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INTRODUCTION

This paper summarizes an ongoing research project that seeks to uncover the underlying syntax of creative teaching. It is driven by the question: what do creative teachers do and how do they do it?

The paper will firstly address the problem of defining creative teaching and suggest a way in which it might be authentically approached. Secondly, it makes explicit the methodology employed in the research and what it seeks to achieve. Thirdly, it summarises the findings to date and outlines a framework and methodology for promoting creative teaching.

WHAT IS CREATIVE TEACHING?

Invariably, notions of what constitutes ‘creative teaching’involve valuations, but this applies to conceptions of teaching quality in general. For example, Tuckman (1995) pointed out, “…defining or describing the “competent” teacher is neither an easy nor an obvious task” (p.57). Similarly Ornstein (1995), from reviewing the literature, argues,  “…few facts concerning teacher effectiveness have been established” (p.77).

From the standpoint of this paper, creative teaching is analogous to creativity in any domain as it inevitably involves, combining existing knowledge in some new form to get a useful result. As Amabile (1996) suggests:

A product or response will be judged creative to the extent to that (a) it is

both a novel and appropriate, useful, correct or valuable response to the

task at hand, and (b) the task is heuristic rather than algorithmic. (p.35)

Teaching is certainly heuristic and such ‘products’ or ‘responses’, in the context of teaching, are anything that contributes to student learning in a positive way. I therefore offer a simple (though hopefully not simplistic) operational definition of creative teaching:

Creative teaching occurs when a teacher combines existing knowledge in some novel form to get useful results in terms of facilitating student learning. This may be either planned before the act of teaching, or invented as a response to the demands of the learning situation

METHODOLOGY

The methodology involves the collaborative participation of teachers who seek to make meaning of their creative practices through peer observation, video-recording and critical dialogue employing the principles of heuristic research. The teachers (using the term generically) who are taking part in the research are “co-participants” (a term borrowed from Lincoln, 1990, p.78) in that they are professionally interested in the research and what it might produce. 

The research approach has much in common with ethnography, in which the researcher tries to make meaning of both the explicit and tacit knowledge of cultural settings and social behaviour. Smith (1987) refers to ethnography as “… an investigation and explication of how ‘it’ actually … works, of actual practices and relations” (pp 188-9). Similarly, Fetterman (1998) points out that the ethnographer “…begins with a problem, a theory or model, a research design, tools for analysis…” (p.1)

The use of concepts and techniques from the field neurolinguistic programming was an essential part of the research design for the following reasons. Firstly, NLP is concerned with modelling effective abilities and transferring these abilities to others. O’Connor and Seymour (1995) refer to NLP as, “… a way of studying how people excel in any field and teaching these patterns to others” (p.1). Bodenhamer and Hall (1999) point out that:

Teachers who want to improve model the best teachers. NLP offers a model for learning how to recognize excellence and to emulate it. NLP focuses on recognizing excellence and how to specifically chunk it down into the component elements and the syntax (or order) for installing it in others. (p.xii)

Similarly Dilts (1990) illustrates NLP in this context:

Effective thinking strategies can be modelled and utilized by any individual who wishes to do so. (p.193)

Secondly, NPL places a strong emphasis on being able to understand the syntax of individuals’ communication strategies through careful observation, listening and questioning – ‘sensory acuity’ in NLP terminology. Such techniques are consistent with the overall ethnographic approach, as Spradley (1980) points out:

the role of the ethnographeris to make inferences about what people know by listening carefully to what they say {and} by observing their behaviour (p.11)
Indeed, the importance of sustained and immersed observation has been identified by Spear (2004) as a critical aspect of Toyota’s approach to learning and attributed it to their ability to maintain consistent competitive advantage in the car industry.  As Spear argues:

… direct observation is essential, and no combination of indirect methods, however clever, can possibly take its place. (p.84)

Thirdly, the concept of ‘reframing’, which refers to putting things in different contexts (frames or reference), thus giving them different meanings, is in many ways the essence of creative thinking. As Adler, 1996 points out:

How your perceive something makes all the difference, and you are free to see things from any perspective you wish ( p.145)

Furthermore, NLP seeks to identify the things that people do (in this case teachers) that makes the difference and results in creative behaviour. Again, to quote Adler, NLP is concerned with:

…differences – what is the person doing differently that results in their behaviour and success, or failure? In other words, what is the difference that makes the difference? It does not attempt to answer the question why, but rather how. (p.157)

The methodology focused on identifying and making meaning of the ‘results’, ‘resources’ and ‘strategies’ (RRS) used by co-participants in their everyday teaching activities. Results refer to the desired outcomes sought in any situation (e.g., what do effective/creative teachers seek to achieve in their encounters with students). Resources refer to the things that can utilized in any situation, which helps achieve the desired results (e.g., knowledge, skills, physiology, etc). Strategies refer to the orchestrated use of the resources to get the desired result. It is through understanding the RRS of co-participants that the syntax of creative teaching might be unpacked.

The specifically methodological techniques involved are:

· Observing and video-recording each co-participant in typical lessons. 

· Exploring lesson structures with co-participants, identifying the specific behaviours displayed, underpinning belief systems and thinking strategies

· Unpacking strategies through structured questioning, using a NLP communications framework (Dilts et al, 1980; Bandler and Grinder, 1990) and the application of grounded theory concepts (e.g., ‘theoretical sensitivity’ and ‘theoretical saturation’, Glaser and Strauss, 1967)

· Indwelling on the emerging realities over time to make meaning. Moustakas (1990) refers to the process of indwelling as:

…conscious and deliberate, yet it is not linear or logical. It follows clues whenever they appear; one dwells inside them and expands their meanings and associations until a fundamental insight is achieved. (p.24)

The initial sample comprised 24 lecturing staff at Singapore Polytechnic, identified on the basis of their consistently high student feedback scores from students (scoring above 4.5 average on a five-point rating scale for at least two consecutive semesters). This benchmark average score is somewhat arbitrary, but suggests favourable perceptions in the eyes of students. In order not to rely solely on this index of performance, other valid sources of supporting data were sought for purposes of triangulation, such as school/department recommendation. The final sample of 17 had all achieved an ‘Excellence in Teaching Award’, which involves recommendations from supervising officers and peers. The research is ongoing and will shortly include teaching professionals from different educational sectors and institutes in Singapore.

It is, of course, recognized that the selection of teachers based on the above criteria may bear no relation to creative teaching. However, as it was necessary to start somewhere in terms of identifying a cohort of teachers from which to commence the research, and lacking a sampling frame of ‘creative teachers’ (however derived), this seemed a useful starting point. The selection of future co-participants may employ other criteria (e.g., recommendations, personal interest, student constructs, etc)

It is beyond the scope of this paper to document the methods of data analysis. Invariably such research always encounters the problem so aptly captured by Jones (1988):

The very process of deciding ‘what is’ and what is relevant and significant in ‘what is’ involves selective interpretation and conceptualisation. (p.265)

However, in that co-participants were actively involved in the research process and the focus was on modelling their expertise, I was able to implement very systematically the advice offered by Heron (1981):

…the wise researcher will at least consult his subjects to see whether their constructs and intentions concur with his conclusions. (p.22)

The following interim summary findings represent an emerging map. They seek no claim to objectivity, but are offered for purposes of usefulness to enhancing the practices of teaching, in particular, creative teaching. From a NLP perspective, there is no adherence to any particular paradigm or theory in psychology, but an essential concern with developing technologies to improving the results that people derive from living in the world. As Dilts et al (1980) points out, “neurolinguistic programming is a model designed to increase the possible outcomes of behaviour” (p.13). In this case, we are interested in helping teaching professionals to develop their creative teaching competence, and in the most effective ways.

RESULTS, RESOURCES AND STRATEGIES

From observations and interviews, it was clearly apparent that, while the form and content of what they did varied, there were certain results that were actively sought by all co-participants. There is essential agreement on the use of the following conceptual categories to capture the elements of their desired results:

· Getting attention when desired

· Creating good rapport

· Imbuing positive beliefs

· Improving psychological states 

· Making learning relevant and meaningful

In seeking these results teachers draw upon a range of ‘resources’ and combine them to form ‘strategies’. These resources and strategies derive from their personal stocks of professional knowledge, skills, beliefs and dispositions, as well as their personality and physiology. The resources used by teachers is exponential in nature, but can be usefully categorized in terms of the following six broad categories:

· Presentation style (e.g., words, tone, body language – as well as observation and listening) to provide clarity, meaning and influence student attention, beliefs and psychological states

· Examples used to illustrate facts, concepts, principles, procedures 

· Activities provided to integrate, apply and consolidate learning

· Stories told to provide context, understanding and emotional anchors

· Humour used to achieve rapport and provide novelty

· Audio-visual/IT Material used to engage the full range of sensory modalities

In observing many hours of videotape and modeling with co-participants, it was noticeable that the skilful combining of resources – strategies - from these ‘categories’ constituted much of the typical teacher initiated behaviour. Furthermore, this is underpinned by explicit and tacit cognitive strategies – the pedagogic syntax that creates the learning experience at the sensory level for students. 

It appears that creative teaching emerges in two main, though often related ways. Firstly, it may originate in the actual lesson planning process. The teacher in preparing a lesson combines possibilities and comes up with a creative strategy using certain resources (e.g, activity, example, story, etc). For example, working with a teacher on how to teach Newton’s Second Law of Motion in a more creative way, we used a scenario of David Beckham taking a free kick in which students were presented with two situations (one where the ball to be kicked was heavier than the typical ball; the second where David has done extra training and increased his kicking capability). Students had to infer the effect of the balls movement in terms of acceleration in each situation and derive a principle. The strategy was to get the students attention and make the learning meaningful (using an example, an activity, humour and a lively presentation style). From observation, it seemed to work – most students learned the principle quickly. This was creative teaching as it was novel (at least for this teacher at this time in this context) and produced useful results in terms of student learning.

It is also the case that creative teaching often results from what I will refer to as situated invention. As teaching is a dynamic human encounter in which much of the student response cannot be predicted in advanced, teachers have to think on their feet, reframe what they are doing and deal with the perceived emerging reality. Inevitably, in this situation, teachers draw upon their existing professional knowledge, but in doing so often improvise to the demands of the situation and do something different. Sometimes (but not always) this produces a desirable result. At that point in time, individual teachers have been creative. That is situated invention, which is in many ways analogous to Schon’s (1987) notion of “artistry”, which he defines as:


...the kinds of competence practitioners sometimes display in unique,


uncertain and conflicted situations of practice. (p.22)

Furthermore, the new learning, resulting from the creative act, is now a resource for the teacher to use at some future time – it becomes part of his/her personal stock of professional knowledge. This iterative process moves the teacher towards the elusive goal of expertise or what Eisner (1985) refers to as ‘connoisseurship’.

It is interesting to note, though hardly surprising, that creative teachers, in seeking to get the results identified earlier, are consciously or tacitly building their resource capabilities, making a myriad of connections between knowledge bases and trying out new strategies. Such teachers are constantly on the lookout for new resource possibilities and are able to reframe quickly. From this, as in any area of professional activity, there develops a fluidity and consistency in the desired behaviour (in this case, creative teaching). We may even call it creative competence. 

THE LOGIC OF RESULTS: POINTS OF TRIANGULATION

On what basis are the five categories of results identified earlier supported by our knowledge of human learning and how might they contribute to an understanding of effective and creative teaching? In this section, I offer some reflections on these questions and attempt to triangulate with research literature from the cognitive neurosciences.

1.
Getting attention when desired

Getting good attention from students when desired is crucial for the quality of student learning, if we assume that teachers have relevant offerings for the attention rendered. As Sylwester (1998) points out:

It’s biologically impossible to learn anything that you’re not paying attention to; the attentional mechanism drives the whole learning and memory process” (p.6)
Similarly, Csikszentmihalyi (1990) as argued:

The shape and content of life depends on how attention has been used….Attention is the most important tool in the task of improving the quality of experience. (p.33)

From observation, all co-participants were able to get a very high level of attention from students quickly, irrespective of whether they were in a large group lecture setting or in a smaller tutorial context. Furthermore, most were very specific in identifying this as essential to being effective as a teacher. Also, of interest, while emphasizing the need to be able to get good attention, they did not seek to keep attention for too long and allowed student’s opportunities for ‘downtime’ (e.g., chit chat, jokes, non-subject related stories, etc) over the duration of the each teaching session.  They had clear rules of conduct, in many cases negotiated with the students, but they recognized that students responded better to a measure of flexibility and choice. As one co-participant made explicit in conversation, “It would be totally unrealistic to expect them to be quiet and listen to me for one hour after lunch”. 

2.
Creating good rapport
According to the world famous success coach Anthony Robbins (2001), “Rapport is the ultimate tool for producing results with other people” (p.231). This assertion is well supported in this research. Rapport was evident in all the sessions observed. The behaviour of students was well synchronized to that of the lecturer. For example, I frequently observed episodes of humour by the lecturer, which was quickly reinforced by student laughter and congruent supporting body language. The students were clearly laughing with the lecturer not at him/her. They were able to quickly return to a state of attention if that was required. This is consistent with the work of Glasser (1988) who asserts that:


No class can ever be satisfying unless both teachers and students find it so. (p34)

Co-participants gained good rapport through a variety of strategies. All reported making effort to get to know students by walking around and talking to them, whether on work related issues or otherwise. One co-participant, for example, made reference to identifying the ways in which different students prefer to engage in communication. He noticed that one rather shy student was uncomfortable with his initial oral communication in class, but readily and openly communicates via email. Co-participants displayed a high level of competence in ‘sensory acuity’ as well as the ability to identify (consciously or otherwise) the preferred ‘representational systems’ (e.g., visual, auditory, kinesthetic) of students and to take appropriate action to utilize these systems.

Its really important to remember that students cannot look inside the heads of teachers - that’s because they are not in there. Hence, when students perceive (and rate) teachers as creative, interesting, caring, knowledgeable or whatever, these constructs derive from the sensory experience provided by the teacher. It’s not necessarily what the teacher intends, it’s as Bandler and Grinder (1990) so aptly point out, “The meaning of your communication is the response that you get” (p.61).

3.
Imbuing positive beliefs

From a NLP perspective, beliefs act as major neurological filters that determine how we perceive external reality. Furthermore, our perceptions of reality will determine both our thinking and behaviour. However, as Adler (1996) points out:

We forget that beliefs are no more than perceptions, usually with a limited sell be date, yet we act as though they were concrete realities. (p.145)

Much of student success or failure can be accredited to the beliefs held by both teachers and learners, as documented by a long line of research going back to Rosenthal and Jacobson’s (1968) pioneering research on the impact of teacher expectations on student performance. In terms of achievement, this is most aptly captured by Henry Ford’s famous quote, “If you think you can or think you can’t, you’re right”. (272)

Similarly, Ornstein & Behar (1995), from research, concluded that:

. …the most effective teachers endow their students with a “you can do it” attitude, with good feelings about themselves, which are indirectly and eventually related to cognitive achievement. (p.86)

All co-participants have positive beliefs about the students they taught and explicitly worked at communicating these to students. Again, the strategies differed, but the results were similar. In one observation a co-participant was encouraging students to solve a C+ programming problem. Despite a longish period of silence, he persisted, trying to reframe the question and directly saying to the group, “I know you guys can do this”. Indeed, he was right, they could and did. Another co-participant used stories about himself and how he overcame obstacles as a way of modelling dealing with failure and creating competence.

4.
Improving psychological states

At the psychological level our state is how we think, feel and perceive at any given moment. If students are in poor states for learning (e.g., irritable, bored, psychologically elsewhere; teaching is likely to be arduous, to say the least. It is important, therefore, to help students get into more positive states for learning (e.g., curiousity, challenge, low to moderate anxiety; Csikszentmihalyi, (1990). Once desirable states are elicited, effective learning becomes a much more likely result from the efforts of teachers (Jenson, 1997). Jensen (1996), drawing from brain research, points out:

Learners in positive, joyful environments are likely to experience better learning, memory and feelings of self-esteem. (p.98)

I noticed co-participants walking around the teaching area, in a relaxed manner, chatting and having a laugh with students as they came into class. One co-participant, when involving students in more onerous tasks, deliberately tried to make the event into what he referred to as a “bit of an outing”. For example, in doing routine tasks as part of community service, he would take photos and organise an end of day mini party when they would unwind and play some games. The underpinning strategy was to change potentially negative perceptions into more positive states.

5.
Making learning relevant and meaningful

This was another salient feature of what co-participants sought to achieve in their lessons. A number of resources and strategies were employed to achieve this goal. For example, one co-participant had a strategy which involved trying to map the students understanding and perception in relation to what they were learning. He would then use metaphors and analogies that they seemed comfortable with. To support this, he would engage the range of senses in the learning process (e.g., show, explain, hands on practice, etc). Another co-participant would encourage student thinking through well crafted questions and challenging but achievable activities. All demonstrated and espoused the desire to make the learning real world based and concentrate on problem-solving rather than memorising factual content. Such practices are clearly supported from a range of research in the neurosciences. As Jensen (1996) points out:


The best thing we can do, from the point of view of the brain and learning,

is to teach our learners how to think. (p.163)

Similarly, to quote Jensen (1997) again:

The more we make school learning like real life, the more the brain, with its 

rich capabilities, will sort it out. (p.99)

DEVELOPING CREATIVE COMPETENCE: OPTIMISTIC REFLECTIONS

This research sheds some interesting light on differing conceptions of teaching as ‘art’, ‘craft’ or ‘science’ in the research literature (e.g., Eisner, 1995). The findings are certainly consistent with Eisner’s (1995) position that:

…no science of teaching exists, or can exist, that will be so prescriptive as to make teaching routine. The best that we can hope for – and it is substantial – is to have better tools from science with which teachers can use their heads. (p.96)

…artistry in teaching represents the apotheosis of educational performance and rather than try to diminish or replace it with rule-governed prescriptions, we ought to offer it a seat of honour. (p.96)

Creative teaching is science, art and craft combined; dynamic and open to ever more creative capability and competence. Creative competence is a process and creative teaching is a regulatory ideal but, of course, unachievable as a terminal goal. Indeed, this is no different from creativity - or excellence - in any field of human activity and it’s what makes teaching such a challenge endeavour.

However, the research does go some way to demystify creative teaching and provide a practical model for understanding its essential syntax. We have long recognized that expertise in any field, and teaching is no exception, involves experience. However, we fail to ask the question of what constitutes experience and what is its impact on learning and performance? Similarly, why is it that some people, who have many years of experience, still display limited competence, whereas relative newcomers achieve good competence in a comparatively short time? The conclusion of Berliner (1987) offers insight into such questions:

…experience will probably only instruct those who have the motivation to excel in what they do and the metacognitive skills to learn from their experience…we believe that individuals with that kind of motivation to learn and in possession of a set of strategies for learning from experience are literally transformed by their experience. (p.61)

The motivation to be creative is within the control of individual teachers as they make sense of their personal identities and manage their professional practices. Ultimately, teachers choose their professional orientation, based on their values and beliefs. I am optimistic that the present research offers a valid and practical framework to motivated teaching professionals who seek to develop their creative competence and become more creative teachers.
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