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We talk about ‘being creative’ a lot and we may say to students ‘use your creativity’, but do we ever really define what creativity is. And do students ever really understand what they are doing when they are ‘being creative’?
This short provocative paper has arisen out of two discrete research projects within The Department of Performing Arts at the University of Bedfordshire. The first is a collaboration with two colleagues entitled: The Role of Performance Training within Pedagogic Practice and the second is ongoing research that I am engaged in, which explores improvisation in interdisciplinary practice. The former research project addressed the Performing Arts curriculum and the development of a new single honours degree programme within the department. We began by discussing how we wanted our new degree programme to be more ‘relevant’, more ‘contemporary’, and we wanted to define clearly what ‘performer training’ means within an HE institution. Within this research we discussed the nature of modules and the range of assessment modes - and then we began to talk about ourselves and our teaching. 

Parallel to this curriculum-based research, was my own research into improvisation and creativity. It was within this context that I that began to discover creativity is a condition; it is a state of being that requires appropriate structures within which it can be nurtured and developed. 
I have defined creativity (here), for the sake of my ongoing research, as an impulse which originates internally in the performer, one that enables action, decisions and choices that are innovative, inventive, experimental, exploratory, risk-taking and original. A ‘prerequisite’ state for creativity is defined by Jaques Lecoq’s term ‘Disponibilité’ which is explained thus: ‘Disponibilité (…) is not just a theory but an experiential condition; a way of being that can be sought after and found’ (Meyer-Dinkgrafe, 1997, p. 41). This ‘experiential condition’ requires certain conditions and structures, these call forth creativity, then one begins to react beyond an everyday logic and one’s habitual reactions, one begins to react beyond conformity. Yarrow describes this creative state, which goes beyond one’s habits, as ‘wholeness’ he likens it to Grotowski’s ‘holiness’, which signifies a dimension of experience, of intelligence and feeling beyond the limitations of normal activity. He describes this state as: ‘being in command of and able to call upon an extended range of thought and action, less confined to everyday perception, understanding and expression’ (Yarrow, 1997, p. 26). 
The creative state happens within the individual, but it is a behaviour that occurs in relation to the group and environment within which one is working; therefore it is both individual and collective. As Csikzentmihalyi (1996) suggests: ‘An idea that deserves a label ‘creative’ arises from the synergy of many sources and not only from the mind of one single person’ (p.1). Therefore, we need to acknowledge how the environment within which we are working will affect creativity. In this case the university as an institution has an effect upon one’s creativity, as does the broader cultural context and developments within the discipline itself. Therefore, creativity is active, changing, and responsive to the time, space and conditions within which one is living and working.
Teaching creativity, developing perception and creativity through improvisation
One of the areas of study highlighted as foundational to students in Performing Arts is improvisation. This is a specific creative process within which students can develop key principles of the discipline. Improvisation enables students to develop their perception, explore their creativity, develop their imagination, and also to observe, reflect, and act upon their ideas in an ongoing and fluid process. They can perceive themselves; noticing whether they are open, receptive and responsive, or when they are blocking, closing down and avoiding (Johnstone, 1989).
Improvisation develops perception. Perception, when explored within improvisation requires skills such as sensitivity, awareness and listening to a group, this becomes a creative process when we are able to respond, initiate and invent. Creativity in improvisation requires one to reside in uncertainty, accept and challenge ideas, experiment and take risks. These could be considered skills which are transferable and applicable to many creative processes. 

Through improvisation students develop their responsiveness and confidence in their own creative impulse, being able to trust in and follow their creative impulses and ideas. The nature of improvisation is a process of becoming, ‘We improvise the moment we cease to know what is going to happen’ (Tufnell & Crickmay, 1990, p. 46). It is a process that enables students to immerse themselves, it does not have a specific pre-planned outcome, therefore it requires that they trust in this process. 

A useful model integral to my own practice is Csikszentmihalyi’s five step model of the creative process. This is a useful starting point when considering the conditions required for creative potential:
Step One: Preparation - the point one becomes immersed, this may be consciously or unconsciously in a set of problematic issues that arouse our curiosity and are of interest to us. 

Step Two: Incubation - this is when the initial ideas are churning around below our consciousness, brooding, simmering. It is during this time when some unusual connections might be made. 

Step Three: Insight - There may be several insights that are interspersed with periods again of incubation - moments when we think ‘aha’ and ‘yes’ and ‘so that’s it’. 

Step Four: Evaluation - this is when it begins to become clear whether or not these insights are worth pursuing, a decision to continue with the creative process is made in relation to the fact that is inventive, it seems original and may lead to new insights. 

Step Five: Elaboration - yes, here we have decided to go further with the creative process, we may introduce new methodologies for pursuing the process further, different kinds of creative processes may occur i.e. devising a performance, and so the cycle repeats.

In relation to improvisation immersion can also be considered as a state of mind, a deep involvement in an activity, which requires complete focus of attention, within which one enters a state of ‘flow’ (Cskszenthmihalyi, 1996). The initial ideas begin to have a hold on you, they begin to have an effect on one actions. This can be regarded as the mental state with which one is working, where the thinking begins to occur on the edge of consciousness, so the subconscious thoughts, ideas and images begin to filter through, so the improviser is not ‘controlling’ or ‘directing’ the improvisation from the forefront of his/her mind, but begins to respond to impulses that are directed from the edge of consciousness.
It is through these moments, working intuitively, when action and thought gel and resonate. The work feels as if it is taking shape; it is less chaotic and clarity begins to emerge. This is incubation, letting thoughts and ideas simmer. From this, insights emerge and these maybe in the moments when we don’t know where we are and we don’t know what’s going to happen next, as Nancy Stark Smith states: 

         I call this place the Gap. The more I improvise, the more I’m convinced that it is through the medium of these gaps – this momentary suspension of reference point – that comes the unexpected and much sought after ‘original’ material. It’s ‘original’ because its origin is the current moment and because it comes from outside our usual frame of reference (cited in Tufnell & Crickmay 1990, p. 64).

It is evident that the structuring of time and space within improvisation is very different from every-day time structures. Improvisational time, could be likened to dream-time, the space/time dimension required to be fully immersed in improvisation as a creative process requires that we can begin to work in a liminal time/space (Turner, 1982). 
If a requirement of creativity, as Csikszentmihalyi proposes, is to immerse ourselves, does this have implications for how we structure the curriculum within a university setting? Part of the research of The Role of Performance Training within Pedagogic Practice was to reflect upon the current systems and structures within which we operate, and to examine and discuss whether these are really were conducive to the channelling of students’ creativity. Do the structures students encounter invite them to experiment, to take risks in performance, to be innovative and to create original work? Or do they inhibit this kind of behaviour, and encourage conformity?
The rhythms and language of the university institution encourage a distinctive vocabulary: Modular, Terms, Assessments, Progression, Outcomes, Standardisation, Criteria. Such discourse is a long way from the rhythms and language we might associate with creative processes. The modular system defines time/space, which can kill the creative impulse because it necessarily regulates when students are to be creative, and decides in advance when and how this creativity can be assessed. Our research suggested that habituating students to learning outcomes, modes of assessment and criteria often creates a conditioned response in performance that lacks creative risk taking. The embedding of creative processes within the curriculum however has far reaching consequences for the teaching of the subject area within HE institutional structures.

Our collaborative research has reached a point where we are addressing the environment within which students learn and how this must support creative expression. It has proposed that the current structures, systems and modes of teaching and learning are not always conducive to the nurturing and development of creativity and is in the process of considering a range of alternative academic structures that might support the development of creativity more effectively.
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