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CRI English, 8/2013, Ben Berman

Thoughts on Teaching Creativity
Creative Thinking

I’ve been thinking a lot about my Creative Process course in the spring and how creativity, in general, relates to literacy, meaning-making and our work with CRI. 

After reading these books, I’ve come to realize that while I try to provide many opportunities for students to be creative in my classes, I never really teach them how to be creative. According to everything that I’ve read, creativity is not a talent or skill – it is a way of thinking and working – and therefore is something that should be teachable. Or at least learnable.

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi points out that the majority of curriculum and assessment in schools focuses primarily on convergent thinking skills (reasoning, logic, assumption of a single answer) and that very rarely are students tested on or even taught divergent thinking skills (exploring numerous interpretations and possibilities, openness to challenging fundamental assumptions, free associative thinking etc.)   

Here’s a good intro to his work if you haven’t read him: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HwngIuplE5g  

I like, in particular, when he points out that we treat students too much like computers – expecting a twelve year old to tell us what he knows without considering whether or not he cares. 

John Cleese refers to these styles of thinking as the Open Mode and Closed Mode in this bloody delightful lecture that John Andrews posted to the forum a couple of years ago: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=f9rtmxJrKwc 

Both Csikszentmihalyi and Cleese argue that creativity requires a balance of both divergent and convergent thinking and frame creativity as an extension of problem solving.

Being able to think both divergently and convergently is essential in writing, of course, but I’m more interested in it in terms of reading comprehension.  

When we ask students, for example, to interpret why an author made a certain choice, we are relying on their ability to imagine other choices the author might have made.  This is one of the reasons why creative writing makes students more attentive readers – the more they consider choices of craft in their own work, the more they’re aware of it in others’ work. This is also why reading a lot is essential – it creates a base understanding of how stories work so that we may readily compare a book to others that we’ve read – what Stephen Dobyns refers to as the “Fourth Dimension of Time” in Best Words, Best Order. 

When Helen Vendler explicates a text, for example, she often offers variations of how the author might have composed a particular stanza or conceived the form. Sometimes she looks at multiple drafts and leads the reader through the process of leaps and edits that the author might have made in moving towards the final draft.  

I worry, sometimes, that my students think too statically about writing, and I have found that activities that allow for a combination of divergent and convergent thinking are often the most successful.  It is particularly important when reading works in progress (as we often do in Craft) – and need to think of all choices as fluid – but I also think it benefits us when we read finished pieces as well.  If we want students to interpret why authors made certain choices, we must teach them to actively consider what the other options were (even if many decisions when writing are made instinctively or unconsciously.)

Very little seems to be understood scientifically about how our thinking changes when we think creatively, but I found this TED talk by surgeon and musician Charles Limb to be interesting – using MRIs to study the difference between reciting something from memory versus improvising in music and in rap (worth watching just to see Mos Def freestyle): http://www.ted.com/talks/charles_limb_your_brain_on_improv.html 

Clearly creative thinking activates different parts of the brain – though the implications of this are unclear.

Freud believed that all creativity is libidinal, stemming from the moment when a child realizes that his or her folks have sex or is conscious of ambiguously erotic feelings toward either parent.  Though there has been very little support for these ideas since, I nonetheless look forward to discussing these theories in great detail with my students. 

But divergent thinking is just one aspect of the way that we must think in order to be creative.  Many of the books that I read examined creativity across many disciplines and Csikszentmihalyi in particular discussed how many of the individuals that his team interviewed tended to have varied interests and often their greatest discoveries came through cross-pollination of fields.

In Your Inner Fish, for example, Neil Shubin didn’t understand the implications of his work studying fish fossils until he was asked to fill in last minute to teach a human anatomy class. Only then did he start thinking about the fossils in terms of evolution. 
This seems, to me, one of the advantages of Essential Questions – rich questions ask us to expand our thinking and make connections that we might not otherwise make. 

Paul Lewis, in Comic Effects, laments the fact that humor is so rarely studied across disciplines, and I think I often approach teaching a book from too technical a perspective – focusing primarily on craft. I’m interested in moving away from this approach and instead creating more opportunities for interdisciplinary study into my classes. 

Csikszentmihalyi discusses the paradoxical nature of many of the creators that he interviewed and I’ve realized that if I want my students to think about stories (the ones they read and the ones they write) with many minds then I need to model that more in my own teaching. 

Or, as Tina Fey says in Bossybpants, the best writing team for a show requires a collaboration of Harvard nerds and Chicago improv stars – which, to me, seems the ideal way to plan a class.

Creative Work
But being creative requires more than learning to think in certain ways – and I am interested in exploring how to better teach the creative process – having students try out many different approaches and asking them to reflect on what works best for them.

Csikszentmihalyi breaks down the creative process into progressive steps – immerse yourself first into a domain, then into a problem, then explore possibilities, then incubation, then creative solution – and though he acknowledges that it’s much messier and more fluid than this, he says that most of the people interviewed in his book – whether looking through microscopes or through telescopes – described the process in these terms. 

I was particularly interested in Csikszentmihalyi’s discussion of the incubation phase.  For many of the writers, scientists, historians, mathematicians and economists interviewed in his book, the incubation phase – when you’re not actively thinking about a problem but allowing it to interplay with other ideas in your subconscious – is essential.  

So many of the interviewees spoke about the importance of daily naps, constitutionals, swims, runs, and baths so that their ideas might crystalize.  I have a hard time convincing students to abandon their last minute approach towards writing or reading – which seems partly a result of their being so busy but also because so few of them understand the importance of sitting with ideas over long periods of time.  

Mason Currey, on the other hand, provides an interesting glimpse into how varied the daily life of artists, composers, writers and scientists truly is in his book, Daily Rituals.  Many writers and artists work creatively for a few hours a day then lead rather mundane lives.  (Csikszentmihalyi attributes this trend to the fact that creative thinking is remarkably demanding, and we must conserve our attention any way we can in order to devote it to our primary domain.)  Others are a bit more bohemian and rely on amphetamines, liquor, sex, and cigarettes to fuel their creative insights. (Something to look into, perhaps, for those of you studying stamina.)

I found it interesting that most of the people discussed in all of these books were rather obsessive in their pursuit of routine. The routines, of course, were incredibly varied and often quite eccentric – Gertrude Stein liked to look at cows while she wrote; Thomas Wolfe fondled his genitals until he felt “inspired” to start writing – but routines nonetheless. 

This makes me think that I should spend more time asking students try out various rituals and approaches towards their creative work.

Nabokov, for example, would often write the plot of a novel out on index cards and then shuffle the cards and write the passages out of order. Twyla Tharp (whose entire book, The Creative Habit, focuses on how to be creative through ritual and habit) often creates boxes related to her projects and then collects related scraps inside of those boxes before composing her choreographies.  Linus Pauling discussed the importance of having a wife who was willing to provide a buffer from the domestic duties of rearing children – which isn’t relevant to teaching at all, but all things considered it kind of makes sense, doesn’t it Jenee? 

It seems to me that teaching students different approaches to their writing or being creative is perhaps even more useful in the long run than focusing solely on the more technical aspects of writing.  I think that it would be interesting to explicitly teach the process to students and have them explore which routines, approaches or drugs work best for them.

Creative Environments

All of these books had mostly unkind things to say about what school does to creative thinking – some even referring to it as “the institution of school.”  

Of the 90 people that Csikszentmihalyi interviewed for his book on creativity very few spoke positively about their time in high school.  If anything, they mentioned a single teacher who reached out to them outside of class and gave them extra work.  Most referred to their high school experience as stifling. They spoke more positively about college and grad school where they had significant freedom to pursue their own interests.

Csikszentmihalyi creates a “flow” chart that, similar to the zone of proximal development, looks at the relationship between the challenge of the activity and skill of the participant and how that plays out in different activities.  

http://austega.com/gifted/16-gifted/articles/24-flow-and-mihaly-csikszentmihalyi.html
I thought it was interesting – if you scroll down to the third chart – that for most people reading is at high skill but low challenge – just below driving – and fairly far away from both “learning” and “favorite activities.”

This, of course, speaks to the importance of independent reading and helping students find books that are right for them – both in terms of interest and challenge.

According to Gardner, Csikszentmihalyi and Captain Obvious, in order to cultivate creativity in a classroom, a teacher must encourage students to be open to risk and exploration without worrying about failure or hoping for extrinsic awards.  

However, I find this very difficult. Even seniors who are already in college and don’t need to think about grades as a commodity are often worried about taking creative risks in their writing.  

I think I need to do a better job remembering that I can’t simply expect students to be open to taking creative risks and that it often requires a tremendous amount of modeling, encouraging, reassuring, and perhaps, most importantly, creating a system that rewards students for taking risks even if the end results are not successful.

Which, of course, leads me to continue to rethink what I assess and how my grading communicates my values to my students.
My wife recently went to a conference on testing and we’ve spent a lot of time talking about how most tests produce very specific and reliable information about certain aspects of intelligence – but they’re also biased towards certain skills and ignore others that are important but hard to measure. 

It makes me think about how often I design assessments based on the practicality of grading them.  Or when I do the opposite – design assignments that allow for a great variety of responses – I struggle to communicate how I graded them.

William Stafford used to provide non-evaluative feedback to all of his students – he’d simply comment on what he saw in the writing and grade them on completion. Maxine Hong Kingston – who believes that the only way to learn to write is to write a lot –  requires her students to fill up a certain number of pages and never evaluates the quality of those pages.

I think that an unleveled class provides unique challenges in that it’s really not fair to open the class to anyone and then grade them against each other.  

I need to think more – and would love some help – in figuring out how to fairly assess students while encouraging them to take risks.  If I want to truly individualize learning and encourage students to seek the right balance of challenge and skill then how do I reinforce this value through my grading?

Overall, the reading has given me some interesting things to think about and I’m interested in exploring these ideas further with my students this year.

