DEVELOPING CREATIVITY IN COOPERATIVE CONTEXTS

Lynda Baloche

It is an honor to be here today to talk about creativity, that often mysterious quality of the human mind and spirit—a quality that has been evident across the ages from the earliest carvings of human kind to the modern technological age, a quality that has been long sought and revered yet, simultaneously, often feared and denied.  

My purpose today is to examine a few pieces of a huge body of research into the nature and nurture of creativity.  I have chosen these pieces because I am a teacher and, in my work as a teacher and teacher of teachers I have found these ideas to be particularly useful as I continuously seek to understand the dynamics of individual and group creativity within the context of cooperation. 

As we work through the next hour together, I invite you to keep these questions in your mind:

· How might this relate to my work?

· What piece or pieces of this might I want to think more about?

· How might I use one of these ideas to nurture my creative spirit?

In her work, creativity researcher Teresa Amabile (1983, 1996; Hennessey & Amabile, 1987) noticed that, although people don’t always agree on what creativity is and are not always able to describe it theoretically, people know creativity when they see it—especially in an area in which they, themselves, have knowledge and expertise.  She also observed that, while people do not always agree on what conditions foster creativity, we can examine the conditions that are present when some thing has been produced that is considered creative.  She refers to this as a “consensual definition of creativity” and has used this concept frequently in her own creativity research.

I think this concept of consensual definition is both useful and important.  I would like to suggest that, in our work together over the next three days—although we may come from different parts of the world, and might teach different populations of students, and might conduct widely varying types of research--we all recognize creativity, we all recognize innovation, and we all recognize true cooperation when we see it, and feel it, and experience it.  I would also like to suggest that one major purpose of a conference such as we are embarking on here together is to recognize, to validate, and to deepen our consensual definitions—those common, yet deep, understandings that link us.  

THE COMPONENTS OF CREATIVE PERFORMANCE

In my own work with children and with students who are studying to be teachers, I have been influenced by the work of Teresa Amabile.  As a social psychologist, Amabile has studied what social conditions tend to facilitate creativity and she has studied these conditions in subjects from pre-school through adulthood. 

Amabile’s research suggests that, in order to develop creative responses, individuals and groups need to have: (a) domain-relevant knowledge and skills--which is to say they need to know a lot about the area in which they are working; (b) access to creativity-relevant techniques such as techniques that encourage perspective taking and the generation of multiple possibilities; and (c) intrinsic motivation.

Amabile has spent much of her research career investigating the social conditions that are likely to encourage intrinsic motivation. Intrinsic motivation is deep motivation that comes from a positive reaction to the task itself—the kind of motivation that is often seen as curiosity, satisfaction, and an interest in challenge.  It is the kind of motivation of young children who suddenly want to know everything about something they have experienced and are able to focus on the details and their exploration in a way that seems far advanced of their years and typical attention span.  It is the kind of motivation of a scientist who spends twenty years in rapt study of one star in one far-off galaxy.  It is the kind of motivation that helps to create a “high-performance team”—that team which takes on a positive and exciting life of its own that is far greater than anything any individual member could accomplish or even imagine (Katzenbach & Smith, 1993).

FACTORS THAT INFLUENCE INTRINSIC MOTIVATION AND CREATIVITY

Cooperative Contexts 

Research suggests that intrinsic motivation is more likely to develop when people work within an overall context of cooperation.  It seems that when students work in cooperative contexts they are more likely to: (a) use contextual information--information that is available in the “world around them” but has not been given to them directly for their work; (b) choose harder, more challenging projects and problems; (c) be better problem solvers with problems that aren’t “simple” and don’t have a simple and well-defined path to solution (Qin, Johnson & Johnson, 1995); and (d) report greater satisfaction with their work.  This last finding is critically linked with intrinsic motivation theory and with creativity trait theory.  In studies where people have been identified as “creative”—either through historical analysis, the nominations of contemporaries, or though direct analysis of their work—a recurring theme is that those individuals who are identified as creative love what they do, they feel lucky to be able to do what they do, and they regularly describe their work as “there is nothing I would rather do”  (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996)

It is important to remember that these outcomes are not likely to happen in classrooms where students spend most of their time working independently, or working in a climate of implied competition and, on occasion, are encouraged to “work together and be creative.”   The use of cooperation must be regular enough to be predictable and cooperation must be used in such a way that it is safe--and satisfying--for all students. 

Psychological Safety

Abraham Maslow (1970, 1976) in his writings about the hierarchy of needs and self-actualization theory, suggested that psychological safety is essential to creativity and psychological health.  When I examine the cooperative learning literature for ideas about how to establish overall feelings of cooperative context and safety, I find many ideas to consider.  I’ll mention just a few.

· The concept of base groups (Baloche, 1998; Johnson, Johnson & Holubec, 1992; *). David and Roger Johnson have written quite a bit about base groups and, for those of you interested in this concept, several IASCE board members are good sources of information about this concept. 

· The concept of Tribes. Jeanne Gibbs (2001; *) developed the Tribes concept and program. 

· The Child Development Project (Kohn 1991; www.devstu.org). This is a long-term project focused on the development of cooperative community and pro-social values in schools.  

· The development of “out-of-class cooperation.  Ghazi Ghaith (*), a current IASCE board member is a good source of information about this important idea. George Jacobs (*), another current board member, has given considerable thought to ways to develop out-of-class cooperation in higher education settings. Several conference sessions examine the concept of community building, including several that explore the power of web-based communications to help alter and extend the notions of community.  One of these sessions will be presented by Larry Sherman (*), who is also an IASCE board member. 

Perceptions of Equity 

Central to the concept of establishing a context for cooperation is the concept of equity. Within any group, classroom, and community, all participants have a right to know that their voices will be heard, acknowledged, and valued.  

Our colleague and former IASCE board member Elizabeth Cohen (1994; Cohen & Lotan, 1997; *), in her life’s work examining status issues in classroom groupwork, has much to teach us about the importance of working towards equalizing perceptions of status.  In groups, students who are perceived as “less able” tend to talk less or, when they talk, their ideas tend to be ignored by others; they have difficulty “getting their hands on” materials and information; they may look passive and uninvolved, or may express frustration with accompanying poor behavior.   These students learn less.  This is a vicious cycle since, as these students learn less, perceptions of them being “less able” increase. IASCE board member and NIE faculty member Christine Lee (*) has studied with Elizabeth Cohen and is a good source of information about these ideas. 

The principles of simultaneous interaction and equal participation are critical to the concept of equity.  Spencer Kagan’s (1992; *) work with structures is another important contribution.  Structures such as “Three-Step Interview,” “Paraphrase Passport,” and “Value Lines” may seem simple; indeed, that is part of their charm and usefulness, and they are potentially profound as they provide teachers and students with readily accessible strategies that help ensure all students have the opportunity to develop their voices, all voices will be heard, and most importantly, that all ideas will be considered and reformulated by the group. Spencer is a founding participant in the IASCE.  His early work examining how competitive goal structures have the potential to be particularly disadvantaging to certain ethnic and cultural groups (1980; Kagan & Zahn, 1975) has helped to shape the equity research.  

Complex Learning Opportunities

In addition to creating cooperative contexts and safe, equitable classrooms, if you want to encourage creativity, provide students with learning opportunities that are complex—learning opportunities that don’t have simple and prescribed paths to completion.  Philosophers such as John Dewey (1956, 1968) and Herbert Thelen (1981), and humanistic psychologists such as Carl Rogers (1969) and Abraham Maslow (1968), have long suggested such an approach—and have linked complex and authentic learning opportunities to preparation for an active civic life.  

When I reflect on the cooperative learning literature in search of guidance for effective ways to develop successful complex learning, I again find many ideas to consider.  For instance: 

· Once again, Complex Instruction, the work of Elizabeth Cohen, comes to mind.

· The Group Investigation model of Yael and Shlomo Sharan (1992, 1994; *), developed from the work of Herbert Thelen and others, is another. The Sharans are the founding members of the IASCE. 

· Programs such as Roots and Wings--which was developed at Johns Hopkins University, academic home of two former IASCE presidents Robert Slavin and Bette Chambers, and Fish Banks—about which IASCE board member Pavla Polechova (*) is a good resource, are content-linked examples of complex learning opportunities designed for cooperative contexts. 

Student-Centered Choices

To encourage creativity, provide students with opportunities to make meaningful choices.  Complex learning opportunities have the potential to provide such choices, and as teachers we can learn to develop those opportunities to their fullest potential for student creativity.

The research suggests that creativity is potentially enhanced when students have choices in how they go about a task.  Yet, all too often, when students are given a task to do which is complex, they turn to their teachers and say: “What are we supposed to do?”  “How do you want us to do it?”

When this happens, we need to be aware of the power of the first example.  Research suggests that when we give students a sample product, or a detailed rubric, they are likely to complete their own work in a similar way (Cropley, 1992; Langer, 1989;  Torrance & Myers, 1970).  Or, if we point out the work of one group, other groups are likely to proceed in quite similar ways.  This is just fine when we want work that conforms to a pre-determined, step-by-step format; it is far less than ideal when we want students to develop their own solutions and products and when “one right answer” or “one right way” is not the goal.

My best advice is to try to resist providing an example or a suggestion.  Instead, begin with student-generated ideas.  Try asking questions such as:  “How might we do this?”  Write all suggestions on the board; generate as many as possible.  Take enough time to give students the message that you really do want their suggestions; clear enough space on the board, or use a big enough piece of paper to give the same message.  Then have students choose a few suggestions that seem “workable” and then have them make a plan.  

To encourage creativity, formalize an idea generation period within group work—a time when groups list many possible ideas for how to accomplish their task and then develop a plan that incorporates more than one of these ideas. Use structures such as Pens in the Middle (Baloche, 1998) or Roundtable (Kagan, 1992) to insure that all students share their ideas.  This helps to guard against groups going with the first idea, which is often suggested by the high-status member, and making what, in the creativity literature, is called “a premature cognitive commitment” (Langer). 

When students are working together, provide them with big paper and bold markers to record their ideas and to develop their plans. Theorists such as Herbert Thelen have suggested that large formats help to create a sense of “our ideas, our plan” rather than “my idea, my plan.”  It is much easier to accept, reject, and combine ideas that have become group property than it is when ideas have remained personal property.

Remember that it takes time to generate ideas and to consider options.  Provide students with that time and teach them how to use it well.

Teaching Interpersonal and Small-Group Learning Skills

To encourage creativity, plan for, and invest the time in, the direct teaching of interpersonal and small-group learning skills.  These skills become critical when students are engaged in complex activities that provide them with choices. Educational psychologists such as Noreen Webb (1992), Alison King, and former IASCE board member Angela O’Donnell (O’Donnell, 2002; O’Donnell & King, 1999) suggest that detailed student talk—talk that centers on explanations of processes for how a particular solution might be reached, rather than simply telling the answer--is critical to developing cooperative groups that support the learning of all participants. Skills such as “ask for information and suggestions,” “help to organize materials,” “paraphrase others,” “ask and/or tell why and how,” “make a plan,” “think out loud,” “differentiate opinions,” and “integrate ideas,” are critical (Baloche, 1998).  The research is clear.  These skills do not just appear in a group.  They need to be taught very directly, practiced very thoroughly, and reflected upon quite specifically, if the use of cooperation for learning is going to benefit all students in their learning. 

Using Conflict and Controversy for Learning

To encourage creativity, be prepared for, welcome, and even foster, conflict and controversy. Often, when I work with teachers, they become dismayed when, about two months into the school year, their students suddenly seem to be questioning their authority and student-to-student disagreement increase.  Teachers tend to identify these behaviors as a problem and their response is often to become more authoritarian and to pull their power closer to themselves by designing learning opportunities that are more restrictive, that offer less opportunities for student talk, less student decision making, and less disagreement.  However, group development theory (Baloche, 1998; Glasser, 1986; Schmuck & Schmuck, 2000) would suggest that students have become more questioning, and perhaps even disagreeable, because they feel more safe, more included in the class, and are, therefore, ready to assume more—not less control—for their own learning.  Therefore, instead of becoming more restrictive and more authoritarian, it may be far more productive to respond quite differently—to respond by designing learning opportunities that encourage more student talk, more differentiation, and more examination of ideas. 

Academic Controversy (Baloche, 1993; Johnson & Johnson, 1992), is one idea, within the cooperative learning literature, that teachers can utilize to help them develop the positive power and complexity of controversy.  In addition to providing students with more sense of power and opportunities for thoughtful talk, Academic Controversy also provides students with valuable perspective-taking practice. The ability to view issues from multiple perspectives is critical to creative thinking and problem solving.  

Before I move on from this idea that controversy is a natural part of life in a group and life in a classroom, I would like to mention the work of Dick Schmuck. Dick, a founding participant in IASCE and an IASCE past president, is here with us this week in Singapore.  He has a virtually encyclopedic knowledge of group development theory, he has a wonderful ability to describe theories so that they make sense, and his work has been invaluable to many of us.

Student Expectations for Feedback, Evaluation, and Reward

The next factors I would like to examine are the intertwined factors of feedback, evaluation, and reward.  This research is quite complex.  However, I think there are a few principles and ideas to examine that link well to creativity and cooperation and can provide us with much to think about in our own teaching practice.

Expectations are based on prior experience.  In general, it appears that student expectations about what kinds of feedback they will receive about their work, their expectations for how they will be evaluated, and their expectations for how they will be rewarded for their success, are critical, since it is student expectations that shape much of what students do and think.  

Let’s look at feedback first.  Most of us have probably been in situations where we have gotten disheartened by negative feedback about our work or ideas.  If, over time, we realize that this negative feedback will be fairly predictable, we may try either to avoid the situation or put less effort into our work.  Therefore, we might assume that when we are in a situation where we receive praise about our ideas and our work, we will be tempted to put more effort into our work and share more of our ideas.  Well, this isn’t quite the case when the work we are doing requires a lot of complex thinking and creativity.  It seems that when the work is complex, and when the possible solutions aren’t well defined, praise doesn’t always help (Amabile; Deci 1975; Kohn, 1993b; Lepper & Greene, 1978). 

So, how might we, as teachers, structure feedback so that it is more likely to foster creative responses?

· Begin by having students reflect on their own work.

Just as it is important to avoid providing students with the first example for how they might complete a project, so it is important to avoid providing the first feedback to students.  This isn’t always easy but it can be done.  When students ask for feedback, try to begin by saying things such as:  “Tell me about your work.” or “Tell me what part of this was particularly interesting.”  When a student turns away from a group and asks you for feedback, refocus them on the group by asking the group to discuss similar questions.

· Avoid personal praise. 

Studies suggest that when expectations for feedback are based on praise such as: “You are a very good writer” children produce less creative work than when expectations for feedback were based on specific task-oriented feedback such as: “Your use of descriptive adjectives helped me to see your setting quite clearly.”

· Utilize the power of reflection.

The careful use of group reflection or “group processing” (Baloche, 1996, 1998; Johnson & Johnson, 1992) has great power and potential to help create a climate that encourages—rather than discourages—creative responses.

· Structure feedback to be positive and specific.  

Rather than saying: “Thank your partner.” Try: “Tell your partner something that is more clear to you now than it was when you began work.”  

Rather than saying:  “Rate yourself on a scale of 1-5 for how well you worked together today.”  Try:  “Go around in your group and each person please complete the sentence ‘Today I contributed to the group’s work when I _____.’”  

· Focus on the future.

Instead of saying:  “List one thing your group did well and one thing you could have done better.”  Try:  “Decide one thing that you did together that helped you learn and one thing you want to focus on for tomorrow.” 

· Focus on the pleasure of learning. 

Ask students to:  “Tell, in your own words, why it is interesting to learn this.”

Expectations for evaluation are similar to expectations for feedback. When, based on prior experience, students expect to be evaluated, the work they produce is later judged as less creative than the work that is produced by students who do not expect to be evaluated.  

So, again, how might a teacher develop evaluation so that the expectation of this evaluation does not have a negative effect on creativity?

· Give students time for unevaluated work.

· Structure evaluations to be descriptive, non-comparative and non-competitive, and based on technical aspects of the work.

· Make it clear that students will not be judged and evaluated for their creativity.

· Insure that the expectations of the evaluation are not secretive and they are not be so specific as to discourage creativity.  Often times the use of rubrics discourages creativity because they are so specific in outlining what work is to be done and how work is to be presented.  

When considering the problems of evaluation and examining the cooperative learning literature, I find Elizabeth Cohen’s work to be quite useful (Cohen, Lotan, Abram, Scarloss, & Schultz, 2002). Complex Instruction requires that students prepare “products”; these products, for instance, might be skits, posters, or demonstrations that manipulate and apply information and concepts.  One common way to focus this type of work is to provide students with rubrics.  However, rubrics tend to serve as a first example and, therefore, often limit student discussion, negotiation, and problem solving.  Rubrics tend to reinforce those students who are good at following directions and giving the teacher what the teacher wants.  Rubrics do not support the concept of students deciding together how to produce a piece of work and negotiating the abilities of all the group members to create a piece of work that is complex and uniquely their own.  

 But, if your experience is anything like my own, you know what sometimes happens when students don’t have the kinds of clear expectations inherent in a good rubric.  In my experience, (a) student work often seems incomplete or messy; (b) the ideas that the students develop may not focus on the academic content—in other words, their work may be fun or interesting but fairly irrelevant to the concept being examined; or (c) the students just settle on some idea that they “saw” or “did” somewhere else—and they “make it fit” without careful thought.  Elizabeth saw all these things happen and realized that there needed to be another way.  In her research in classrooms, she has developed an alternative to the often stifling effects of rubrics and the often frustrating effects of a too open-ended task.

 She and her fellow researchers have studied what happens when students are given guidelines that are clear—but not too prescriptive.  From the examples she recently published in an article Can Groups Learn? it seems that two to three guidelines might be optimal.  

· A guideline that reminds students that they are indeed expected to refer to facts and information.  Something such as:  “Your work includes at least five relevant facts.”  

· A guideline that indicates students must go beyond facts and use the skills of application and analysis.  Something such as:  “Your work includes good reasons and rationales.” 

· A guideline that reminds students that their work is to be well planned, developed, and presented.  Something such as: “Your work indicates careful attention to organization and presentation.”  (Notice that this guideline does not violate the idea that creativity itself should not be evaluated.)

Cohen’s research indicates that when students are provided with such guidelines, they actually talk about their work more, their teachers give them more detailed feedback about their work, and they learn more.  These are powerful results that support several principles that we have already examined, including the importance of student self evaluation and the importance of specific task feedback instead of praise.

The expectation of a reward, like expectations for feedback and evaluation, has the potential to lower creativity and enthusiasm for future, similar tasks (Kohn, 1993a).  Seemingly simple teacher comments such as:  “If everyone gets their work done, we will have 10 extra minutes of recess.” or “If you promise me you’ll write a nice paragraph, I’ll let you take a picture with the digital camera.” can help to create the not-so-subtle message that “the work” or writing the paragraph isn’t, in itself, interesting.  This tends to be detrimental to the types of thinking and problem solving associated with creativity.  Comments such as:  “The group whose members gets the highest collective score on their quiz will get a homework pass.” goes even a bit further by creating a reward that is competitive.  

The potential difficulties with reward tend to be the strongest when a reward is expected—either through explicit promise or from past experience.  Therefore, I would like to suggest that, as teachers, we try to minimize this type of reinforcement.  Instead, I would encourage us all to consider ways we might celebrate learning with our students and celebrate learning in such a way that the learning itself is the celebration that is shared by all the students and the teacher together.  When I think of celebrations and learning, I immediately think of IASCE Board Member Kathryn Markovchick (*).  Kathryn and her colleague Corda Ladd, who are both with us this week in Singapore, have explored this concept of celebration at great depth and with great joy. 

USING CREATIVE LANGUAGE AND DEVELOPING CREATIVE CONTEXTS

Finally, I would like to consider what the research suggests teachers might do—each and every day—to create a classroom context that is more likely to encourage than to discourage creativity.  I would like to list, briefly, a few ideas that are based on creativity research.

Use the language of possibilities and perspectives and processes.  This is language that Harvard psychologist Ellen Langer calls conditional language.  Words such as “could” “might” and “possible”; phrases such as “how else” and “tell us more”; questions such as “what other perspective” and  “who did it another way.”  Research suggests that when complex content is presented conditionally and when complex processes are presented as possibilities rather than iron-clad procedures, students tend to learn the content and processes more thoroughly and are able to apply them in more varied situations. 

Invite creativity.  When we signal students that creativity is valued and desirable, they will, indeed, be more creative.  The use of simple phrases such as “be as creative as you can be” tends to elicit responses that are more creative than when creativity is not specifically invited. (Parnes, 1967).

Have students specifically articulate those aspects of their experiences which have been satisfying and interesting to them, and then review these before their next work period. (Hennessey & Amabile, 1987). 

Have interesting objects and materials available for students to see and use.  Contextual stimulation and ready access to a wide variety of resources and materials is important (Dacey, 1989).

Be a model of intrinsic interest.  Do you have a passion such as birds, hiking, gardening, playing an instrument, or making furniture? Do your students know about your interests?  Do you share your interests in such a way that students see you as a life-long learner and as a person who finds time to pursue your passions?  Do you model being willing to grapple with problems that lack obvious solutions?  Do your students see you reflect and adjust and learn?

Are you passionate about teaching?  Do your students see this passion?  Tell students when you are looking forward to reading their work, tell them when you enjoy listening to them discuss an idea, thank them at the end of the day for their contributions to the classroom community.  Remember that just as we want our students to feel positively interdependent with each other, we are interdependent with them as well (Palmer, 1997).  

Be courageous.  IASCE Co-president Celeste Brody (*), in her closing keynote, will talk about having the courage and the heart to teach.  It takes courage to allow students to truly learn; it takes courage to allow ourselves to truly learn with our students.

Most importantly, be patient—both with yourself and with your students.  It takes time for students to trust that you aren’t playing “guess what the teacher is thinking.”  It takes time for students to believe that considering more than one idea, one option, one possibility, can be worthwhile and even exciting.  It takes time for students to learn to trust and to use their power, and it takes time for teachers and students, working together, to create high-quality collaboration and to explore their creative possibilities.

In closing, I would like to invite you to spend a few moments in personal reflection and in talking with your sharing group.  Once again, I would like you thank you for the opportunity to be here and share these ideas with you.  I am looking forward to our time together this week.

(*) indicates that links to these IASCE Board Members, authors, programs, and organizations are available through www.iasce.net.
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