Secret Destinations


Creativity or Conformity? Building Cultures of Creativity in Higher Education

A conference organised by the University of Wales Institute, Cardiff in collaboration with the Higher Education Academy

Cardiff January 8-10 2007
Secret Destinations

David Buss 
University College for the Creative Arts, Maidstone
e-mail dbuss@ucreative.ac.uk
Copyright © in each paper on this site is the property of the author(s).  Permission is granted to reproduce copies of these works for purposes relevant to the above conference, provided that the author(s), source and copyright notice are included on each copy.  For other uses, including extended quotation, please contact the author(s).
Abstract


All journeys have secret destinations of which the traveller is unaware. Martin Buber (2006).

All learning results in learning outcomes of some form, planned or otherwise, but the term is now widely used to refer only to those learning outcomes that predetermine what those outcomes will be – the intended or specified learning outcomes of the Quality Assurance Agency’s (QAA) Code of Practice. A typical definition of learning outcomes is that they provide a statement of what a learner is expected to know, understand and be able to do at the end of a period of learning.  Advocates of learning outcomes claim that it is impossible to evaluate learning unless clearly defined goals have been specified and agreed. But if learning outcomes prescribe the results of a period of learning before the outset of the learning journey, how appropriate are they to learning in subjects where we are educating for creativity, subjects where often we want our students to discover secret destinations, and where we may deliberately wish to avoid prescribing clearly defined goals?  Can learning outcomes be articulated in such ways that they encourage the traveller to positively seek out secret destinations that may be unknown to the tutor as well as the student? Or do we need an alternative to this behaviourist approach to learning?

This paper considers the appropriateness or otherwise of learning outcomes in contexts where students are expected to develop and demonstrate their creativity. It provides a brief examination of alternative approaches to prescribed learning outcomes, considers whether the QAA’s Academic Infrastructure facilitates creativity or conformity, and assesses the extent to which all subjects value, encourage and evaluate creativity. Finally, it sets an agenda for change to address the shortcomings of prescriptive learning outcomes. 
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The metaphor of learning as a journey has been used extensively. If learning is a form of journey, then learning must share at least some of the characteristics of a physical journey, otherwise the metaphor would have no meaning or purpose. One of these characteristics relates to destinations. While many travellers will begin their journey with a specific destination in mind, this may not be where they end up, nor does arrival necessarily provide the most interesting outcome of their journey. The explorer, Sir Wilfred Thesiger, expressed the belief of many travellers when he asserted that “It is not the goal but the way there that matters, and the harder the way the more worthwhile the journey” (1959, p 278).
The following quotations about journeys serve as an introduction to the theme explored in this paper. The first is the source of the title. Martin Buber, the philosopher, observed “All journeys have secret destinations of which the traveller is unaware” (Buber). Ralph Waldo Emerson, also a philosopher, urges “Do not go where the path may lead, go instead where there is no path and leave a trail.” (Emerson). Finally, from the writer Lawrence Durrell, “Journeys, like artists, are born and not made. A thousand differing circumstances contribute to them, few of them willed or determined by the will” (Durrell, 1957).
The term learning outcomes has become part of the lingua franca of higher education – they are the destinations of the learning journey. All learning results in learning outcomes of some form, planned or otherwise, but the term has come to be widely used to mean those learning outcomes that specify in advance what will be demonstrated through the student’s performance or behaviour – what should be learned, and what is to be accomplished. A typical definition of learning outcomes proposes that they are “The specific intellectual and practical skills gained and tested by the successful completion of a unit, course or whole programme of study. These are expressed in terms of statements of what a successful student is expected to know, understand and is able to demonstrate after the completion of a process of learning” (The Europe Unit). Learning outcomes help to “identify specifically what should be learned” and they “convey to learners exactly what is to be accomplished” (American Association of Law Libraries).

Learning outcomes should be achievable, observable and measurable. Guidelines on writing learning outcomes recommend the avoidance of phrases such as gained an appreciation of, and be familiar with, and other changes in the learner that are difficult to observe and quantify with any degree of precision. But whilst outcomes of learning such as appreciation, familiarity, understanding, and insight may be difficult to quantify accurately and objectively, they may well represent the more important changes we want the learner to undergo, a view endorsed by John Cowan, Emeritus Professor of Learning Development at the Open University, who cautions that “It serves no purpose to lower our educational aspirations because we cannot yet measure what we think is important to teach. Quite the contrary, measurement and assessment will have to rise to the challenge of our educational aspirations” (2006, p. 27).  Typical of similar concerns about the ability of learning outcomes to encapsulate the fundamentally important changes in thinking, understanding and behaviour that we want our students to achieve are that “While clarity about outcomes is essential, formal statements of intended learning outcomes may fail to communicate the essence of the individual disciplines and professional areas, which depends on a holistic view of the knowledge and values involved.” (Entwhistle, 2005, p. 72) This is succinctly encapsulated in the belief that “Not everything that can be counted counts, and not everything that counts can be counted” (Einstein). 

Research emerging from the Teaching and Learning research programme Enhancing Teaching-Learning Environments in Undergraduate Courses discussed by Entwhistle (2005) has identified what many lecturers regard as the most important outcome they are trying to achieve with their students. This led the research team to coin the phrase “Ways of thinking and practising in a subject area (WTPs) to describe the richness, depth and breadth of what students might learn through engagement with a given subject.” (Entwhistle, 2005, p. 72) WTPs include coming to terms with particular understandings, forms of discourse, values, and ways of working that are central to the discipline. 

Definitions of creativity – and there are many – frequently depict it as a way of thinking and practising. Typically, reference will be made to divergent or lateral thinking; experimentation and risk-taking; tolerance of ambiguity; spontaneity; willingness to push boundaries; exploring the unfamiliar; learning from mistakes; and other ways of thinking and practising where the learning outcomes are difficult, if not impossible, to prescribe, but not so difficult to describe once they have occurred. Whilst acknowledging that Taylor (1988) had traced some 50 or 60 definitions of creativity, Ken Robinson and the National Advisory Committee on Creative and Cultural Education proposed four characteristics of creative processes, of which the first is that “they always involve thinking or behaving imaginatively” (DfEE, 1999, p. 29).  John Danvers, a practising artist, researcher and art educator based at the University of Plymouth, offers a description of creativity that many involved with art and design practice will recognise. Danvers proposes that creativity is a term we use to describe distinctive ways of being, thinking and doing, and that these are evidenced in behaviours that involve, amongst a number of characteristics, openness to experience, making innovative patterns of connection, and manipulating materials in sometimes unpredictable ways. Intuition, improvisation, and non-linear ways of thinking are important as 
“Creativity often involves experiment, trying-things-out, making a mess, establishing a productive context with high levels of disorder, uncertainty and indeterminacy. Elements of chance/serendipity are often essential – both in the creative process and in the products of creativity. And there’s an element of surprise, of being surprised by what emerges.  A sense of something unexpected, not predetermined.” (Danvers, 2001)

A further example of a definition of creativity that highlights ways of thinking and practising comes from the Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) which suggests that creativity involves “questioning and challenging; making connections, seeing relationships; envisaging what might be (visualising); exploring ideas and keeping options open; reflecting critically on ideas, actions and outcomes.” (QCA, 2001)

If we subscribe to the view that creativity necessitates particular ways of thinking and practising (behaving, doing), then the teacher working with learners in contexts where creativity is an intended outcome must find ways to encourage and evaluate activities that involve the unpredictable, intuition, indeterminacy, serendipity and surprise, in tandem with those where the learning outcomes can be predetermined. Concerns about the problems and shortcomings inherent in the use of learning outcomes in the creative arts proliferate. Jackson (2006) has concluded that many academics are reluctant to forefront creativity because assessment strategies require specific statements about what students will be expected to have learnt “with no room for anticipated or student determined outcomes.” Elliot Eisner, Lee Jacks Professor of Education and Professor of Art at Stanford University, defines objectives as the intended goals that one hopes to reach through the unit of learning. “But roads taken do not always lead to the destination one intends, and even when they do, much can be learnt ‘en route’. Thus, ‘outcomes’ is a broader term than ‘objectives’. The achievement of objectives can be included in the outcomes, but there is often much more to include as well” (Eisner, 1979, p. 180). Note Eisner’s use of the ‘learning as a journey’ metaphor with his references to “roads taken”, “destinations”, and “en-route”. 
If learning outcomes prescribe the results of a period of learning at the outset, are they appropriate where the intention is to facilitate lateral, creative thinking, experimentation, risk-taking, and innovation? Can the essentially behaviourist approach embodied in learning outcomes encourage the traveller to discover secret destinations, destinations that may be unknown to the tutor as well as the student? 
If outcomes must be observable and measurable, then how do we measure the complex cognitive behaviours that contribute to understanding?’ Does this lead to a risk that we teach - or assess - only what can be easily and transparently measured? Do learning outcomes encourage a tick-box approach where lecturers construct the curriculum to meet only the basic requirements of each outcome (that is, the threshold standards of the QAA Subject benchmarks), thereby promoting a surface rather than a deep approach to learning, with students “purchasing their credit points at the lowest price”? (Ecclestone 1999). Similar reservations about learning outcomes have been expressed beyond the field of the creative arts. Ecclestone cautions “If unchecked, there is a real danger than uncritical acceptance of increasingly prescriptive, standardised outcomes will create cynical, instrumental attitudes to learning in teachers and students alike and remove critical dimensions of student-centeredness from higher education.” If we accept that students are likely to achieve learning outcomes over and above those pre-specified by the teacher, how are these additional outcomes to be treated in the assessment? 

Davies (2002) suggests that we recognise three forms of learning outcomes: Specified learning outcomes should be considered as intended learning outcomes. This then allows for recognition of unintended learning outcomes. In art and design, it is common for students to depart from some of the learning outcomes in preference for other outcomes that seem more appropriate to their personal enquiry. To accommodate this, Davies advocates a third form which he designates negotiated learning outcomes that can encourage students to accept responsibility themselves for determining what are the appropriate learning outcomes.

Like Davies, Eisner also identifies three distinctive types of learning outcomes. First, there are behavioural objectives that promote behavioural activity.  There is only one acceptable outcome for a behavioural objective - Eisner offers learning the seven times table as an example of a behavioural objective. He accepts that behavioural objectives are appropriate for some types of educational aims, but recognises that “they are in no way adequate for conceptualising most of our most cherished educational aspirations” (Eisner, 1979, p. 101). Secondly, there are problem-solving objectives which promote problem-solving behaviour. These identify the problem, but there may be several or many appropriate solutions, which will not be evident until the work has been completed. Both of these forms of objectives precede – and therefore determine - the curriculum activity. But, Eisner argues, it is perfectly appropriate for us to plan activities that have no explicit or precise objectives. He advocates the generation of expressive outcomes. “What one is seeking is to have students engage in activities that are sufficiently rich to allow for a wide, productive range of educationally valuable outcomes” (Eisner, p. 104). Expressive outcomes follow rather than precede expressive activity, purposes are formulated in the process of this expressive activity, thus the learning outcomes cannot be determined at the outset. Expressive outcomes are the consequences of “curriculum activities that are intentionally planned to provide a fertile field for personal purposing and experience.” (Eisner, p. 103). “They provide a direction for learning but not a particular destination.” (Anderson, 2001, p. 21) – the ‘learning as journey’ metaphor again.

Advocates of learning outcomes claim that it is impossible to evaluate learning unless clearly defined goals have been specified and agreed. Some argue that if learning outcomes are sufficiently well articulated, there will be no need for assessment criteria as students will either achieve the learning outcomes or they will not. Hussey and Smith have raised three objections to learning outcomes. They maintain that their clarity, explicitness and objectivity are largely spurious, and “give the impression of precision only because we consciously interpret them against a prior understanding of what is required.” (Hussey and Smith, 2002, p. 225) Their second objection is that learning outcomes are not necessarily suited to the requirements of different disciplines and therefore should not be employed generically across institutional and subject area settings. Perhaps it is not so much that the one-size-fits-all model of learning outcomes is not suited to different disciplines, but rather that the model is suited only to learning in specific aspects of acquiring skills, increasing knowledge and understanding, and developing aptitudes, thus the extent to which learning outcomes are fit for purpose will vary between subjects, rather than be confined to certain disciplines. Hussey and Smith’s final objection to planned learning outcomes is that they may restrict the achievement of other emergent learning outcomes (p. 228). These may often be ideas, skills and connections unforeseen by either the student or the teacher - what Davies refers to as unintended learning outcomes, or my “secret destinations”.

In the UK, the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA) has produced an Academic Infrastructure to describe academic standards for higher education (QAA a). What guidance does the Academic Infrastructure offer with regard to learning outcomes? The QAA Code of Practice contains numerous references to learning outcomes. In Section 7: Programme approval, monitoring and review, the term learning outcomes appears on 24 occasions, each one preceded by the adjective intended, while in Section 6: Assessment of Students, the term appears seven times, six as intended learning outcomes, and on the seventh as specified learning outcomes. Despite the QAA’s claim that the Framework “allows for diversity and innovation within academic programmes offered by higher education”, there appears to be no room here for unintended, emerging or negotiated learning outcomes, let alone expressive outcomes. 

The current political agenda urges commercial companies, education institutions and other organisations to promote creativity, innovation, and entrepreneurship to enable Britain to compete globally in the twenty first century. In its response to the Schwartz Report, Fair Admissions to Higher Education, the University of Cambridge called for “a reformed A level (or equivalent), assessing creative thought and potential as well as knowledge” (Cambridge University, 2004). The subject-specific sections of the same University’s Undergraduate Admissions guidance states that Classics will “develop your confidence and creativity”, Engineering “encourages the creativity and problem-solving skills that are so important to a good engineer”, Philosophy “requires rigour, precision and creativity, qualities that can then be applied to any other problem”, while English “offers the chance to be creative”. However, much publicity was given recently to the University’s website where potential applicants for its undergraduate degrees are provided with a list of “the A level subjects that provide a less effective preparation for our courses.” (Cambridge University, 2006) This list of 25 subjects includes all the subjects where creative ways of thinking and practising are a primary requirement – for example, Art and Design, Dance, Design and Technology, Drama/Theatre Studies, Performing Arts, Photography, Theatre Arts and Visual Arts. 

To establish whether the development of creative ability is firmly embedded in the pedagogical aims of all subjects, I again looked for evidence in the QAA’s Academic Framework. The purpose of the Framework for Higher Education Qualifications (FHEQ) in England, Wales and Northern Island (QAA b) is to describe student achievement represented by higher education qualifications. The FHEQ contains only five references to creativity, all of which appear in the descriptors for postgraduate qualifications. Holders of Masters degrees will be able to “deal with complex issues both systematically and creatively”, while doctorates are awarded to students who have demonstrated “the creation and interpretation of new knowledge”. Creativity does not feature at all in the section setting out the achievements and attributes represented by undergraduate qualifications.

In 2000, the Quality Assurance Agency began its programme of commissioning and publishing 46 Subject Benchmark Statements (QAA c) for awards leading to undergraduate qualifications. These statements are intended “to describe the nature of the general characteristics that programmes seek to develop in students and which a graduate in a subject might be able to demonstrate.” (Laugharne, 2002, p. 135) Each benchmark statement was written by representatives of its respective subject community, while the relevant subject associations and other interested parties including employees and professional bodies were invited to comment on the drafts before publication. “Taking into consideration the formal and informal consultation that has gone on, it is estimated that between 7,500 and 8,000 academics have been involved in the process of construction and validation”. (Laugharne, 2002, p.135) It is therefore reasonable to assume that they provide definitive statements of what each subject community believes the nature of its subject to be, although the process of reviewing each of the statements is now underway.

Searching each statement for the frequency of usage of words beginning with the letters CREAT - create, creative, creation, creatively and creativity – proved to be very illuminating (see table 1). Only eight of the 46 benchmark statements use words derived from create more than ten times. As might be expected, the greatest usage of these terms appears in the statements for the creative arts subjects, namely Music; Art and Design; Dance, Drama and Performance; Communication, Media, Film and Cultural Studies; and Architecture, Architectural Technology and Landscape Architecture. Less than half of the statements contain more than two usages, while eight make no use at all. The total word count is, moreover, flattering to some subjects, where some or all of the usage does not refer to the qualities their graduates will possess. For example, the one usage in Politics and International Relations is that the subject aims to “…create a learning environment that …” Moderating each subject’s scores to take account of this would present an even bleaker picture. Under the heading, Nature of the Subject, we read that “Progress in Physics requires imagination and creativity”, but that is the only usage of words derived from create in the whole of the statement. This is not the only example of a benchmark statement that makes a token reference to creativity but then fails to sustain this in any persuasive form. Accountancy is one of the benchmarks where CREAT does not make a single appearance – so much for creative accountancy! 

To triangulate this evidence, I also referred to the recently published Student Employability Profile Templates that specify “Generic Employability Competencies” (HE Academy 2006). Conducting the same search as with the subject benchmark statements revealed relatively little change in the league table of creativity. Only ten of the subjects used words derived from CREAT ten or more times. Combining the scores from the benchmark statement and the employability profile still results in 24 subjects whose totals are in single figures, of which five have only a single reference, while top of the league Music scores 111 references. 

All learning activity will result in learning outcomes of some sort. To avoid the narrow interpretation now given to the term, I will use outcomes of learning to include all products of learning, reserving learning outcomes for its current specific application. Few critics of learning outcomes dismiss them as entirely inappropriate to learning in higher education, usually conceding their value where learning is clearly observable and measurable, for example in the acquisition of technical skills, but while some outcomes of learning can and should be specified in advance of the learning activity, we also need to devise, test and gain recognition for alternative ways to accommodate outcomes of learning that, for whatever reason, cannot be anticipated or determined in advance, where these are at least as important as those that can. Nowhere is this truer than where the desired outcome is creativity. Research indicates that, to accommodate the range of outcomes that learning can promote, we need to think in terms of:

i) intended learning outcomes - outcomes of learning that are specified at the beginning of the learning. These are the intended or specified learning outcomes embedded in the QAA Code of Practice, and used extensively across the HE sector;

ii) expressive outcomes - outcomes of learning, where purposes have been formulated in the process of action itself. These relate to what Eisner describes as “personal purposing and experience” (Eisner, 1979, p. 103) where outcomes will only emerge or become more clearly defined as the learning progresses. To paraphrase Emerson, there was no path, but the learner left a trail. Expressive outcomes will be negotiated between the learner and the tutor as the work progresses, although they may be subject to specified parameters;

iii) holistic learning outcomes - outcomes of learning which encompass ways of thinking and practising, the “particular understandings, forms of discourse, values or ways of working” (Entwhistle, 2005, p. 72) that lecturers regard to be of the highest importance. By their very nature, holistic learning outcomes may not be evident until the end of, or even after the learning has been completed, when reflection, assimilation, and evaluation have taken their course. They may not occur in a pre-determined incremental or even sequential manner, and they present a challenge for assessment, but “It serves no purpose to lower our educational aspirations because we cannot yet measure what we think is important to teach” (Cowan, 2006, p. 27);

iv) ancillary learning outcomes: outcomes of learning over and above those that are specifically related to the main objectives; value-added learning that results from the learner’s own unique journey. “Ancillary learning is always going on.” (Anderson, 2001, p. 21)  Structured learning is usually designed to prepare students for their next stage of learning, or to be better equipped to perform some activity, but the outcomes of learning will invariably include by-products of the structured experience that may have equal – or at least added - value. For example, a student who chooses the Imperial War Museum as the subject for a project to design a website for a tourist attraction may, in the course of their research, learn something about the history of armed conflict, but this knowledge and understanding will not be learning directly related to becoming accomplished in website design. It may be problematic to include ancillary or incidental learning in the summative assessment, but it should surely be encouraged and acknowledged in some appropriate way.

Expressive, holistic and ancillary learning outcomes are better suited than the more prescriptive intended learning outcomes to facilitate the development of creativity. The latter have an important part to play in learning but can inhibit or impede learning in creative contexts, rather than encourage the ways of thinking and practising that characterise creative activity. While the evidence set out in this paper provides only a crude barometer for measuring the extent to which subjects pay more than lip service to the development of creativity, it is sufficient to indicate that the task of formulating, testing and gaining recognition for alternative models to the ubiquitous learning outcomes lies with a relatively small number of disciplines, largely but not exclusively those associated with the creative arts. Collaborative action is required to create a lobby of sufficient critical mass to negotiate the adoption of more sophisticated tools to direct and assess student learning, and to facilitate the full range of learning to which we aspire in higher education. These must be embedded into the national and institutional quality frameworks. Failure to achieve this will mean that, for too many students, the secret destinations will remain forever secret. 
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