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    Teaching for creativity

Notes of an interdisciplinary discussion on the meaning of creativity in higher education. Indiana University-Purdue University Indianapolis (USA) Wednesday, March 24, 2004: facilitator Professor Norman Jackson, Higher Education Academy(UK)
 
Can creativity be taught?

While a significant proportion of the faculty present believed that creativity was innate, Paradoxically,  discussion revealed that they also believe that through their actions and behaviours as teachers they can empower students’ in ways that help them recognise and develop their own creativity. 

As in all good teaching the passion, enthusiasm and role modeling of the teacher for her subject  provides the energy to enthuse students with a desire to learn in creative ways. One of the primary objectives of teaching for creativity is to harness the intrinsic motivations that drive people to higher levels of performance as they develop a deep interest and passion for their work. In teaching for creativity an important role of the teacher is to help students’ construct meaningful and interesting learning projects so that they develop a strong sense of ownership for and commitment to their own learning enterprise.


But passion is not enough and faculty recognize different instructional models some of which are better than others for the development of students’ creativity. The emergent view was that creativity was best nurtured through facilitative models of teaching in which learners are actively engaged in discovering things for themselves and constructing their own learning pathways.  The teachers role is primarily to create conditions that are challenging but supportive and elements of unpredictability and uncertainty. In these forms of teaching, students and teachers are participants and partners in the learning process. Some faculty are not comfortable and have no tradition or experience in these types of collaborative learning practices. These forms of teaching therefore require more personalized teacher-student relationships than is normal in didactic (transfer models of teaching) situations. Ones where the teacher is prepared to reveal something of herself and perhaps her own uncertainties and knowledge deficiencies.

Such unpredictable processes are by their nature formative – students’ and teachers are learning how to learn in a new situation, one that none of them have encountered before. Faculty, being more experienced at learning, provide some structure and create the curricular space for learning in this way. Students need to have a sufficient framework for learning to be able to learn but then, through facilitation and encouragement, develop the confidence to think and work outside the structure that has been provided in order to invent new ways of working and developing their own resources for learning.

Faculty have to equip students with sufficient knowledge so that they can build on it and eventually think outside the box called what I already know in order to learn what I need to know.  In this type of learning situation the environment is full of resources for learning and students have to think outside textbook knowledge to engage with the wider environment (including other people) in order to advance their thinking and learning. A key role of faculty is convince students of the value of curiosity as a driver of learning and to provide a safe environment that encourages students to take personal risks in the knowledge that they will not be penalized if they do not achieve all that was intended.

The view was expressed that the teachers’ role is one of facilitating movement from states of confusion, uncertainty and perhaps dissatisfaction with the circumstances in which they find themselves to states of being more comfortable with these sorts of conditions and ultimately to being satisfied with both their learning processes and the results of their learning.

Students’ creativity can be engaged by involving them in real world problems (authentic learning) in which there are no right and wrong solutions but many possibilities that have to be examined, evaluated and sold to clients. For example working with clients in business on their real world problems to develop a methodology to address the problems, develop solutions and present these in discussion with clients.

Learning situations that nurture creativity require learners to take responsibility for and be in control of their own learning. This challenges traditional teacher controlled- didactic instructional methods which many faculty are uncomfortable with. Two models seemed to emerge from the discussion. Model A is where a good teacher is able to facilitate students’ learning effectively. Model B is where a teacher is not so good at facilitation and students have to do it for themselves. If students are entitled to engage in these types of learning experiences as part of a higher education curriculum the question then is how might the latter scenario be supported?



Some dilemmas for faculty

· Faculty often do not know what knowledge students are bringing with them so it is

not easy to judge what additional knowledge they need in order to work and learn in the ways described above.

· These ways of teaching require faculty to relinquish much of their control on the what is learnt, how and when it is learnt. Many faculty find it hard to give up their control.
· Teachers must not treat students as containers to pour knowledge into but to see them as people who can shape the learning process. Students and teachers are active participants and partners in the learning process. A key issue for faculty is how they enable students to understand themselves and their responsibilities as learners to take control of (regulate) their own learning. 
· Some faculty are not comfortable and have no tradition or experience in these types of collaborative learning practices. In these types of learning environments teachers have to be prepared to reveal something of themselves and perhaps her own uncertainties and knowledge deficiencies: many faculty are not prepared to relinquish their authority and work as a participant.
· Students’ attitudes and capabilities to working in this way are very different. For example the motivation of mature students studying a course because they want to change their career is very different to students who have come straight from college.
· The view was expressed that there were also strong cultural and geographic influences on students’ attitudes to creativity suggesting that to some extent, predispositions and resistances were learned behaviours rather than innate. 

Emerging from these perceptions is the insight that communities that are closed produce people with attitudes that are more resistant to change and less open to the sorts of engagements described above. Whereas communities/societies that are open to the exchange of people who are necessarily having to adapt but who are themselves influencing others by their ways of seeing the world, are more receptive to these forms of engagement.


Further questions that might be explored?

· How do students learn to recognize and then build upon their creative ideas?
· What range of teaching and learning strategies are used to engage students in ways that are more likely to lead to creative outcomes?
· What types of creativity are faculty trying to promote?

· What methods of instruction a) inhibit b) promote creative responses from students?
· What are the issue relating to teaching for creativity?
· How do we develop the capacities and confidence of teachers to develop their practice to support creativity?
How do students’ respond?

If the right conditions can be created students respond well to these forms of engagements.

Initially, students may be very resistant. There is often a sense of confusion, they may not understand the goals of a process that values the way of learning as well as the outcomes of learning. Students often feel uncomfortable, they feel challenged and may feel they lack any sort of structure or framework to move out of this position. Students may even feel that it is the teacher and her interventions who is inhibiting their ability to be creative. Students like teachers need to feel satisfied with their learning efforts. Students respond well if the teacher can help them develop confidence and move to more satisfied states.

Students are motivated by the external forces on them. In formal education  these forces are overwhelmingly assessment driven. Students respond well when teachers can harness the intrinsic motivational forces that drive them to higher levels of performance as they develop a deep interest and passion for their work. They have to become authors of their own learning.

March 28th 2004










Insight: helping students to construct learning projects that interest them and help them tap into their intrinsic motivations for learning is an important reason for nurturing creativity. Too much learning in higher education is extrinsically motivated through assessment.














Insight: Is creativity more likely to be valued and encouraged in environments that are open to change?





Insight: Teaching for creativity requires a particular pedagogic stance that is facilitative, enabling, responsive, open to possibilities, and collaborative, and which values process as much as outcomes. 








Insight: Teachers operate in strong cultural and procedural environments that have significant impact on what they can do as teachers to promote students’ creativity. In spite of, or perhaps because of, these constraints, teachers who care about creativity are able to overcome these barriers to create through their pedagogy, curricular spaces and opportunities for learning that encourage and reward students for their creativity.
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