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Why this  Original, creative, higherlevel thinking is seen

Teaching in many forms in all disciplines from writing,
Method music, and art to a unique approach in the
Matters social sciences, a well-crafted curriculum plan

in education, a new procedure in medicine, or
an original experiment in the natural sciences.
However, this creativity usually comes after
students have acquired foundational informa-
tion in the various dimensions of knowledge
and worked through the levels of cognitive
process identified by Bloom (1) and Anderson
and Krathwohl (2). As well, there is knowledge
and there are skills and habits of thought spe-
cific to particular disciplines. Even with this
array of knowledge there must also be condi-
tions that encourage the freedom necessary
to think creatively. Creative thinking involves
an integration of past learning to produce and
organize new ideas. Student motivation is en-
hanced as students experience the personal

thing that is their own. When students are
asked to think outside the box (3), divergent
processes and projects emerge, with no two
student efforts looking the same and no clear
right or wrong answers being sought. Creativi-
ty occurs when students are asked to become
deeply absorbed in complex tasks and prob-
lems in order to create new forms and styles
of expression (4). These tasks are effective
and they also provide tangible evidence of
student accomplishment and learning. ltem
#19 highly correlates with IDEA learning ob-
jectives #26 (developing creative capacities),
#28 (developing skill in expressing myself
orally or in writing), #29 (learning how to find
and use resources for answering questions or
solving problems), #31 (learning to analyze
and critically evaluate ideas, arguments, and
points of view), and #32 (interest in learning
more).

satisfaction that comes with creating some-

Applying this Teaching
Method in the Classroom

If students are to show original or creative thinking in
your course, their projects, tests, and assighnments must
be designed to encourage this. Conditions for stimulating
creativity include 1) a solid foundation in the discipline,
2) open-ended and flexible projects, tests, and assign-
ments, and 3) time to create. Creativity generally be-
gins with a solid understanding of the knowledge base
upon which it flows (e.g., learning about aerodynamics
precedes redesigning the tail assembly of a 787 jet [5]).
The greater the student’s knowledge about the disci-
pline, the more capable (s)he is in creating with it. Gen-
erally, this requires that students learn facts, concepts,
and generalizations before they venture into creative
projects. Moreover, you may need to determine if these
building blocks of creativity are in place at the beginning
of your course. A simple, teacher-made diagnostic test
may uncover students’ knowledge gaps and signal the
need for you to review essential elements leading to
student mastery of basic principles. Be sure, however, by
focusing on foundational material early in a course not to
give students the impression that creativity is not import-

ant. Look for ways to allow student creativity early in a
course to set the stage for later creative work.

A second necessary condition for student originality and
expressiveness is the freedom to experiment (5). Even
without a deep knowledge base, students can benefit
from “discovery” activities (6, 7) that require the devel-
opment of plans of action, strategies for investigating
new ideas, and the creation of plausible explanations
for observed phenomena. Designing open-ended proj-
ects, tests, and assignments, as well as establishing a
classroom climate that accepts trial and error and con-
sciously takes steps to build students’ self-confidence
accomplish the purpose of allowing freethinking without
penalty. Students should not feel pressured to adopt a
specific viewpoint or be stifled by too much control over
their creative work. Although we often show models or
demonstrations of expected student products in order to
further learning, when creativity is our goal, the display
of previous outstanding projects may inhibit student
creativity, either by blinding them to think only along



the lines of the example or by intimidating them with a
“perfect” model.

Time is another important condition if student creativity
is your priority. Students must explore various approach-
es, interpret and analyze materials, and experiment with
various schemes of organization. Because this may take
weeks, our challenge is to stimulate creativity over the
course of the semester. Students might develop multiple
drafts of a project or complete it in segments, followed
by feedback. Because writing often shapes our think-
ing, encourage students to write out their plans where
appropriate, as a draft, journal, log of activities, or 3 x5
card update, often followed by peer-group discussions. It
may be possible, under special circumstances, to assign
creative work without the foundation of basic knowledge.
For example, in an introductory course in photography,
students might be given cameras and asked to docu-
ment campus life. This task might provide a pre-measure
of native composition and subject selection skills and as
the course progresses, students could revisit the original
assignment to make changes and improvements, thus
documenting their progress and developing sophistica-
tion. In other fields, there may be fewer opportunities for
such work, but there will always be chances to engage
even beginning students in creative activities such as
brainstorming possible solutions to problems or devising
work plans.

Applying this Teaching
Method Online

Online courses can facilitate creative thinking in various
ways. First, online tools can make sure students have
the “building blocks” in place - the facts, concepts,

and generalizations needed for creative thinking. This
can be done either through formative or summative
quizzes or other assessments that can be self-paced,
giving students control over their own “brushing up.”
Exploration, interpretation, and experimentation with
various schemes can be accomplished in days rather
than weeks because students have access to materials
24/7. Online courses never go to sleep; they are always
available and match the hours of students who work
various schedules so that students can create whenev-
er they feel inspired. Student can scour the web, and
aggregate or curate their discoveries through various
social bookmarking tools. Results of photography exper-
imentation can be immediately uploaded into a photo
or video repository such as Flickr, Picasa or YouTube
and shared, yielding ongoing cross-pollination and an
endless feed of new ideas. Instructors can post creativity
exercises online and encourage brainstorming through
synchronous collaboration tools including chats, shared

whitespaces, free-flowing forums, or Google Docs, which
allows for simultaneous editing. Students can share and
edit each others’ photographs and videos into “mash-
ups” that represent extreme forms of creativity. Online
platforms can also help connect students with authentic
audiences (10) for their work, providing an additional
layer of motivation for creative experimentation. When
the divergence phase is complete, students can arrive
at creative solutions to problems through convergence.
They can keep online journals or blogs that are private
or public for others to comment. Wikis can be used to
enable co-creation of a common product, while tracking
and versioning technology ensures that student receive
the individual recognition they deserve and that data is
not lost. In short, online environments accelerate the
creative process, spurring idea exploration and conver-
gence by providing tools that are available to students
through their digital devices anywhere, anytime.

Assessing this Teaching Method

Who is the judge of creativity? The answer depends
upon the standards of quality that have been set for the
project, test, or assignment - all three being forms of
assessment in themselves. Moreover, when we design
our graded assessments before the first day of class, we
can align our student-learning activities throughout the
course to appropriately “teach to” these assessments
(3, 4).

Good assessments 1) measure intended creativity out-
comes, 2) are clear about student expectations, and 3)
allow students to personally connect with the discipline
(7). Although it is what the student produces that mat-
ters, our directive verbs can signal creativity, for exam-
ple: students will “compose, construct, create, design,
perform, produce, or rearrange,” to identify a few. For
projects and assignments, you can increase students’
understanding of your expectations by constructing a
rubric with the students, identifying 4 to 6 essential
characteristics of the final product, and including qualita-
tive statements for an excellent, satisfactory, and below
standard product. This student-learning activity not only
clarifies student expectations but also gives them a voice
in determining what is being assessed as well as the
rationale for how quality will be judged. Authentic perfor-
mance assessments, where students create in real-world
contexts, are preferable in order to increase student en-
gagement and retention of learning (3, 4, 6, 7). Although
performance assessments are common in art, music, or
drama, they can be designed for all disciplines through
creative written expression, oral presentations or poster
sessions, demonstrations, portfolios and webfolios, exhi-
bitions, or experiments.



Creative tests, considered here separately from creative
projects or assignments, can be take-home exams.
They give your students the time needed to create, and

geniuses have dry spells). However, if an in-class exam is
necessary, students should be given readings, materials,
and key questions to analyze well in advance of the test,

so they can do the necessary idea percolating required
for original and creative expression.

reduce the likelihood that you will administer the test
on a creatively bad day for some student (even literary

~
9,
Created in cooperation with = PO D

References and Resources
1. Bloom, B., et al. (1956). Taxonomy of educational objectives, Handbook I: Cognitive domain. New York: David McKay. See pp.
162-183.

2. Anderson, L. & Krathwohl, D. (2001). A Taxonomy for Learning, Teaching and Assessing: A Revision of Bloom’s Taxonomy of
Educational Objectives. New York: Longman.

3. Fink, L. D. (2003). Creating significant learning experiences. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. See pp. 40-41; 165-166.

4. Angelo, T. A., & Cross, K. P. (1993). Classroom assessment techniques: A handbook for college teachers (2nd ed.). San Fran-
cisco: Jossey-Bass. See pp. 181-212.

5. Zull, J. (2002). The art of changing the brain: Enriching the practice of teaching by exploring the biology of learning. Sterling,
VA: Stylus Publications. See chapters 6, 7, & 10.

6. Bruner, J. S. (1961). The act of discovery. Harvard Educational Review 31 (1), 21-32.

7. Dean, D., Jr.,, & Kuhn, D. (2006). Direct instruction vs. discovery: The long view. Science Education 91 (3), 384-397.

8. Bass, R., & EImendorf, H. (2010). Social pedagogies. https://blogs.commons.georgetown.edu/bassr/social-pedagogies/
IDEA Paper No. 16: Improving Multiple-Choice Tests, Clegg and Cashin

IDEA Paper No. 17: Improving Essay Tests, Cashin

IDEA Paper No. 18: Matching Instructional Objectives, Subject Matter, Tests, and Score Interpretations, Hanna and Cashin

IDEA Paper No. 19: Improving College Grading, Hanna and Cashin

©2012 The IDEA Center

This document may be reproduced for educational/training activities. Reproduction for publication or sale
may be done only with prior written permission of The IDEA Center.



