
We all seem to agree that creativity is good for us. Nations are racing to
produce (reproduce) ‘creative thinkers’ who can sustain their ability to
compete in a global economy and are demanding that educators deliver. And
yet the meaning of creativity and imaginative thinking is elusive. The arts are
expected to promote creativity, but what factors ensure that they do and
why? Do educators, social scientists, psychologists, parents, and policymakers
share the same definition of creativity? Is it possible to ‘creativise’ our
populations? More importantly, do our schools value creativity? Do children
and their parents and caregivers value it?

Finding a working definition of creativity is difficult, especially one that takes
into account the idiosyncratic blend of an individual’s heredity – genetic and
cultural – their emotional disposition, skills and environment. Psychologist
Mikhail Csikszentmihalyi looks at these factors to locate rather than define
creativity. Csikszentmihalyi situates creativity in the relationship between an
individual – the unique chemistry of their gifts, ambitions, and eccentricities
– and the cultural authorities who establish the benchmark for works
produced in a culture.1 In doing so, Csikszentmihalyi shifts creativity from the
exclusive domain of the individual to the shared relationship between
individual and the field. While this interpretation has exceptions,
Csikszentmihalyi acknowledges the power structures that exist to define
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original thinking in cultures.

Neurologist and writer Oliver Sacks takes a more independent and optimistic
tack by citing the internal mechanisms at work in problem-solving. He
describes creativity as coming ‘from a greater depth than any reproduction.’
He further speculates that creativity is motivated by a ‘dissatisfaction with
the status quo,’ and by an inherent tendency for ‘skill to become creative.’ 2

While I like the broadness of this definition, the term ‘status quo’ can be
loaded. I would prefer to use a working definition of status quo that is
defined across a vast range of contexts from the global forum to a personal
one. Because the term status quo is generally used in political contexts
relating to class, culture, and governance, we read Sack’s definition on a
global playing field. Had Sacks described creativity as a ‘dissatisfaction with
the way things are’, we would be more apt to apply his definition across a
broader range of domains to encompass the arts, science, politics, belief
systems, class and social mores to such everyday systems as family, school,
peer group structures, or even personal beliefs and habits.

Artists often challenge the existing order of things in their work. Artist
Rebecca Horn describes the dissatisfaction her protagonist finds with society
and himself in Concert for Anarchy: 
‘The piano in my installation for Concert for Anarchy embodies the purity of
a music which the artist is no longer able to create within the bounds of his 
real life; in the reality of his artistic life the artist seeks out disruptive factors
which will preserve the purity of musical experience in his inner self. This
represents a form of total rejection of the surrounding society, enabling
anarchy to be lived out in the imagination.’ 3

Horn fashions a dialogue between society and the self that results in her
protagonist’s rejection of the ‘surrounding society’ and which ultimately
leads to the creation of the protagonist’s artwork. Interestingly, the conflict
between the individual and his status quo in her abstract fable evidences the
‘dissatisfaction with the status quo’ that Oliver Sacks suggests gives rise to
creativity. Another example of personal circumstance motivating creativity
can be drawn from the following passage in Paule Marshall’s book The Fisher
King. The grandson of a jazz musician is showing his cousins some of his
drawings:

‘Who was he guarding?... He told them both. He had never before told
anyone, not Hattie or Madame Molineaux or Jean-Jacques, but he suddenly
found himself telling his cousins that his namesake grandfather lived inside
the castles and fortresses, placed there by him for safekeeping. And not only
was he safe, but he was healed as well, all the bloody head wounds he had
suffered in the Metro completely healed, his head, his face restored to that
of his billboard image above the entrance to the Club Bellepoque. “My
Grandfather’s inside and I’m on guard” was all he actually said. “I move him
to each one I draw.”‘ 4

The young protagonist challenges the existing order of things in his world
through the imaginary fortresses he creates to protect and heal the memory
of his grandfather.
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Psychologist Howard Gardner offers a useful list of external conditions that
can encourage creative thinking in individuals. He speculates that 
the following situations may contribute to creativity in people:

1. Exposure to indefatigable, risk-taking people
2. The opportunity to excel in at least one area or domain
3. Discipline to support mastering a domain in youth
4. An environment which challenges but does not defeat a young person
5. Peers who are willing to experiment and are not deterred by failure
6. Late birth order or a family that tolerates rebellion
7. An obstacle that makes the person marginal within his/her group.5

Gardner’s practical approach is instructive in a learning setting, and
particularly through the arts, though not limited to it. An instructor or parent
can create an environment that ‘challenges but does not defeat’, where ‘peers
are willing to experiment and risk failure’ but also to excel through
encouragement and discipline. Further, a proactive educator can expose
students to risk-taking individuals through meaningful cultural and
institutional collaborations, artist-in-residency programs, through study and
dialogue and, in the case of an exceptional educator, by personal example.
These individuals – mentors – whose enthusiasm and willingness to share their
knowledge with a young person through dialogue, are cited as contributing
to a young person’s sustained interest in participating in the arts.6 One cannot
underestimate the value of an enthusiastic artist, art teacher or administrator
in a cultural programme, even one who lacks significant experience.7 One
student’s comments support the role of the enthusiastic mentor: ‘I think
[school] has helped, yes, especially – well, it’s probably last year that it
influenced me the most because of the teacher I had, but I am not really as
keen now because she has left – she was like a role model in art for me.’
(male, 14) 8

Before we can encourage creative thinking through the arts, we must first
attempt to negotiate some of the barriers to exposure to the arts such as
language, cultural differences, fear, and economic and practical concerns.
RAND, a non-profit think tank in the United States, has found that a main
predictor of arts attendance is early exposure to the arts, typically more
common in families with greater wealth and education. This creates what
arts consultant Neill Archer Roan calls a ‘self-reinforcing system of exclusion’,
where, as Bourdieu concluded, a ‘consensus of meaning’ constructs and
maintains the cultural authority of the dominant classes on the one hand
and the ‘cultural arbitrary’ of the lower classes on the other. 9 British
teenagers seem to agree, particularly in response to the question, ‘Who goes
to art venues?’:

‘Arty people – I think you have to be interested to go, so people who are
interested in the artist and art generally,’ (female, 18). ‘My perception is that
it’s the rich. They like more classical stuff and not the more modern stuff,’
(male, 17). ‘I looked around when I went in there, it was definitely older
people. There weren’t many teenagers going round. There was actually a
section which was ‘Icons of Pop,’ so that attracted lots of teenagers and
young people. In the big main bit with pictures of Jesus and stuff like that,
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you wouldn’t get many in there,’ (male, 17). 10

Pierre Bourdieu calls this shared meaning ‘habitus’, a concept that embraces
habit, but also heredity, and is developed on kinds of capital. According to
Bourdieu, capital takes the form of knowledge (cultural), of economy
(wealth), and of society (connections and networks) and these forms of
capital vary according to birthright or ability. 11 As we have inherited or
acquired different capital in different degrees by extension of knowledge,
wealth, connections and networks, we possess different dialects and accents,
separate languages, classes, and the specialized language that can confer a
position of ‘perceived cultural authority.’ 12 This perceived cultural authority
can contribute to intimidation and alienation in a museum or gallery and in
the classroom. Of the barriers cited, fear is perhaps the most difficult to
overcome. The RAND study found that many low-income visitors approach
arts institutions with fears over proper dress and behaviour in institutions.
Some even find the architecture of the buildings intimidating. Other factors
that deter participation in the arts by people living in poverty are the very
real costs of childcare, transportation, time off from work, and perceived
cultural relevance.13 The barriers to participation in the arts are quite
powerful, especially for those who have inherited them. 14

Arts subjects are expected to promote creativity but our definitions of arts-
based approaches to learning need to be clarified before we can determine
whether and how these approaches transfer to other subject areas. While
there is a skill-based component to art, art making should not be limited to
this approach. At worst, the result-driven, skill-based approach to making art
can close down students’ perception rather than challenge and expand it. 

‘The history of drawing in the public schools of North America has always
been problematic for artists and arts educators. “Drawing was introduced
into Canadian public schools... linked... with penmanship, utility and
mechanical and industrial progress... nothing about creativity... Drawing was
a means of social control and cultural hegemony” If student work using arts
elements is thought of as simply illustration, a mechanical act, a utilitarian
task without specific or aesthetic dimensions or intentions, is it fair to
describe the instruction as ‘arts-based’ or ‘arts-infused’?’ 15

Educators can negotiate result-driven learning to create an interesting and
challenging context for work that is relevant to the lives and learning styles of
young people. Because art is situated and contextual, educators tend to carry
these characteristics into a learning setting. In studies that look at how good
teaching differs from good art teaching, researchers have found that good arts
teachers are more inclined to construct their teaching style on an
understanding and knowledge of their students and their lives outside of
school than are educators in other subjects.16 In this way, arts teachers are in a
unique position to establish the trust necessary to encourage individual
experimentation and growth. Pupils themselves are often resources for
relevant contexts, which in the hands of an inventive teacher can be
transformed into a learning opportunity that gives students the option to
experiment, grow and take risks within a project.
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When collaborations begin badly, negative dialogues can still provoke
meaningful discussion. If nothing else, it is a signal that pupils care enough
about a project to complain about it. This was the case in a six week project
that I was part of in Manhattan. The collaboration, an initiative of the Dia
Center’s Arts Education Program in New York, paired Ianthe Jackson’s eighth
grade math class at The School for the Physical City 17, with a teaching artist –
Janet Cohen – during an exhibition of Alfred Jensen’s paintings called
Concordance. 18 Because students behaved badly during the initial gallery
visit to the Dia Center, the classroom teacher made arrangements for a
second visit to the gallery. On the return visit, students openly resented
making another trip to the gallery and felt that they should not be limited in
what they could view there. In anticipation of a rough audience, the
classroom teacher provided worksheets for students to use in the galleries
and they clearly worked to focus the students. We began our discussion in
the gallery with a student reading from Jensen’s artist’s statement 19 and
then discussed a bit about the artist’s life. Afterwards, we looked at the
paintings together and talked about them. Some students were disengaged,
but most participated in the discussion. Some even questioned the work or
offered their own explanations of its meaning. Although the visit had a
difficult beginning, our determination to build discussion around the work
helped to establish trust among some of the students. They began to take
verbal risks in discussing their thoughts about the paintings – what they
meant and why they could or could not be categorized as works of art.

In the school, conceptual artist Janet Cohen introduced and connected the
personal systems that she develops in her drawings to the idiosyncratic
personal systems used by Alfred Jensen in the Dia exhibit. 20 Both artists share
an interest in symbology. For Cohen it is baseball and for Jensen, maths,
astronomy, geology, ancient China and Latin America, Chinese calligraphy
and Lao-Tzu’s Tao Te Ching. To extend the students’ experience, Cohen asked
them to create drawings in their journals which charted dynamic systems in
their lives and communities. The workshop did not seek to build traditional
skills in representational drawing, but rather aimed to develop an
understanding of charting and diagramming in maths through art. Students
charted a basketball game, a karate class, the skate park, and their mother at
a laundromat (launderette). One student even charted the sounds in his
living room – a strange but interesting response to the project, which, given
more time, could have been explored in ways beyond a two-dimensional
format. Unrestricted by purely skills-based knowledge, the teaching artist
worked to unravel some of the students’ rigid ideas about art and, as a
result, she helped to sharpen their analytical abilities.

Even though students initially objected to the project, the series of
workshops caught them off- guard. Ironically, they were shocked by an art
where technique is not always the goal. As Janet remarked in an email
conversation we had after the workshop: ‘...it’s important to introduce kids
to as much off the beaten track/non-mainstream works as possible before
they get stuck into categorizing what they see/experience.’ 21

One student was bothered by the idea of conceptual art and argued
tirelessly that art represented people or things but not ideas. We talked
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about her ideas in the context of the works that we had seen at the gallery
and in class. While the pupil held fast to her ideas about art, she asked to
paint her dynamic system rather than drawing it. We appreciated the
student’s spirit and commitment to the project and encouraged her to follow
it through using any materials that she saw fit. In some ways, her project
linked more specifically to Jensen’s and Cohen’s work. While Jensen was a
painter and Cohen primarily draws, this student synthesised the work that
she had experienced by choosing to draw her system in paint.

An educator aiming to inspire creative thinking should provide enough
choice to encourage pupils to experiment and, therefore, to risk failure,
while at the same time recognize and acknowledge an imaginative solution
when it occurs. Pupils are often creative in ways that are not arts-bound;
they often imagine a better shortcut or an alternative way to learn a skill. 
By recognizing an alternative solution, an educator encourages the pupil to
continue to take risks and to challenge a task without feeling defeated.

In order for educators to encourage experimentation in a learning setting,
they must be given the time to experiment themselves. Curriculum
requirements, assessments and inspections must support meaningful
partnerships and professional development opportunities where educators
are challenged by new ideas and have the time to steep those new
experiences so that they may transfer them, in a meaningful way, to a
learning setting. 22 And, they must listen to the voices of those who create:

‘In photography, creation is a quick business – an instant, a gush, a response
– putting the camera up to the eye’s line of fire, snatching with that
economical little box whatever it was that surprised you, catching it in
midair, without tricks, without letting it get away... That moment, that
fraction of a second, is valuable for the freshness of its impression – but does
it preclude a more studied experience? Is it possible to find that same
freshness if you stay for a long time in one spot? Whether you are on the
move or in one place, in order to show a country or a situation, somehow
you need to have established close working relationships, to be supported by
a human community; living takes time, roots form slowly. Thus that fraction
of a moment can be the fruit of a long acquaintance, or one of surprise.’ 23

[Henri Cartier Bresson] 

‘Yes, drawings are thought feathers, they are ideas that I seize in mid flight
and put down on paper. All my thoughts are visual. But the subjects of my
drawings are often not translated into sculpture until several years later. As a
result, there are a lot of things that appear in drawings but are never
explored further.’ 24

[Louise Bourgeois]

‘For Richard Tuttle, the ability to make significant art comes about as the
melding of a peculiar kind of informed curiosity, a bent towards the
aesthetic, and a natural physical dexterity. He defines art as “...the ultimate
democratic practice.... an intelligence formed by a group and expressed by
single practitioners.”’25 [Kathleen Whitney and Richard Tuttle] 
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Much has been written about creativity in an attempt to define it and
mandate its importance. But a lot of what we understand about creativity is
intangible. An idea can appear in a flash that is the product of a lifetime of
experience. Creativity is a strange gift, an interplay of genetics and
environment that cannot be reproduced. Yet some aspects of creativity can
be encouraged in a learning setting. I hope that by looking at some of the
factors that contribute to creativity, I have been able to advocate on behalf
of encouraging individuals to challenge ideas, to take risks, and above all to
value the time that experimentation requires. 
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