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Abstract
This is an interim report on PhD research that I am conducting which attempts to stimulate imagination and creativity in two groups of Year One undergraduate students.  The research uses ‘sound pictures’ as one of the ways to trigger student imagination. The project aims to introduce Year One undergraduates to creative learning techniques in general, and guided imagery in particular.  It increases the toolbox of creative idea generation skills at their disposal and allows them to become independent in their application.  Following a pilot study, the research also identifies some student resistance to new techniques and addresses the question of student stance in relation to innovative teaching methods.  The research is being conducted with students on a course specifically connected with the creative industries, but the techniques are generic and are therefore not subject specific.  No underpinning student knowledge experience is required, only an open mind!
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Guided Imagery as a Trigger for Creativity: creative visualization in a higher education setting

Introduction

Creativity stretches far beyond the obvious sectors such as the media and the world of art and design and is embedded in all areas of business and industry through idea generation and development.  It often involves new ways of thinking.  This paper focuses on one method of tapping into a student’s creative abilities using the power of sounds, music and the imagination.  Guided imagery and creative visualization are techniques used here with two separate groups of Year One undergraduates to help them discover and increase their ability to create unique mental representations of events and scenarios, real and imagined: in other words, to spark their imagination.

Whilst using the imagination can be both fun and challenging, in the educational setting it does need to have both a purpose, (clear in the mind of the teacher and made clear to the learner) and recognition that the use of ‘new’ learning techniques may meet with student resistance.  Assessment of a pilot study has thrown up a number of issues in relation to student stance with regard to learning which have been addressed for the main study, currently in progress.  

It must be stressed that the current research project is not subject-specific and the purpose is both to increase the quantity and quality of learning techniques available to undergraduates and to allow them to apply these both within specific learning situations and in their overall approach to being a student.

Creative Visualization and Guided Imagery
Creative Visualization and Guided Imagery are known as transpersonal techniques, or ones which can facilitate a ‘deeper’ understanding or experience.  They use an individual’s imagination to create a mental image.  The image is triggered either by a scene or situation which has been described orally (guided imagery) or which has been created in ‘the mind’s eye’ through a less detailed and less directed stimulus (creative visualization).  

The Research Context 

Two separate research projects have been carried out.  The first was to assess the usefulness of guided imagery within a specific learning context of radio and audio production and the second was a development of this into a subject worthy of MPhil/PhD study by linking the creative visualization process to student self-efficacy and the appropriateness of creative learning techniques in general in a Higher Education setting.  This paper includes details of the first study and the pilot of the latter.   

 My PhD work focuses on three research questions:

1. Does an awareness of student self-efficacy contribute to undergraduate motivation to learn?

2. How might the use of multiple creative learning methods enhance undergraduate motivation to learn?

3. What is the impact of creative visualization in this process?

Methodology

In the first research project with approximately fifty Year One radio production students, there were three separate visualization and imagery sessions to ‘experience the power of sound and words’.  

They were:

· A progressive guided relaxation, designed to introduce students to the notion of guided imagery and to propose a readily tangible and beneficial use.  

· A multi-sensory guided and calming experience walking across a beach using metaphor to reinforce personal empowerment.  

· An invigorating, non-guided, experience involving skiing down a mountain slope, to promote confidence in independent use of the techniques and to contrast with the previous ‘relaxing’ exercises

In the second study with a different cohort, around forty Year One students on an introductory creative learning module, relevant to any number of undergraduate programmes, experienced the ‘sound pictures’ described above together with some additional scenarios directed at specific learning goals.  This was carried out as a pilot study for the main research currently in progress.

These additional visualizations were:

· A place where the student enjoyed learning.  This visualization identifies the criteria for each person’s successful learning environment and suggests that in undergraduate studies they should try to replicate the environment and these positive learning factors from the past.

· Looking into a large mirror which shows the student, through reflection, what they really want to be.  This recognises the individual talents and desires of each student and sets in their mind an achievable goal.  It also leads to prompting ways of achieving this.

· Producing a colourful ‘treasure map’ of what the student wants to achieve in academic and life terms and focusing on this individually.

· The Graduation Ceremony.  This visualization takes the student through their graduation.  Students reflect on their own locus of control and responsibility in the learning process.  

Results 

A relaxing experience

The majority of students reported that the visualisations had provided them with a positive experience:

‘It gave me time to think not just about what you’re saying, but about life in general.  I think it made you analyse a bit more about yourself.’ 
The skiing activity proved to be a successful catalyst, with the students opening their imagination to a common theme:

‘It’s like a rush really, the cold of the wind going past you.  You can just feel yourself at a speed and it makes you just motivated somehow because you’re rushing down and you can imagine yourself going over the ground, which is uneven, and the coldness as well.’

Wider student creative application
One aim of the project is to assess the transferability of imagery skills to a broader academic and creative undergraduate programme.  Student evaluation suggests that this is entirely realistic but that the techniques need reinforcement throughout the curriculum.

‘It gave me confidence that I have imagination to come up with certain things and it made me realise the influence of music.’

Difficulties encountered by students

It would be wrong to imply that every student reported a positive response to each session.  In the first study, each student reported at least one positive workshop, most more than one. But some students had difficulty in visualising or imagining smells of the sea and recalling the sound of waves, preferring to concentrate purely on the imaginary pictorial image.

In the second (pilot) study, there was greater polarisation.  Whilst some students enthusiastically embraced the concepts, a small minority did not accept their usefulness.  This could be due to the question of student ‘stance’ or a closed (or less open) mindset as proposed by Donald Schön and others.  Just under a quarter of the cohort were non-committal, but around half of the participants with the pilot reported a positive and useful experience.  A further quarter of the pilot group were particularly enthusiastic and cited ways that they had used and were continuing to use the techniques independently.  Some related to focusing on specific academic goals, others related to associated life goals such as achievement in sport and overcoming perceived personal obstacles.

Conclusion

The research projects set out to establish the extent to which the imagination and creative functions of a group of undergraduate students can be activated by a combination of spoken words with sounds, music or contemplative silence.  Initially this was to assess the usefulness of the technique as an additional creative learning tool but subsequently to merge this and other learning techniques to consider whether these can contribute to undergraduate academic self-efficacy. 

In the recent pilot study, students generally report positive feelings towards the visualisation activities per se.  A number continue to actively use them but many have failed to pursue these independently by applying them to other study modules.  The shift of locus of control and responsibility to the student appears problematic at the pilot stage.  

A number of techniques have been introduced to current unit delivery to address this relevant issue of student perception and independent application.   In particular, closer integration, highlighting and reinforcement of links need to be made between visualization on the one hand and student self-efficacy and the subject-specific curriculum on the other.  This has been made explicit and regularly reinforced in current delivery.  At the transition to Higher Education at Year One, some students need clearer signposting of linkages.  Of course an appropriate balance will need to be found to achieve student support to promote progressive independent learning in contrast to ‘support’ which can maintain a culture of dependency on the tutor.   

A number of other ‘creative learning techniques’ such as illuminative art, use of packs of ‘creativity cards’, random stimulation cards and objects are now used as a regular input and could remove the concept of visualisation being perceived as an unusual technique.  I feel that the more visualization is perceived by students as being one of a wide range of ‘different’ learning techniques rather than one of a few, the more it can be accepted by them. 

In response to the issues of stance raised by a small number of students within the pilot, it is anticipated that modification of course delivery, described above, with students participating in the main research project will lead to a greater shift towards acceptance and integration of visualization within the student approach.  If continued over the course of the degree, visualization may be a factor which leads to greater undergraduate maturity and independence of study and self-efficacy which contribute to a positive final academic outcome.

