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Is creativity dangerous in the context of ‘buxi’ in Taiwan?

An unfolding story of the crammer in higher education

1. Setting the scene

Due to the cultural heritage, examinations are still an important mechanism for selection of candidates for many occupations in Taiwan. To become a qualified civil servant one has to pass a very rigorous National Examination. Applicants are required to pass an entrance examination to earn a place in a Master’s degree programme. To earn a certificate of qualified teacher status one has also to pass an examination. All sorts of examinations contribute in part to the existence of a shadow education system at the higher education stage. However, the phenomenon of the mushrooming crammer at the higher education stage is very recent. It therefore constitutes an under-researched issue in Taiwan.

According to my observation, the popularity of these crammers at the higher education stage has increased rapidly in recent years. The majority of the Master’s students in the field of education have attended crammers in order to increase their opportunity of passing the entrance examination, and this trend causes concern for the writer who teaches at the University. This is the starting point of a journey of inquiry. In this initial journey, two strategies have been employed to construct the landscape of  the ‘buxi’. Interviews with postgraduate and undergraduate students as well as teachers who teach in crammers have been heavily relied upon. In addition, an open questionnaire has been used to collect information from both postgraduate and undergraduate students. The terms ”buxi” , ”crammer” and “shadow education” have been used interchangeably in this paper.

2. Pre-understanding of creativity in the crammer
The challenges as well as implications from the blooming crammers are multiple, such as the quality of teaching in higher education institutions is not appropriate, and the intensive teaching arrangements in crammers are not physically healthy for the youngsters etc. Only one issue will be addressed in the limited space, i.e. Is creativity in danger in the context of the crammer? The students in Taiwan do invest enormous time and money in buxi, however the long term return is not clear. Is the investment sensible? Creativity has been much treasured in the era of knowledge economy. Therefore the relationship between buxi and creativity deserves our attention.  
My pre-understanding and pre-judgment are that “buxi” brings a negative impact upon the creativity of students. At least three reasons can be constructed to justify my pre-judgment. 

2.1 Extrinsic motivation among the crammer-goers

To pass the examination is the main target for teaching in the crammer. The crammer-goers normally have strong motivation. However it is mainly extrinsic motivation rather than intrinsic. Intrinsic motivation has been regarded as beneficial to creativity whereas extrinsic motivation is not. 

2.2 Crowded and intensive teaching in the crammer 

The traditional value of hard work has long been cherished in Taiwanese society. In addition, in order to fit the schedule of students in university, teaching in the crammers is normally arranged in the evening and weekend. During the weekend teaching starts around 8 o’clock in the morning and ends at nearly 9 or 10 o’clock in the evening. It is not only a long day but also very intensive. A vivid image of cramming can be pictured from the perspective of time arrangement. The western concept of leisure or the eastern concept of preserving emptiness has been ignored totally. However, creativity hardly dwells in a compact space. From a superficial view, the context of the crammer is the killer of creativity. 

2.3The highlighted view of evaluation in the crammer
The crammer is typical of the examination industry. Passing examinations is the core, and the sense of competition is in the air. Evaluation has been regarded as detrimental to creativity unless the perspective of creativity is one of the criteria of evaluation. Based on research findings, it seems sensible to conclude that the crammer does not provide fruitful earth for creativity.      

3. The picture of creativity in crammers from the unfolding story: Buxi is not necessarily harmful for the creativity of students
This is an on-going inquiry; however, the unfolding of this story at present stage has already gone beyond my initial suppositions.  

3.1 Subjective thoughts from students

The majority of the students in this initial inquiry do not think that “buxi” has a

negative impact upon their creativity. Some of them even think that the teaching in

crammers is fruitful for their creativity. Only a small part of the students admit that

the teaching in crammers is harmful for their creativity. 
The story is complicated. More analysis is required. I looked into the category of 

“the teaching at the crammer is fruitful for creativity “. The main findings are as

follows:

    3.1.1 The content knowledge taught in crammers increases the students’ capacity to think. This finding is resonant with the argument of Sternberg and Lubart (1995:151). 

3.1.2 The internal dialogue between different academic fields enhances creativity. 
Some context needs to be addressed briefly in order to make sense of this finding. In Taiwan, there are many students who apply for postgraduate programmes which are very different from their major at the undergraduate phase. Therefore they go to the crammers to fill in the gaps in their knowledge. In this kind of case, the crammer acts as a bridge for transition. The teaching in crammers in this situation brings in new perspectives from a different field and creativity emerges from the integration of different disciplines. This is a sensible story and also a widely told story from this inquiry. 

3.1.3 The teachers from crammers emphasise the important of creativity.
Normally the so-called ‘Bible books’ will be given to the students in the crammers. In addition, the format to answer short essay questions will be taught. However, teachers encourage students to use the main framework and to go beyond when they face the real examination. The threat of creativity has also been emphasized by some teachers in the crammers.  

3.2. The observation of teachers from crammers

The teacher from the crammer admits that the stories of creativity vary from case to case. When the teachers emphasise understanding and not merely the banking of knowledge, then creativity can be preserved or even enhanced in crammers. However, cramming knowledge in an intensive teaching period may also happen in shadow education. The latter case certainly is not good for the creativity of students. At least the observation shows that not all crammer teachers commit the crime of killing the creativity of students.

4. Where to go from here

4.1 From shadow education back to education itself

In many ways shadow education does have positive functions to supplement the higher education institutions. The term ”shadow education” vividly expresses its very nature in that it reflects the characteristics of the education system itself. In terms of creativity if the high stakes assessment emphasizes the importance of creativity, then it can be predicted that the crammers will manage to teach creative skills.

4.2 Getting hands dirty in the field of crammers  
For ethical reasons as well as the concerns of business interests, this inquiry has not actually accessed the crammers yet. As long as these obstacles can be overcome, first hand experiences in the field of crammers will certainly open up a new window for the interpretation of this study. I hope I will be able to tell you a new creative story about crammers soon.
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