making links
across different contexts — for example, by applying principles leamt when
studying a different discipline, by contrasting contemporary and historical per-

Spectives on a topic, by expressing personal perspectives (something contrasted
with accepting facts), creating artistic designs or images as part of study and so
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the deaths of fictitious relatives. Others talked about how they created an accept-
able image of themselves in order to progress, with one student admitting, ‘I just
basically lied on my UCAS form.’ Students sometimes said they felt shame
about such incidents, but some seemed to take pride in what they had achieved;

they were proud of their creativity, even if they felt some guilt about deceiving
tutors.

Creativity and assessment

Assessment has long been recognised as being amongst the most important
influences on learning (Biggs, 1999). Unsurprisingly, it was also considered
vital to discussions about creativity, Criticisms of exams featured strongly in the
interviews. These were typically described in ways that linked them to transmis-
sive, rote-learning pedagogies (or at best to the application of standardised pro-
tocols), and these discussions stirred up considerable emotion,

Having exams, for goodness sake, it makes me so mad, most people on my
course have an average age of about 28, and that, I think I should mention
that, that we have to go into an exam and give them back what they have
given us in a year of lectures. I don’t see why we have to do that when we’ve
proved ourselves academically. And that is something as well because you
Just regurgitate information. Waste of time.

My learning environment is that it is pretty much one, two, maybe three
ways of approaching this but only three. So if you choose one of them

within a framework you’re alright. If you don’t tell us about one of these
then it’s wrong.

Essays were felt to be better than exams, since they were seen as offering
greater opportunity for personal expression. (This was not believed to hold frue
for essays under exam conditions, where time pressures were folt to limit
opportunities for this.) It was suggested that students who valued creativity
would opt for essay-based courses because of this. Other students only partially
agreed, suggesting that although essays permitted self-expression the academic
context limited opportunities to use imagination, because ‘there is a set way to
do it’. (This sense of frustration at having to conform to expectation pervaded
many discussions of assessment and will be returned to below.) Some also felt
that markers’ expectations of authoritative writing meant that they could never

move beyond exploring existing arguments and into creating their own inter-
pretations:

The idea of being creative when your trying to write an essay or something
that you don’t know about is very difficult because [...] you don’t know
enough about it, yeah. I think you need to be a bit of an expert perhaps to be
creative, because you have to be able to draw a lot of things together and
appraise them and then do something a bit more radical.
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It is important to point out that not all students were dissatisfied with their
experience of acadernia. Indeed some came to appreciate the creative endeavour

of academic work, even if they tempered this with the suggestion that it was
somehow not for them:

The more I learn about theories, even [...] strict academic ones are quite
creative as well, the thoughts that they had.

Geography is a discipline, it is very progressive and because of creativity, a
hundred years ago, geography meant just exploring and mapping and
through a process of creativity someone has decided that has to change [. . ]
That’s how it spread out into so many different disciplines from a very
limited spectrum of things to encompassing so much. [...] So you can get
cultural geography, you can look at ethnicity and how that affects people’s
perceptions on life and the way they live. And similarly it has also been
pushed on the other side, the physical side of geography more. To more
imaginative ways of looking at past, to try and reconstruct histories of
climate and things like that. And that’s the kind of creativity that keeps the
discipline going and keeps it a worthwhile discipline, but that’s the kind of
thing that comes from the best geographers, not from undergraduates.

Students’ experiences were, in fact, complex; their perception of the value of
creativity depended on the teachers they had, their own history and the subjects
they were involved in. Generally speaking, there was a perception that some dis-
ciplines were more creative (and consequently more valuing of creativity) than
others; unsurprisingly, this was portrayed as a conirast between Arts at one
extreme and abstract, rules-based subjects like Mathematics at the other, with
Humanities being relatively creative (‘it’s based on one person’s experiences’)
and the Sciences as well as many vocational subjects, such as Medicine or
Engineering, being relatively constrained, rule-bound and ‘more about learning
facts’. Interestingly, one student suggested that this hierarchy of control and
conformance explained the unequal value attached to different subjects:

Dance and drama — you know, they’re not necessarily academic subjects,

they’re certainly much more creative, but they’re not given the same value
as an academic course.

However, even within ‘uncreative’ disciplines, some students admitted they
found ways to be creative, such as developing short-cuts or quicker approaches
that helped them in their work.

Creativity and students’ identities
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Many of the discussions about creativity touched on how students see them-
selves, how they would like to be seen or how they thought academics would
like them to be. Such concerns have a direct relevance to curriculum designers;
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imposed identity (in that their teachers deny the relevance of their claims and
instead affirm that they are something else, such as studious, wilful or lazy).
This may explain some of the tensions experienced by students seeking to
express themselves within the context of academic study.

Conclusions

Students” experiences of creativity in the curriculum are complex and often con-
fusing. Participants typically drew on diverse, even inconsistent ideas about cre-
ativity to discuss their experiences, in some cases moving between incompatible
positions in the same sentence. This suggests that creativity is something that
students are not used to discussing and quite possibly lack a shared common
frame of reference to interpret.

Nonetheless, the range of discourses used does throw some light upon the
ways in which they might approach ‘creative’ learning. The aversion to con-
straints and deadlines, the denial of responsibility for instigating creativity {e.g.
discourses of infection or being struck), talk of subversion and the wish to be
free from routine or constraints all point to a desire to challenge the structures of
formal courses. This may be an attempt to escape from the duties of study or dis-
ciplines of higher education, but it could equally reflect the difficulty some stu-
dents expressed in reconciling their creativity with the need to produce
assessments on demand. Some ideas (such as creativity within contexts, or as
being incremental and commonplace) do fit well within structured notions of
curricula, but generally, there seemed to be a desire for spaces within the course
that were open to risk-taking, free from the need to justify decisions and where
failure was an opportunity for learning rather than a problem,

The participants were able to discern things or people they felt were creative.
However, these examples tended to operate as families with similarities, rather
than as illustrations of some well-understood concept. Nevertheless, students
were able to discern differences of kind (such as the nature/nurture discussion)
and degree.

Although there were many students who gave examples of creativity in acad-
emic contexts, the picture that was painted in these accounts involved frustra-
tion, a sense of control and restriction, and a lack of value of creative
endeavours. This was in contrast to their experiences outside of academia; inter-
estingly, but worryingly, some students had come to understand this as a reflec-
tion that creativity was essentially different to ‘academic-ness’. A significant
majority of students had positive things to say about individual teachers, often
_ without prompting, and lecturers were often identified as the things that most
helped creativity; the problems they identified were mostly attributed to strue-
 tures such as assessment conventions or the perceived hierarchy of subjects.
_ Many were also able to identify opportunities to improve current practice, such
as by the adoption of different assessment techniques.

Perhaps most interesting, though, are the tentative suggestions that even
where creativity was not taught, not considered teachable and not valued in
assessment, it was still relevant in defining how the students saw themselves.
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The use of creativity as a discourse — currently S0 confused and inconsistent —
becomes vital in this respect, SINCe claims to an emergent creative identity can
only be warranted if they can pe articulated. In this sense, it May be possible that
even a small change — helping students learn how 10 talk about crealivity,
parﬁcularly in the context of their study — would have an jportant effect,
enabling students 10 lay claim t0 creativity in a way that currently eludes them
within academic contexts.




