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Assessing creativity in an unhelpful climate
1. Introduction

It is sometimes claimed that undergraduate curricula – among many other aims – should have the aim of developing creativity, i.e. work that shows both originality and significance, whatever form this might take at different student levels and in different disciplines. However, apart from such ‘obvious’ disciplines, as e.g. music or fine arts which are fundamentally creative, such claims have rarely been supported by more than lip service. Furthermore, even though curricula in many disciplines now include aspects that encourage creativity, such as final year project work, such work is often inadequately recognized in degree assessments – it is given only a small proportion of the marks, because “it is so difficult to mark it accurately”. This paper is concerned with aspects of both the development and the assessment of creativity within undergraduate curricula in different disciplines. It will, however,  argue that the increasing audit culture which has been imposed on universities by unreasonable – and at the same time ineffective – quality demands is inimical to the development of creative curricula and suggest reasons why this culture has been so readily and unthinkingly accepted by universities. Thus the paper is as much concerned with preventing bad practice through inappropriate assessment as with generating good practice through appropriate assessment.
2. The weight of traditionalism

There was a time, pre 1981, when universities were – mostly unjustifiably – trusted to provide a good education for most of their students. This idea was never tested, as research into and the evaluation of university teaching was not considered an appropriate activity for university teachers – when in 1997 I gave an Inaugural at University College London on the subject ‘Is University Teaching Researchable’, a substantial proportion of the audience thought that the answer was obviously “no”, although there were fewer of these at the end of the lecture than at the beginning. Since then, the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning movement and the Higher Education Academy have provided some impetus to challenge this astonishing belief that University Teaching is not a researchable subject, but it would be an incorrigible optimist who believed that this battle has been won. University teachers have for so long taught as they had been taught by people who taught as they had been taught . . . over the centuries, that rapid and general change cannot be expected. 

Furthermore, this traditionalism has been reinforced by a further tradition – that the main task of the professoriate is to ensure the quality of the next generation of professors. A good example of such teaching was that of Mendeléyev (1929) - there are many similar quotations:

‘Mendeléyev was one of the greatest teachers of his time. His lecture room was always thronged with students. “Many of them”, wrote one of them, “I am afraid could not follow him, but for the few of us who could it was a stimulant to the intellect and a lesson in scientific thinking which must have left deep traces in our development.’

As Gibbon (1776) had remarked many years earlier,

‘But the power of instruction is seldom of much efficacy, except in those happy dispositions where it is almost superfluous’,

and it took the genius of Feynman (see the account in Elton 2001a) to understand that the fault lay primarily with the teachers and not with the students.

When, in the past thirty years, this traditionalism was eventually challenged, it rapidly became clear that what was primarily needed was not so much just improving teaching as changing it before improving it (Elton 2000) – a change which, if carried out, will be radical in its effect on the academic profession, but is becoming increasingly difficult in the ever growing pressures on academic time. It is interesting that the university revolution in both research and teaching, started by Humboldt (1810), which had been so effective in the development of university research in the 19th century, had to await curricular developments in problem based learning (PBL), starting in the 1960s (Savin-Baden 2003, Savin-Baden  and Howell Major 2004), before similar developments became possible in university teaching.

One other development is needed for effective change (this is still not understood in e.g. the United States) – the serious professional development of academic staff in their teaching function (see eg Elton 2001b, Stefani and Elton 2004). 

3. Curricula which encourage creativity

There have been aspects of creativity in the most traditional curricula  - even in the sciences - for a long time (e.g. project work, Elton 2003a), but really hopeful signs pointing to the introduction of aspects of creativity into whole curricula are in:

· the move from teacher-centred to student-centred learning (see eg Savin-Baden 2000);

· the expression of this move in the form of problem based and enquiry based curricula (see eg Savin-Baden and Howell Major 2004, Hutchings and O’Rourke 2002);

· a move from positivist to interpretivist assessment and, in particular, assessment in general from unseen papers to portfolios (Johnston 2004,  Elton 2006a).
These issues will now be discussed. (It should be noticed that the move from teacher-centred to student-centred learning is in general more profound – particularly in its effect on teachers - than either of the other two. The considerable problem for teachers who are liable to see this change as a reduction in their status will not be discussed here.)

If a curriculum is to encourage creativity, then it must hand over a high degree of responsibility for learning to students – not in the traditional and inadequate way that teachers are responsible for teaching and students for learning, but in a new way, in which students initiate the learning process and are supported in this endeavour by their teachers, who become ‘facilitators of learning’. While in principle, this shift is as old as Lao Tse (who is quoted as having said: ‘Of the best teachers their students say: “We did it all ourselves”.’), it could become general only through Problem Based Learning (PBL) and its successor of Enquiry Based Learning (EBL) which extended the concept from practice based learning to all learning. In such curricula, where learning starts with the student, creativity – which inevitably must start with the student – becomes possible. It will be expressed in very different ways in  the artifacts in the art school, the tutorial in the humanities and social sciences, the laboratory in the natural sciences or the workshop in engineering, but it will be possible in all academic disciplines. It will be accompanied by another feature of good learning – criticality (Barnett 1997), which in the Art schools led to the ‘crit’ which can be characterized as a critical discussion of students’ work by their staff and fellow students, in which the student under discussion takes part. More generally, neither creativity nor criticality can be adequately assessed in time limited examinations, since both require thinking and even ‘sleeping on it’ time, and so I next turn to the issue of the assessment of creativity, which in turn will lead me to question the validity of the classified honours degree.

4. Assessing creativity and the classified honours degree

Caution: In this section, practitioners should be aware of gaps between theory – as presented below – and practice (see Blair 2006a, b, Orr and Blythman 2006). Thus, Blair writes:

‘The Sheffield example (see 4.2 below) is what happens in an ideal world.  I know they have been very innovative in looking at alternatives to the traditional crit scenario which I have found is often a very variable experience and is dependent on many other factors as well as the verbal information/exchange.  Critical awareness can be affected by the power position, the stress factor and e.g. the quality of feedback interventions together with students' prior learning experience or understanding.’
Furthermore, different assessors often work from different but tacit assumptions, which are of course unknown to their students.[See eg. Husain and Waterfield (2006) who refer to a ‘mysterious, tacit code’, which is tacit even to most university teachers.] For an authoritative view of modern assessment in higher education, see Cowan (2006).

4.1 How can one recognise and assess creative work?

Creative work must be more than merely ‘new’; it must show originality and it must in some way be significant but – in the case of student work – only at the student’s level. However, even at that level it must involve critical judgment on the part of the creator. Furthermore, it cannot be produced under controlled conditions, for while it is possible to lay down general rules for the recognition of creative and critical work, it is not possible to specify these in detail. Each such piece of work has to be judged by experienced examiners [often referred to as ‘connoisseurs’(Eisner 1985)] against criteria which such examiners have developed through reflective and evaluated experience. Because the work is criterion referenced, norm referenced methods of assessment, in which a candidate is compared with others in the group which is being assessed and grades are given accordingly, is inappropriate, although not unknown. 

Even if grades are awarded – which may be considered appropriate or enforced by assessment regulations ‒ to conflate them with other grades, obtained on other work, is wholly inappropriate. For that reason, it is best to submit creative work in the form of a portfolio and to report on it in terms of a profile. Even under present conditions, when examination regulations often insist on classification, students may consider their portfolios more important than their degree class when job hunting. 

4.2 Illustration from Fine Arts and Architecture.

Much can be learned from fine arts and architecture, where creative work has been assessed on the basis of portfolios for a long time. Thus, the Slade School at University College London gives the following instructions to students: 

You will be assessed on the evidence of ambition, experimentation, innovation and understanding of the subject and its contexts, as developed in the work.

Your progress in and development of the following will be taken into account:

· critical awareness;

· relevant use of processes and materials;

· the depth and scope of investigation;

· the ability to practise ideas;

· contribution to and participation in the course.
Similar criteria are laid down elsewhere, e.g. in the Fine Art Studio Practice Module at Manchester Metropolitan University where, on completing Level Two (it is interesting that the freedom implied by creativity can be contained within the apparently constraining form of ‘students will be able to’), 

students will be able to:

· explore and identify appropriate uses of visual language in processes of research, analysis, ideas generation and development and expression of outcomes;

· interpret and evaluate and synthesise theoretical, professional and contextual issues relating to an emergent personal practice;

· appreciate the relationship between the artist, products of practice and audience, maker and processes of consumption;

and in general terms:

· use critical reflection as a means of identifying progress, personal strengths and overall development needs;

· understand and apply a range of research strategies for the planning and information retrieval procedures;

· select, apply and evaluate personal strategies for the planning and orgsnisation of work.
Often students take part in their own assessment, at least in its formative aspect, through the famous ‘crit’, as practised e.g. in the Architecture Department of the University of Sheffield (note that teachers acting as assessors in crits should be aware of the potentially devastating effect of crits on students):

Students present their work using visual aids, providing a verbal explanation to an audience comprising staff and peers (and potentially ‘visitors’). Both staff and students offer feedback and engage in dialogue with the presenter. Students are thus given an opportunity to learn from each other and build their critical skills.
4.3 Disciplinary differences
The criteria of Fine Arts and Architecture obviously need adapting if they are to be used in other disciplines, but the underlying principles should be the same. Indeed, much project work in many disciplines – and not only in the final year - should be assessed on the basis of such criteria, but it often is not, owing to the traditionalism of academic teachers and examination regulations. Furthermore, even when it is, it is often downgraded, as was mentioned in the Introduction, because the assessment is ‘not reliable’. The recent development of Problem Based Learning (PBL), which started in medicine and has now spread to very many disciplines, is in fact incomplete, unless some of the work of students is assessed from the point of view of creativity and criticality. For that reason, staff development activities which support PBL should include considerations pertaining to the assessment of creative and critical work.

It is interesting that the concept of the ‘crit’, which is virtually unknown in traditional academic disciplines, could easily be transferred to them, through e.g. the self- and peer-assessment of essays in the humanities and social sciences, projects in the pure sciences, and devices and artefacts in the applied sciences. The stumbling block to be overcome is the belief among university teachers, either that their students ‘do not know enough’ to carry out such critical work or – alternatively – that they can carry it out without any training or preparation. In addition, teachers often fail to appreciate that they themselves mostly have not been trained as critical assessors.

4.4 The assessment process
Fair assessment of creativity implies respect for individual diversity, not treating everyone the same, nor expecting students to work under controlled conditions (Elton and Johnston 2002). Creativity usually needs ‘sleeping on it’. To form a judgment of a particular piece of work, it has to be done on the basis of a list of general criteria, like the ones listed above, through discussion between assessors after students have presented their work; it is not possible as a rule to lay down assessment criteria in advance, as it is exactly this feature of traditional assessment, i.e. basing assessment on predetermined outcomes, which takes away from the originality, criticality and creativity of the work. For that reason such assessment has been called interpretivist (Johnston 2004), as opposed to the traditional positivist approach, in which performance is matched against previously determined performance criteria. The insights obtained by Johnston, which must be read in her paper, underlie what follows.

4.5 Portfolios

In positivist assessment, all students are judged against a common yard stick, while in interpretivist assessment the work of each student must be judged sui generis and not in direct comparison with that of other students – the fundamental reason for the need for ‘connoisseurs’ as examiners.(A similar situation arises in e.g. ice skating competitions, where the judgment of the compulsory part is positivist, while that of the voluntary part is interpretivist.) At the same time, it is common for portfolios to be assessed in part by self and in part by peers, both needing some preparation for this new role – their lack of connoisseurship being balanced by the immediacy of their knowledge.  

Because of the sui generis nature of interpretivist assessment, the accepted criteria in positivist assessment of reliability and validity must be questioned in interpretivist assessment, where credibility and transferability have been suggested as alternatives (Guba and Lincoln 1989, pp. 241 – 242). It is therefore not possible to judge students’ work through a common examination; an appropriate alternative is the ‘portfolio’, the content of which encompasses all the work of students on which they are to be judged. In the spirit of interpretivist assessment, at least in part the choice of what is to be included in a portfolio should be the students’, if only so as  to give them an opportunity to show what they are good at. (How often, in positivist assessment do examiners work on a deficiency model, ie stressing errors rather than positive achievement!)

Finally, assessment is sometimes ipsative, particularly when it is formative, i.e. students are assessed against their earlier performance.

However, while every portfolio must be treated on its own, it is reasonable for them to have a common structure, which allows for individual differences. This need for individual differences, as well as the need for interpretivist assessment of creative work, is beautifully illustrated by the following poem, reprinted from the Times Educational Supplement, 16. 8. 1985:


A boy wrote a poem

A boy wrote a poem,

It was from homework from class,

He wrote about cliff-tops,

And how the winds pass.

He just let it flow

from his head to his pen,

But his spelling was bad,

“C, do it again!”

A boy wrote a poem,

And thought of his mark.

And this time he checked it

And wrote in the dark.

He changed and corrected,

Gave it in the next day,

He got “B+ Good effort”

and threw it away.

When he wrote of the oceans,

They gave him an “E”.

They gave him an “E”

for the tides of the sea,

“What does this mean?”

Said the boy to his work,

“Does it mean I’m just lazy,

Does it mean I’m a berk?”

When he wrote about sunrise,

They gave him an “A”.

They gave him an “A”

for the dawn of the day,

“What does this mean?”

Said the boy to his paper,

“Am I meant to be happy

To leap up, cut a caper?”

“What is this letter?

It is nothing to me!

It doesn’t mention the good bit

At the end of verse three.”

And so thought the boy

But he couldn’t be sure

So he looked at his shoes

And the tiles on the floor.

Then before long

At a certain time,

They asked for the marks

of the efforts in rhyme.

To be written down

In a large orange book,

In symmetrical lines,

To be read at one look.

And he sat at the back,

At the back of the room,

Among the new novels,

The display work, the gloom.

And they asked him his marks,

And he read them ashamed,

When he got to the worst

“Tut tut” they exclaimed.

Oh, he thought.

But I don’t see what those marks have

Got to do with my work.

He still doesn’t understand.



Nicholas Chapman (aged 12)

4.6 Degree classifications
As was mentioned earlier, creative work is usually inadequately recognized in degree assessments – it is given only a small proportion of the marks, because “it is so difficult to mark it accurately”. Quite apart from this extraordinary practice, to average all of a student’s achievements – from the reproduction of memory work to creative (and critical) work - clearly amounts to a discouragement of creativity and criticality, and a huge loss of relevant information available for each  examination candidate. One is inevitably driven to the conclusion that the averaging process, inherent in the degree classification, cannot be justified on any rational grounds and that the establishment of  the assessment of creativity will be seriously handicapped, unless it is accompanied by the abolition of the degree classification. This point has been argued at length in an earlier article (Elton 2004a).

5. The audit culture and how to change it

The current position concerning the assessment of creativity is aggravated by the audit culture which has grown in universities over the past twenty years, in connection with the various approaches to the assessment of quality by successive initiatives of the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA). These initiatives have replaced the traditional trust in academia – which was largely unjustified on the basis of academic practice – by a detailed accountability, in terms of performance indicators (Elton 2004b) which is equally unjustified, as has been so well and so forcibly stated by O’Neill (2002). Since the QAA now seems – mistakenly – satisfied that broadly speaking all is well in the academic garden, but continues to insist on the collection of what are considered to be appropriate performance indicators, the latter has degenerated into a time-consuming but at times meaningless exercise, imposed by government and abetted by top-down management on long-suffering academics, which at the same time prevents the development of creative curricula (see eg McNay 2006).

The increasing audit culture, combined with the shift from collegial to top down management, is in complete contradiction to the wise advice of Handy (1984, pp. 289 – 296) that “it is time that the professions paid serious heed, to the problem of managing their institutions and educating their managers”, which led to the warning by  Middlehurst and Elton (1992) that the success of increased managerialism of the past ten years may have been bought at the expense of their more long-term well-being, the recent advice of Shattock (2003, p.176) that “collegiality is a more effective management tool for success in the core business of teaching and research than managerial direction” and the suggestion by Elton (2005) of a  balance between top down and collegial management in universities. Two universities (there may be others) – Warwick (Shattock’s university) and more recently Surrey –  seem to have successfully bucked the trend of increasing managerialism; others may well need an academic revolt (see e.g. Elton 2006b) as a first step towards the general introduction of a component of creativity into their curricula.

A way out of this impasse could be found through an acceptance of continuing professional development of academic staff, turning them – in their teaching function – into true professionals. Intrinsic pride of doing a job well is of the essence of such professionalism, as was recognized by Pirsig (1975), who concluded that – in the Greek concept of areté – pride in one’s work formed the only reliable assurance of quality, a conclusion applied by Elton (1986) to the problem of quality assurance. Given such a system, it is still necessary to allow for human frailty - or what Yorke (1994) has called ‘modified trust’- through the auditing of the professional development process. However, this process is so far removed from the present kind of accountability, based on performance indicators (Elton 2004b) that the distorting effects of the latter can hopefully be minimized (Elton 2004c). 

6. A way forward?

I have presented what is a highly idiosyncratic analysis of a way out of the current situation in university teaching, learning and assessment, the idiosyncrasy indicated by the all too copious citations of my earlier work, based on ideas that differ substantially from much of what underlies current academic practice. A programme, based on these ideas would require very radical changes in such practice and is likely not to be favoured either by academic traditionalists or by university managements that seem to have prospered on managerial practices which had been rejected long ago by much of progressive industrial and commercial management. Does the movement of the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (Elton 2003b) perhaps provide a constructive way forward? I hope so.

Acknowledgments

Thanks are due to Sharon Morris (Slade School of Art), Tim Dunbar (Manchester Metropolitan University), Rosie Parnell (University of Sheffield),  Bernadette Blair (Kingston University), Margo Blythman (University of the Arts London ) and Susan Orr (St John University, York) for their help with section 4, and to Brenda Johnston for many discussions on interpretivist assessment and a ‘crit’ of the present article. Naturally, responsibility for what I have written is solely mine.

References
R. Barnett (1997), ‘Higher Rducation: A critical Business’, Society for Research into Higher Education and Open University Press.

B. Blair (2006a), ‘At the end of a huge crit in the summer, it was crap. Id worked really hard but all she said was fine and I was gutted’. Art Design & Communication in Higher Education. 5(2).

B. Blair (2006b), 'Perception, Interpretation, Impact - An examination of the learning value of formative feedback to students through the design studio critique.' EdD thesis, Institute of Education, London University.

J. Cowan (2006), ‘Assessing Assessment in Higher Education’, Academy Exchange 4 (Summer), pp. 26 – 27.

E. W. Eisner (1985), ‘The Art of Evaluation: a personal view’, London: Falmer Press.

L. Elton (1986), ‘Quality in Higher Education: nature and purpose’, Studies in Higher L. Elton (2000), ‘Dangers of doing the wrong thing righter’, HAN Conference Proceedings, January, pp. 7 – 9.

L. Elton (2001a), ‘Research and Teaching: conditions for a positive link’, Teaching in Higher Education 6, pp. 43 – 56.

L. Elton (2001b), ‘Training for a craft or a profession’, Teaching in Higher Education 6, pp. 421 – 422.

L. Elton (2003a), ‘Dissemination of innovations in higher education: a change theory approach’, Tertiary Education and Management 9, 199 – 214.

L. Elton (2003b), ‘Some Thoughts on Scholarship’, Educational Development 4.4, pp. 7 – 8.

L. Elton (2004a), ‘Dissemination of Innovations in Higher Education: a change theory approach’, Tertiary Education and Management 9, pp. 413 – 420.
L. Elton (2004b), ‘Goodhart’s Law and Performance Indicators in Higher Education’, Evaluation and Research in Higher Education 18, pp. 120 – 128.

L. Elton (2004c), ‘Continuing Professional Development in Higher Education: trust and accountability’, Higher Education Digest 49, Digest Supplement, pp. 5 – 7.

L. Elton (2005), ‘Could there be a  balance between top down and collegial management in universities?’ 4th Annual Conference on Leadership Research, Lancaster, 12 – 13. December.
L. Elton (2006a), ‘Designing Assessment for Creativity: – Guide for busy academics’, Higher Education Academy.

L. Elton (2006b), ‘Some dumb insolence might get their ear’, Times Higher 24. March, p. 16.

L. Elton and B. Johnston (2002), ‘Assessment in Higher Education: a critical review of research’, LTSN (Generic), ASS 013.

E. Gibbon (1776), ‘The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire’, Everyman’s Library 1910, Vol. I, p. 96.

E. G. Guba and V. Lincoln (1989), ‘Fourth Generation Evaluation’, London: Sage.

C. Handy (1984), ‘Education for management outside business’, in S. Goodlad (ed), ‘Education for the Professions’, Society for Research into Higher Education and NFER-Nelson.

W. von Humboldt (1810), ‘On the Spirit and Organizational Framework of Intellectual institutions in Berlin’, English translation Minerva 8, pp. 242 – 267, 1970..

S. Husain and R. Waterfield (2006), ‘Writing Matters’ (The Royal Literary Fund), p.27.

B. Hutchings and K. O’Rourke (2002), ‘Problem-based Learning in Literary Studies’, Arts and Humanities in Higher Education 1, pp. 73 – 83.

B. Johnston (2004), ‘Summative Assessment of Portfolios: an examination of different approaches to agreement over outcomes’, Studies in Higher Education 29, pp. 395 – 414.

I. McNay (2006), ‘We sacrifice our souls on the altar of employability’, Times Higher, 27 October, p. 12.

D. I. Mendeléyev (1929), Entry in Encyclopedia Britannica, 14th edition.

R. Middlehurst and L. Elton (1992), ‘Leadership and Management in Higher Education’, Studies in Higher Education 17, pp. 251 – 264.

O. O’Neill (2002), ‘A Question of Trust’, BBC Reith Lectures.

S. Orr and M. Blythman, ‘Transparent Opacity:  Assessment in the Inclusive Academy’, Assessment and Evaluation in Higher Education, to be published.

R. M. Pirsig (1974), ‘Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance’, London: Bodley Head.

M. Savin-Baden (2000), ‘Problem-based Learning in Higher Education: untold stories’, Society for Research into Higher Education and Open University Press.

M. Savin-Baden (2003), ‘Facilitating Problem-Based Learning’, Society for Research into Higher Education and Open University Press.

M. Savin-Baden and C. Howell Major (2004), ‘Foundations of Problem Based Learning’, Society for Research into Higher Education and Open University Press.

M. Shattock (2003), ‘Managing Successful Universities’, Society for Research into Higher Education and Open University Press.

L. Stefani and L. Elton (2004), ‘Continuing Professional Development of Academic Teachers through Self-Initiated Learning’, Assessment and Evaluation in Higher Education 27, pp 117 – 129.

M. Yorke (1994), ‘Enhancement-led Higher Education’, Quality Assurance in Higher Education 2, pp. 6 – 12.
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