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Creativity and Life-wide Learning

‘In my view, Creativity is best described as the human capacity regularly to solve problems or to fashion products in a domain, in a way that is initially novel but ultimately acceptable in a culture.’ (Gardner, 1989)

‘Life-wide learning refers to student learning in real contexts and authentic settings. Such experiential learning enables students to achieve certain learning goals that are more difficult to attain through classroom learning alone.’ (Basic Education Curriculum Guide 6, CDC, 2002)
Life-wide Learning is an essential building block in helping students to develop creativity in modern school curriculum (Bentley, 1998). Out-of-classroom activities, which usually involve real-life situations (in the combination of time, place and people), would stimulate students’ creative ideas and would produce endless opportunities to learn new creativity-related skills. A typical (perhaps an over-quoted) example of this is to encourage a group of students to run real business (e.g. New Year stalls). We often found that students would be relatively ‘natural’ in applying learned skills (either from classroom & during the process) such as problem-solving, critical thinking, communication and of course, creativity. In the end, the experience was so impressive that the impact was found to be long lasting and useful in their daily lives. In modern education, Life-wide Learning experience/ ‘world’ is surely important in nurturing of student creativity, alongside classroom and the cyberspace. (Diagram below)





Why do we need Life-wide Learning (LWL)/ Extra-curricular activities (ECA) to help our students to develop/ cultivate creativity, in terms of complementing classroom experience?

Besides providing opportunities to display what is learned about Creativity through KLA practices and/or specific courses, LWL could provide essential experiential opportunities for our students to:

Realise and be recognized of their creative potentials
 in facing authentic/ real-life problems during LWL/ECA. (e.g. planning how to serve elderly people creatively in a local community project)

Expose to a wide variety of ideas, people, place and products in the society through out-of-classroom activities. (e.g. exhibition visits, interviewing leading experts in the field) This is particularly important to tackle inequalities due to socio-economical background among our students. 

Apply their ideas and what they have learned from the classroom/ creativity courses (i.e. both ‘Contextual in nature’ and ‘Generic in nature’
) upon more complex situations. 

Learn more about the creative processes
 in the existing cultures and sub-cultures and to appreciate the complexity of real-life situations. (e.g. through planning and participating in activities towards a small-scale fashion show to the public)

Inspire ideas and innovations when encountering multi-sensory stimulations in a relevant LWL experience (e.g. A well-planned LWL trip to a modern art gallery before individual production)

Specialize in certain areas through participating in specific LWL activities, possibly leading to future careers or life-long hobbies. (e.g. students joining interest groups/ clubs in film production)

Enjoy the creative process (or being creative) during LWL/ECA activities in which the environments are mostly relaxed and encourage a certain level of risk-taking. 

The above REALISE list indicates the indispensability of LWL in helping students to be more creative under our school curriculum framework and it is definitely not exclusive. In the contexts of Hong Kong’s recent Curriculum Reform, creativity is also specifically highlighted as one of the three priority generic skills to be cultivated through all aspects (i.e. KLAs, LWL, Gifted Education) among students. In view of this, our next question would be on how to ensure our LWL activities to be conducive to enhance student creativity under the above ‘REALISE framework’ in practical terms?

Making our LWL/ ECA more conducive to creativity?

In order to make our LWL activities more conducive to the development of creativity among our students, we need to ask ourselves the following question when designing an activity
: (Diagram A)

(1) Does the activity have real-life/ authentic purposes or is the aim being in touch with the real world? (i.e. beyond talking about real life)

(2) Is the activity rich in multi-sensory stimulations
 (including visual, audio and kinesthetic) for inspiration?

(3) Does the activity encompass more than usual sense of responsibility and ownership to unleash individual creative powers? Does the experience help personal growth of self-belief for further development in creativity?

(4) Does the activity provide exposures to different types of ideas, tastes, people and products in the related field when appropriate?

(5) Does the activity provide quality space
 (e.g. task ‘open-endedness’, choice, risk-taking, time for reflection, time for ‘off-task’/ break and freedom of self-expression) for individuals to develop creativity effectively? 

Examples of activities are illustrated in Diagram B for reference. The whole framework was based on previous research/ development work on the quality of experience in Life-wide Learning activities: http://cd.emb.gov.hk/lwl/chi/QF/QF_Experience/Frame_eng.htm
– or sometimes named as “Infusion in ‘pull out’ activities” (See also EMB Gifted Education website).

Creative Approach to Nurture Creativity in LWL

Some schools take a more creative and holistic approach in developing their LWL programmes at systemic level, mostly under the concept of building a learning/ creative community. The reasons of picking LWL/ECA plans as platform to promote ‘creative culture’ among teachers and students, are quite obvious:

· LWL/ECA is less prescriptive in comparison with KLAs and other aspects in the curriculum.

· The activities often possess a vast number of possibilities/ choices – with whom we work? Which form? …
· LWL/ECA often regarded as low risk, in terms of accountability and monitoring, which leaves space for creativity among the professionals.

To be creative in approach, there are indeed some ‘tips’ revealed by current school practices
:

(1) ‘Re-visit the old’ - Some schools carefully examine their existing practice across all school activities and try to identify some events that could be transformed into learning opportunities (in this case creativity). For example, a secondary school decided to re-design their Sports Day into a day of creativity and learning, after noticing the low participation of students in general. The work was delegated to all teachers and students, across all societies and interest groups. The Day was ended up with lots of creative ideas (e.g. performance, cheer groups, slogans, self-designed sports wear). The maths and science societies also grasped the chance to be responsible in designing all measuring equipments and to promote “fun physics” during the event. The ‘crunch’ of the matter is to be highly observant and to be dare to challenge traditions. In the commercial world, there are many innovative examples, such as turning buying fish into an entertaining experience in Seattle central market. Furthermore, a design firm once helped ‘Oral B’ to revisit the whole production line of toothbrushes, even though the sales looked respectful in general. By being sensitive in observing people holding toothbrushes, they found that the traditional logic of ‘children holds small handles and adult holds big handles’ is in fact fraud. They therefore re-launched a series of ‘fatter’ toothbrush for ‘smaller hands’ and the market seems to support this ‘revolutionary’ attempt.

(2) ‘Re-engineering the system’ – Rather than examining individual events, some may prefer looking into their system for re-engineering. A primary school takes a creative approach on the overall management of their LWL/ECA activities. Instead of organizing events by events suiting upcoming needs and demands, the senior management invited creative ideas and construct a consensual programme of LWL of the year, under an agreed theme or a big concept. The process included the involvement of stakeholders, including students and parents in a number of committees and working groups for planning and review. All participants enjoyed the creative process and it was found to help building creative culture among the school communities. As Ingvar Kamprad, the founder of IKEA once claimed, ‘We are a concept company’. This means that when people buying their products, they are not buying IKEA as economic commodities but buying the values/ ideas behind the products (e.g. ‘self-help’, ‘classlessness’, ‘plain-ness’, Scandinavian…). There are endless examples of successful firms in which their systems are organically ‘driven’ by a big concept (Jones, 2001). 

(3) ‘Borrowing ideas from outside’ – ‘Re-framing’ is one of the most powerful thinking techniques in creativity. It involves putting things in new contexts or to see things under a new set of rules. There are many success stories that teachers created new LWL initiatives using this method. An activity, ‘Children Electorates’ that transplants the complicated procedures of local election into primary school contexts, was organized in order to allow young students to experience and to deepen understanding of democracy. There are many similar activities that reframed everyday identities/ roles in the society (e.g. museum curators, journalists, LegCo members, tourist guide) on our students’ world to enable such experiential learning in relevant topics. Of course, besides identities or roles, there are many other ideas or concepts that are worth borrowing from outside. For instance, what if we translate the idea of ‘theme parks’ into our Year One induction day? … (Making reference to a commercial ‘theme park’ idea – ‘The Experience Economy’ by Pine & Gilmore, 1999)

Life-wide Learning itself, in different names and guises, is a creative product of the modern education reform worldwide. It requires professionals to critically ‘think out-of-the box’ in their current practice. No wonder that some overseas educators described this type of movement (‘learning beyond the classroom’) as ‘creative waves’ in the education field (Farrar, 2002; DfES 2001).

Further Issues about evaluating Creativity in LWL
Intrinsic rewards – Creativity is highly driven by intrinsic rewards (e.g. sense of achievement, joy of discovery, satisfaction). In a study of motivation and reward by the Harvard Business School, cited that,

“intrinsic motivation is conducive to creativity, but extrinsic motivation is detrimental. It appears that when people are primarily motivated to do some creative activity by their own interest and enjoyment of that activity, they may be more creative than when they are primarily motivated by some goal imposed upon them by others.”(T. Amabile, 1996, p15)
The conclusion would hold some waters even in a place with strong assessment culture, like Hong Kong. Students are generally more motivated in LWL activities when there are given more freedom to choose, less extrinsic rewards and goals. However, in order to enhance the level of student participation and commitment, there are indeed some schools imposed incredibly rigid systems of external rewards and assessment in LWL/ ECA. In this sense, creativity would be largely diminished among students, since students are more inclined to think inside the ‘box’ (e.g. ‘do things that could score marks’), rather than ‘out-of-the box’ during participation. 

‘Tastes’ in a pluralistic world – A renowned French sociologist, Pierre Bourdieu interestingly argues about the reality of all judgments, especially on creative ‘products’, which can be explained by the desire to maintain own social position/ status- “ Taste classifies, and it classifies the classifier.” (Bourdieu, 1984) In real-world contexts, passing judgments may become a way of self-defining membership of elites. In other words, there may be a kind of blind spot in our classroom-based education system (in this case, ‘teaching creativity’) that students with very different social economical background and life-style milieu, are often judged by the ‘yard-sticks’ imposed by their teachers (most often middle-class and may have very different lifestyle/ social milieu), especially in creative production (e.g. art, music and technology). But what is wrong with this? It is surely a common practice for decades since ‘Day 1’ in our history of schooling. However, due to the increasingly rapid pluralisation in our post-modern society (Schulze, 1992), it is argued that our students need to encounter a much wider range of ‘yard-sticks’ (not just relying on teachers’) in their life-journey of creativity. LWL activities should therefore provide a ‘flower bed’ to celebrate the plurality of tastes (or judgments) in the society by involving more ‘outside’ people in the field, more expert adjudicators from a variety of backgrounds/ ‘ideological schools’ and enabling students’ critical thinking through assessing different socially-valued creative products, as connoisseurs (Eisner, 1985).

Flow & Co-leadership Challenge – Creative power could be unleashed when students were challenged to take up more ‘co-leadership’ role in the process, especially in extra-curricular activities. This is easy to spot out when teachers entrusted them (or in some cases, challenged them) to evaluate/ assess the activity, team performance or to plan for future activities. Without a single trace of doubt, ‘flood-gate’ of creative ideas would be unlocked. As it is explained by the flow theory that people would experience ‘flow’ when the activity strikes the balance between high challenge and high skills (Csikszentmihayhi, 1992). Under such co-leadership measures, which could be more common in LWL contexts, the power relationship between students and teachers is certainly shifted to favor more creativity.

Our Future Generations: Are we ready for youth creativity?

Just imagine a ten-year boy, after being deeply enlightened by the skills and approaches introduced by a successful creativity course. Later, in a territory-wide project competition on “national identity”, he applied a variety of creativity skills to produce a ‘high-standard’ project titled, ‘Re-designing Our National Flag’, to celebrate the return of HK and Macau. What would we do if we were the adjudicators? In another secondary girls school, a group of students were inspired when one day they watched a pair of boys holding hands and walking down a pedestrian bridge intimately near their school. The girls who are active members of the School TV Channel, decided to make a film on homosexual people and wanted to broadcast it in the school community. Are we ready for this? We may argue that these are extreme cases but surely we will have more and more similar cases if we treated nurturing creativity seriously in our reform. The big question is that are we really ready for ‘youth creativity’? In what way do we, as educators treat or deal with young people’s sub-cultures, e.g. alternative life-styles, popular interests, entertainments (e.g. street hip-hop, graffiti, on-line games, 「六樓后座」… ‘roller-blade’, hair dyeing, body-piercing)? How about the recent case of our university students using brothel’s slogans in their freshers’ party? What should we do to youth creativity when it has gone towards a so-called ‘wrong’ direction? Besides the ethical core 
 of the matter, we also need to address an equally crucial core in human creativity - culture.

Creativity, in its very nature, is more than a skill or even a habit of mind. It is about ‘cultural production’ (or cultural interaction) as most authors rightly claimed (Florida, 2002; Sefton-Green, 2000; Handy, 1989). ‘Nurturing life-long creativity’ is therefore a lot more than generic skill acquisition (i.e. merely a ‘teachable’/’learnable’ entity), and throughout human history, it is viewed as a process of cultural evolution, or sometimes ‘revolution’. An economic historian bluntly pointed out that ‘all creativity is an act of rebellion.’ (Mokyr, 1990) In the case of education, youth creativity could make (or be perceived as) challenges to our core values that governing existing school/ curriculum development and conventions. Ironically, the cruel fact is that, whether we like it or not, youth creativity will take its course anyway. From our complex but sometimes painful experience in the past (in both the West and the East), it would need a more ‘partnership’ mode
, or dialogic/ collaborative route, instead of our old single-track, often school-bound approach, to make youth creativity channeling into more consensual, ecological directions. In other words, all sectors of our society, not just educators
, have no excuse to be exempted from this joint cultural production venture. With trust, support, mutual understanding, openness, embracing diversity (Memphis Manifesto, 2003; Rudduck, 2000, Fukuyama, 1995), it would really help our communities (i.e. schools, professional fields, economy, society, city…) to be more creative and ‘idea-generative’ with socially accepted or constructed values. In actual fact, some of our schools are already taking initiatives to organize a wide variety of such innovative activities
, which often involve students to work alongside networks of concerned communities, organizations and interest groups in the form of projects, short courses, visits, mentoring schemes
. There is some anecdotal evidence that both outside agencies and schools involved are getting more in tune with youngsters during the collaborative process that ‘novel’ ideas of our youths could be organically ‘acceptable in a culture’ (Gardner, 1989) through continual dialogues among them. After all, if we desire life-long sustainable creativity among our young people and in our society, we need life-wide collaboration ‘across the board’ to truly build it. Are we ready for this?

‘It takes a whole village to raise a child’ (African Proverb)

“Creative communities are vibrant, humanizing places, nurturing personal growth, sparkling cultural and technological breakthroughs, producing jobs and wealth, and accepting a variety of life-styles and cultures.” (Memphis Manifesto, 2003)
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Three Major Experiences/ Worlds to nurture Creativity for our students





Classroom/ Formal learning





Real-life/ Authentic 
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(I.T.)





e.g. elements in individual KLAs and cross-KLA projects
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e.g. Creativity camp/ courses, Thinking skills workshops





Infusion in ‘pull-out’ activities/ LWL/ECA





Contextual in Nature





Generic in Nature
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Nurturing Creativity through LWL/ECA 





LWL provides more space (& less stress) for reflection and self-evaluation





LWL provides more sense of ownership/ responsibility of the creative process





LWL provides exposures to key people, and products in the field





LWL provides multi-sensory stimulations for inspiration





LWL provides a real-life/ authentic purpose





Flow & Creativity – Balance of intrinsic factors: Challenge, Skills, Enjoyment and Commitment – quality of optimal experience (Csikzentmihalyi)





Activities that promote identity adoption would help liberating creativity (e.g. student ambassadors in tourism, health…)


Choice, voice and responsibility – space for flourishing creativity


Reasons behind individual choice (+ origins of thoughts)





‘VAK-rich’ experience (V-visual, A- audio, K- Kinesthetic) – “impressiveness” – choice of places, people and time


Experience that stimulates questions and thoughts – (e.g. a museum visit about ‘Terracotta Army’ - beyond fact finding, towards asking ‘why the exhibition is organized in such a way?’ ‘ What is their agenda & what is mine?’ ‘If I am an advisor to the organizers, I would suggest…’)








Celebrating ‘Open-endedness’ 


Relaxed and trust-abundant environment


Provide ‘training’ and quality feedback on strategies and approaches when appropriate (e.g. teaching mind mapping, problem solving tactics)


‘High-stake’ debrief and reflect on the outcomes/ products but also the creative/ activity 


Time for allowing story telling/ self-expression





E.g. Creative Writing workshops with famous novelists


Entering competitions with expert adjudicators in the field.


Career-related experience in working collaboratively in real-life teams in the field.


Visiting places filled with ideas  & innovations (e.g. exhibitions, companies and research institutions)


Encourage connoisseurship cultures (art of appreciation)





‘Beyond talking about real life, but encountering real life’


E.g. Operating New Year Stalls, running school tuck shops


Student Curators at museums


Student Unions, Running a interest club


‘Knowing the answer of a question VS making a difference in authentic situations’





Enjoyment





Commitment





Skills





Challenge





Nurturing Creativity through LWL/ECA 





LWL provides more space (& mediation) for reflection and self-evaluation





LWL provides more sense of ownership/ responsibility of the creative process





LWL provides exposures to key people, and products in the field





LWL provides multi-sensory stimulations for inspiration





LWL provides a real-life/ authentic purpose





Diagram A : LWL Framework Conducive to Creativity





Diagram B: Good Practice of LWL towards nurturing Creativity








� It includes building self-belief. To be truly creative, students need to be self-confident and undoubtedly, LWL helps students to develop positive self-belief.


� See EMB Gifted Ed. Website.


� There are already more than enough strategies/tactics in creativity available in the current market for teachers & students: e.g. idea synthesis, reframing, lateral thinking, different hats of thoughts, mind mapping, brain gym…





� The questions are based on the Quality Framework of LWL developed by the LWL Section, CDI. (see Diagram A & B) http://cd.emb.gov.hk/lwl/eng/index.asp


� A person would be too aroused/ anxious to be creative when there are unnecessarily too many/ strong stimuli. Empirical research in neuro-pyschology suggests that over-sensitisation and over-arousal would hinder creativity (Sternberg, 1999)


�‘Quality of Space’ could be defined in the ‘HSBC’ model – cHaracter, Story, Blending, Confidence (Husserl, 1930, Yip, 2004). It argues that in order to create space for learning in LWL contexts, there are four developmental principles to observe at classroom/at whole school level.


� Examples from the Life-wide Learning Network (2002-04)


� The ethical issues of creativity are often complex and paradoxical in nature & would not be discussed in this paper. In the HK Curriculum Reform, five priority values are highlighted in the Moral & Civic Education, namely Respect, Responsibility, National identity, Perseverance, Commitment. 


� It echoes the systems model of creativity by Csikzsentmihalyhi.(1996)


� The term ‘educators’ includes social works and youth workers.


� In the name of ECA or LWL…etc


� They are usually under the over-arching notion of LWL to provide the ‘five essential learning experiences’ in the Curriculum Reform.





