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Cabin’d, crib’d and confined: the potential for creativity in a culture of conformity

Carl Rogers suggests that creative potential is a universal and innate human attribute, made manifest by ‘man’s tendency to actualise himself, to become his potentialities’ (Rogers, 1961). Potential, however, is latent. For most of us it can only be realised in the right set of circumstances: in a sympathetic cultural context where the prevailing values and assumptions support the individual’s desire to self-actualise.

Chinese culture has historically prioritised collectivism and the interdependent self rather than self-expression or individuality. This is in contrast to the western cult of the individual – the independent self. Similarly, education in the UK, particularly post-school, emphasises active learning and personal development; the goal is meta-learning or learning how to learn. By comparison, Chinese students ‘look for guidance in two directions: upwards, towards authority, and backwards, to traditions of the past’ (Rudowicz, 2003). Their goal is to pass examinations. A successful teacher is therefore one whose students do well in their exams, rather than one who inspires their students to challenge received wisdom or to look beyond the set curriculum. The educational system itself is hierarchical and inflexible, and institutions are given little autonomy over what is taught or how it is taught. The dominant culture appears to be inimical to diversity and divergence, prerequisites for creativity. Nonetheless, through official initiatives such as the Invigorating Education scheme of 2002, the Chinese government has begun to require teachers to foster students’ capacity for innovation and creative thinking.

Thus educators and learners in China find themselves caught between conflicting imperatives, attempting to deliver both an exam-focussed, transmissive education and, more recently, a student-centred transformative education. Since success in examinations is more easily measured and more public than individual creativity, the tendency has been to prioritise the former at the continuing expense of the latter. 

Such problems are clearly not confined to China, but the Chinese context does appear to be particularly antipathetic to creativity. It therefore provided an appropriate setting within which to test the theory that a creatively supportive ‘micro-climate’ could be set up even within the confines of a conformist and hierarchical culture. 

Over a seven-week period I delivered the existing curriculum to students in one of China’s leading art & design institutions. I used teaching strategies and methods drawn from my earlier UK study into teaching creativity. This, in turn, was based on a review of creativity literature. Broadly speaking, learner creativity is held to be promoted by:
· supportive environments which value divergence, encourage experimentation and accept ambiguity;

· teaching approaches which emphasise active collaboration and partnership;

· open-ended, challenging tasks which provide opportunities for learner-choice and autonomy.

Before and after the course, I asked students what aspects of their education particularly assisted their creative development. In their opinion, the two most significant factors were the teaching style or approach, and the student’s attitude and motivation. Over 75% cited the importance of knowledgeable, inspirational, open-minded and enthusiastic teaching. They preferred open-ended but well-organised projects and appreciated the opportunity for discussion and group work. 

After the course I asked the students to evaluate its effect on their creativity, and also on their motivation, enthusiasm, confidence in experimentation, originality, work-rate and quality of work. The responses, and the experience itself, confirm that creative potential is indeed innate, requiring only a supportive ‘micro-climate’ to flower with abundant fecundity. With surprising speed, a class of apparently passive and conformist students became independent, self-motivated and creative learners. A subsequent visit suggests that these changes are sustainable; in the opinion of the academic staff and of the students themselves, the group who had participated in the research project had remained more creative and more motivated than their peers.

Although the research project was discipline-specific, the creative teaching approaches I used are based on principles which are applicable, with modifications, to all disciplines. The most salient are as follows.

Passion
The teacher’s passion – for education itself, for their subject, for their job, for their students – is the starting point for learner engagement. Creative teaching is akin to a stage performance: the script will only come to life if the actor (you), director (you), and producer (you) are fully engaged, passionate about what you are doing. I dyed my hair pink, wore loudly striped socks, leapt on the desk, sang, and danced. The classroom became my stage set. I moved around the space and encouraged students to do likewise; desks were put into groups to encourage discussion; CDs played while the students worked – from Bach to the Blues to Chinese pop, depending on the atmosphere required.

The subsequent student evaluations made frequent reference to passion as a powerful motivator:

· The teaching approach ignited my passion and desire to study. 

· Through the teacher’s enthusiastic encouragement … we could get more joy from the work so that we do it with passion, become more motivated, improve the quality of the work, and work harder.

· Most important is that you love [what you do] deeply from your heart and hold firmly to your convictions.

Agree your aims
Once your passion has begun to engage and energise learners, they need to have a focus for all that energy. The aims and rationale of the course of study need to be made explicit and a consensus sought. Clear but challenging aims are known to increase motivation and engagement.

My primary aim was to develop individual learner creativity. I explained why I thought creativity was important and then, to encourage ownership and to emphasise the discursive, democratic nature of the teaching approach, asked the students to decide, through discussion, what creativity meant to them. The responses  were sophisticated: ‘an ability which involves challenging oneself, changing or influencing the environment’; ‘giving full play to your own ideas, understanding and expression’; ‘to break the rules, to be brave enough to try unacceptable things’. Our eventual consensus was that creativity was a way of thinking, making or doing that resulted in something unusual or original which was appropriate to its purpose. Since these were graphic design students, we agreed that our ‘purpose’ was powerful visual communication. We were already beginning to work as enthusiastic partners, signed up to a common aim.  

Clarify the route…
Having agreed the ‘what’ and ‘why’, the next stage is to clarify the ‘how’. The course should be structured to provide stepping-stones to the eventual aim. Otherwise the gap between aspiration and fulfilment will become a yawning chasm and the students’ self-confidence will decline, along with their enthusiasm. 
…then encourage detours
‘We need clear aims, and then open and unlimited ends’. A clear structure assists confidence but, if it is too detailed or inflexible, it will limit exploration and divergence. Within the basic structure, therefore, projects and exercises were open-ended and student-centred. There were no right or wrong answers, only ideas which were more, or less, original and appropriate. 

Enable ambiguity
Acceptance of ambiguity and uncertainty are held to be prerequisites to creativity. In the classroom this means that both the teacher and the student are entitled to ‘not know’, to experiment with possibilities and consider several contradictory options at once, accepting that all ideas are potentially useful. Ambiguity can only be accepted if we suspend judgement. This is a particular problem in the test-obsessed and highly judgemental context of formal education. For this reason I decided to deal with the issue head-on. After explaining the creative advantages of suspending judgement (through a lecture on divergent and convergent thinking) all students were asked to write on the front of their notebooks: ‘All ideas are useful. Suspend judgement.’ The words were also stuck to their desks, and to the walls of the classroom. Several students enjoyed the notion so much that they wrote it on their faces; the concept was reinforced by frequent teacher encouragement. The student evaluations, and the outcomes of the taught sessions, suggest that this was a powerful aid to creative thinking: ‘it makes us experiment bravely and improves our confidence with a relaxed mood’; ‘you can work freely and be relaxed about experimenting, then you achieve the unexpected’; ‘now I believe that ‘every idea is useful’ I become more confident’. 

Facilitate rather than dictate
To further encourage ambiguity, but also to help the students become more independent, I explained that my job was to help the students find their own solutions to the problems that were set, not to spoon-feed them with mine. I reminded them that we had agreed that originality was central to creativity; by implication they needed to accept responsibility for their own learning and their own journey. I had expected students to feel frustrated or thwarted by this radical change in the teacher-student relationship but they took to it with enthusiasm. By treating them as equals (in terms of their creative potential rather than their existing knowledge) their self-esteem and confidence increased. 
Conclusion
None of the strategies outlined above is discipline-dependent. All can be used by the individual teacher to encourage learner-creativity within the classroom, regardless of the dominant culture beyond it. Increased creativity leads to higher levels of motivation, confidence, and independence. Knowledge and skills are a natural by-product. Creative teaching seems to offer a win-win option for its practitioners and their students.

