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To the readers and facilitators of this document: 

 

While creativity is inherit in the arts and in the South Carolina Visual and Performing 

Arts Academic Standards (SCVPAAS), it is the intention of this document, Teaching 

Standards-based Creativity in the Arts, to enable teachers to foster a heightened creative 

experience for their students. Much is currently being written about the importance of 

creativity in our lives. This document emphasizes the importance of this concept. Richard 

Florida, Daniel Pink, and Thomas Freeman have brought the notion of creativity to the 

attention of constituents not only in the arts however, throughout all areas our existence.  

 

Teaching Standards-based Creativity in the Arts is aligned with each of the SCVPAAS 

content standards and their indicators. Strategies are given for the teacher to use to enable 

students to foster their creativity through activities in each of the four arts forms. In 

addition, resources are provided to give teachers further information to research 

concerning the implementation of the standards via creativity.  

 

This document also provides readers with an Annotated Bibliography of Creativity 

compile by Kristy Callaway. Twenty-two different titles are provided with a description 

about the publicationôs content. This will help readers investigate further study of 

creativity. Dr. Nancy Breard has provided an essay titled Why Creativity?. Dr. Breard 

defines creativity and addresses various levels of creative process. Dr. Seymour Simmons 

has provided a comprehensive overview of creativity in his article Cultivating Creativity 

in Arts Education: Myths, Misconceptions, and Practical Procedures. His article presents 

topics of interest that reflect the various nuances that comprise our creativity.   

 

It is essential that we focus our teaching on facilitating our studentôs education toward 

being more creativity both in the arts and in other content areas. This will provided them 

with the competitive edge they will need to compete in a global community and 

economy. The development of creativity in our studentsô minds will also help them to 

solve complex problems that we meet daily as an individual and as a society. This 

document will provide guaranteed experiences in that development. 

 

R. Scot Hockman 

Education Associate for the Visual and Performing Arts 

South Carolina Department of Education  



6 

Contributors  

Acknowledgements 
The South Carolina Department of Education and the South Carolina Alliance for Arts Education 

extend their grateful appreciation to the following arts educators for their conscientious work in 
writing and organizing this Teaching Standards-based Creativity in the Arts document.  

 

Dance 

Jennifer Bull-Richland School District Two 

Kara Conder, Richland School District One 

Veneshia Stribling, Richland School District Two 
 

Music 

Kathy Clark, Berkeley County School District 

Mary Lou Schweickert, Richland School District One 
Sheneice Smith, Orangeburg Consolidated School District Five 

 

Theatre 

Indira Cureton, Cummings-Richland School District One 
Jeffrey Jordan, Charleston County School District 

Adam Weiner, Darlington County School District 

 

Visual Arts  

Kevin Morrissey, Dorchester Two School District 

Linda Neely-Lander University 

Kimberly Sullivan, School District Five of Lexington and Richland Counties  
 

Annotated Bibliography on Creativity  

Kristy Smith Callaway, Beaufort County School District 

 

Introductory Essays 

 Nancy Breard, Ed. D., Converse University 

Seymour Simmons, Ed. D., Winthrop University 

 

Compilation and Facilitation 

 

 Eve Walling-Wohlford, South Carolina Alliance for Arts Education 
R. Scot Hockman, South Carolina Department of Education 



 

7 

Why Creativity?  

        By 

Nancy Breard, Ed. D. 

   Converse College 

          
The quick, simple answer is that we are never more alive than when we are engaged in creative 

pursuits. This answer, of course, generates more questions.  What are creative pursuits?  What 

makes them creative?  Why do we feel more alive when we are creative? 
 

Jane Piirto (2004) found that ñthe root of the words ócreateô and ócreativityô comes from the 

Latin creâtus and cre©re, meaning óto make or produce,ô or literally, óto growô (p.6).ò  Thus, 

when we are being creative, we are growing in knowledge and/or skill, but we are doing so 

independent of an algorithm or an authority figure.  We are in charge of our own growth in the 

creative realm. 

 

 There is a myth afoot that creative pursuits are those related to the fine arts.  Certainly there are 

many ways to be creative in the fine arts, but the possibilities are much broader including all 

disciplines and everyday life.  Csikszentmihallyi (1996) differentiates the ñBig Cò creative 

person from the ñlittle cò creative person.  The ñBig Cò people change the domain or field in 

which they work and they tend to be well known.  For example, John Steinbeck (novelist); 

Albert Einstein (mathematician/scientist); Al Gore (politician/environmentalist);  Spike Lee (film 

maker); Stravinsky (musician/composer); Lee Ioccoca (automaker).  This list could go on and 

on, but these people significantly added to or changed their fields. 

 

The ólittle cò creative people are the ones in everyday life that seek and find innovative solutions 

to mundane problems.  For example, the cook who can create a tasty casserole on the spur of the 

moment without a recipe, or the teacher who can create from scratch an eye-catching bulletin 

board related to the topic students are exploring. 

 

Most of us will never be ñBig Cò creators, but all of us are presented with opportunities to be 

ñlittle cò creators.  Now that we have established big and small creative pursuits, we need to 

examine what makes them creative.  First, we freely choose to explore creative ways of 

approaching the task even though we may not have chosen the task, e.g. at work or at school.  

The process depends on our background knowledge and might include brain-storming, 

metaphorical thinking, and problem solving.  During this phase we attempt to withhold judgment 

of our ideas.   

 

Next, after reviewing our range of ideas using pros/cons or advantages/disadvantages, we let 

them percolate or incubate in our minds as we do other things.  During this stage, we might have 

an ñAHA!ò when we settle on one or a combination of our ideas.  Finally, we bring the task to 

fruition using our best idea or ideas. 
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The process of being creative has energized and motivated us.  During the process of creating we 

may have lost our sense of time because of our intense concentration and involvement.  

Csikszentmihalyi (1996) would say we were in ñflow.ò   

 

The results of big and little ñcò creativity are personal satisfaction, increased self-esteem and 

confidence, self-recognition that we can be producers as well as consumers.  There is a spiritual 

quality (not related to institutionalized religion) that we experience during the creative process.  

It is a feeling that we are, at least partially, fulfilling our destiny.  Through the creative process 

and product, we are BECOMING, which leads us back to the Latin root of creativity, ñto grow.ò 

 
Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1996).  Creativity.    Piirto, J. (2004). Understanding Creativity. 

New York:  HarperCollins                                Scottsdale, AZ: Great Potential Press   
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Cultivating Creativity in Arts Education: 
Myths, Misconceptions, and Practical Procedures 
 

© Seymour Simmons, 2008. Copying, reproduction or other uses, including on other websites, beyond  

quotations for scholarly purposes without the expressed written consent of the author is strictly prohibited. 

 

Seymour Simmons, III, Ed. D. Associate Professor  

Department of Fine Arts, Winthrop University  

Please address comments and suggestions to: simmonss@winthrop.edu 

 

Preface and Acknowledgements: 

Wherever we find it, creativity enthralls us, and we find it almost everywhere we look. As a natural 

phenomenon, creativity is perceivable at every level of the cosmos from the birth of stars, to the evolution of 

ecosystems, to the growth and development of each individual plant, animal, or person. As a human 

phenomenon, it is evident in the imaginative play of children throughout the world, as well as in the 

passionate pursuits of certain adults who devote themselves to advancing what is given to us by nature, 

whether through innovations in the arts and sciences, the education of the young, the improvement of society, 

or the resolution of challenges that face us at any given moment. Yet, even as we assume that creativity is 

innate to nature and essential to human kind, we also know that creativity cannot be taken for granted, for it 

is all too often lost in the passage from childhood to maturity. It is thus the job of educators to sustain and 

cultivate creativity, a task that encompasses both what we teach and the way we teach it. The process of 

cultivating creativity among students with different backgrounds, abilities, and levels of interest can be 

daunting in any era, but it may be especially the case today, with education constrained in so many ways, 

ranging from ongoing high-stakes assessments to more recent economic setbacks.  

 

Taking all these issues into account, my intent with this paper is to encourage renewed emphasis on 

creativity in arts education while offering strategies for doing so in dance, drama, music, and visual arts 

based on activities such as those found in Teaching for Creativity Using SC Standards (2008). In addressing 

these topics, I will focus primarily on four ñmyths of creativityò that I believe have long impeded effective 

teaching in the arts and elsewhere. One myth links creativity with a radical view of originality assumed to be 

free of all influences. A second identifies creativity with suffering of various kinds, while the last two define 

creative people in terms of what are widely considered to be negative traits such as eccentricity and 

irrationality, as well as rebelliousness and alienation. As I will show, each myth reveals important facts about 

creativity, but also conveys misleading fictions that can, when taken seriously, derail educational efforts to 

foster creativity in schools. My goal, then, in addressing the four individual myths is to free us from the 

mailto:simmonss@winthrop.edu
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ultimate myth: that creativity cannot be taught! Following what was said above, I contend the opposite, and 

use discussions of the myths in question to propose ways arts educators can help students develop and apply 

their creativity, not only within their particular arts discipline, but in educational arenas outside the arts as 

well as in other aspects of their lives.  

 

Creativity is therefore presented here, not as an add-on to other aspects of arts education, but as integrally 

linked to mastering technique, producing and performing, as well as learning about the domain from 

historical, critical, and aesthetic perspectives. In this way, it follows Teaching for Creativity Using SC 

Standards (2008), which applies creativity to the full range of standards. Similarly, this paper presents 

creativity as related to each facet of the learner: the physical body through skill development and 

perceptiveness, the emotions through empathy and self-expression, and the intellect through problem-solving 

and critical thinking. The paper also touches upon a fourth facet, often called the spirit, through which many 

creators feel they get in touch with a ñhigherò source of creativity, within or beyond them. Thus conceived, 

creativity is part of a ñholisticò approach to arts education, one that addresses the needs of the whole person 

and contributes to each studentôs comprehensive and integrated development. Further, as opposed to 

ñstudent-centeredò learning, which might be misinterpreted to focus on the student in isolation, the 

cultivation of creativity as considered in this context is a means to foster ñstudent-connectedò learning, in 

which the individual is integrally linked to other people, to society, and to the environment. All these are 

spheres in which creativity can be applied. 

  

I initially presented my views on ñthe myths of creativityò at conferences of the South Carolina Art 

Education Association (SCAEA) and the National Art Education Association (NAEA). Currently, I am 

preparing a chapter on creativity based on arguments made in this paper for an NAEA publication on 

holistic, student-connected visual arts education (Simmons, in press). I am grateful for the opportunity to 

present these ideas here, to educators across the arts. In that regard, I want to thank Dr. Linda Neely, Interim 

Dean, College of Education, Lander University, who suggested I be invited to write this paper. I also want to 

thank Scot Hockman, Education Associate for the Arts, South Carolina Department of Education, and Eve 

Walling-Wohlford, Executive Director of the South Carolina Alliance for Arts Education, for issuing the 

invitation and for generously allowing me the time to organize my disparate thoughts. Finally, I want to 

express my appreciation to the numerous friends and colleagues who shared with me their perspectives on 

creativity, as well as to Marilyn Montgomery, Beverly Simmons, and Laura Gardner, each of whom edited 

the paper and offered many valuable suggestions. This paper is dedicated to Dr. Israel Scheffler, Professor 

emeritus of Philosophy and Education, Harvard University, from whom I learned critically to examine my 

own assumptions about educational issues, and whose article, ñTen myths of metaphorò (1986), provided the 
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premise for the present work. Equally, Schefflerôs example of fair-minded inquiry; his concern to integrate 

intellect, emotion, and action; as well as his capacity to connect philosophical theory to educational practice, 

all serve as models toward which I aspire here.
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SECTION 0: INTRODUCTION : CREATIVITY : WHY, WHAT, AND WHEN. 

The topics addressed below have been matters of interest and concern throughout my career as an artist, 

educator, and researcher. Among other things, my first academic presentation over thirty years ago examined 

the association of creativity with suffering and irrationality in the life and work of Vincent Van Gogh, while 

my recent talks have taken on several other myths, as was previously mentioned. Despite this prior 

preparation, the process of writing the present paper has been challenging for several reasons. First was the 

complexity of the subject, which expanded before my eyes even as I wrote. Second was the need to address 

creativity, not just in my own field, visual arts, but also in drama, dance, and music education, as well as in 

other disciplines. The greatest challenge, however, derived from my growing realization of how important 

this topic has become and my desire to communicate this importance in the most compelling way possible. 

Indeed, current social, economic, and ecological problems urgently press us to develop our capacity for 

constructive creativity, not only for the wellbeing of our children and the success of our state or nation, but 

for the future of humanity and the survival of our planet.  

 

Faced with such facts, leaders from business, industry, and government now identify the cultivation of 

creativity as an international priority. For example, Bill Gates (2008) recently urged businesses to use 

ñcreative capitalismò to address the needs of the worldôs poor. Turning to our domain, Daniel Pink, a former 

presidential speechwriter, emphasizes the role of the arts in promoting creativity because, he says, they 

engage creative functions attributed to the right hemisphere of the brain. Pink elaborated on this topic in the 

introduction to his 2005 publication, A Whole New Mind, asserting that: 

 

é the last few decades have belonged to a certain kind of person with a certain kind of mind 

ï computer programmers who could crank code, lawyers who could craft contracts, MBAs 

who could crunch numbers. But the keys to the kingdom are changing hands. The future 

belongs to a very different kind of person with a very different kind of mind ï creators and 

empathizers, pattern recognizers and meaning makers. These people ï artists, inventors, 

designers, storytellers, caregivers, consolers, big picture thinkers ï will now reap societyôs 

richest rewards and share its greatest joys.ò (p. 1) 

 

Speaking at a recent NAEA Conference, Pink went on to say, ñart is the single most important class that 

students can take because the art class is one of the few places in schools where creativity is being nurturedò 

(Rushlow, 2008, p. 1). Statements like this do more than just reinforce the value of arts in education. As 

NAEA President Bonnie Rushlow (2008, p. 1) points out, they also identify arts educators as exemplars in 

cultivating creativity and invite them to take a leadership role in helping to foster creativity in their schools 
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and communities. Rushlow, of course, welcomes this long-awaited recognition, but she also adds a note of 

caution:  

 

With all the attention that is currently being placed on arts education, it is our responsibility 

to ensure that our art programs are of a caliber worthy of being promoted. If we expect for 

our visual arts classes to be taken seriously, they must be rigorous and challenging. We must 

take a leadership role in providing our students with high quality instructions that merits 

being placed in the limelight ï as front and center ï of the educational stage! (p. 1) 

 

Certainly, representatives from music, dance, and drama education would concur, and Teaching for 

Creativity Using SC Standards (2008) supports such efforts with a set of age-appropriate activities in each 

arts area. This essay, written as a complement to that document, seeks to help arts teachers encourage 

creativity in their own classrooms, then to bring their creative expertise to a wider audience. Toward these 

ends, it will analyze and, in part, debunk the myths of creativity mentioned earlier, while responding to them 

with some ñimplications for teaching creativity in the arts.ò Each myth will also conclude with a ñpractical 

procedure for cultivating creativityò (PPCC) that can be applied to teaching in each of the arts, while also 

being adaptable to almost any type of creative endeavor. My hope is that, by sharing these ñpractical 

proceduresò with fellow educators, arts teachers will encourage the spread of creativity across the 

curriculum. They may also teach similar approaches to others in their community who are working to address 

the challenges of daily life as well as the larger issues facing society. To facilitate dissemination of these 

approaches, I provide illustrations in each section of creativity applied in a various domains, professional, 

social, and personal. Before addressing these practical concerns, however, I want to reflect for a moment on 

the general significance of the topic, based on Nancy Breardôs (2008) article, ñWhy Creativity?ò I will also 

expand on her discussion of what creativity is, then review the history of creativity in arts education to 

consider where we came from, where we are now, and where we need to go.  

 

Section 0.1: More on ñWhy?ò  

For many arts educators today, the title of Breardôs (2008) article ñWhy Creativity?ò might better be put in a 

more pointed way: ñWhy add yet another item to our already long list of responsibilities, especially one that 

is so notoriously difficult to teach?ò Breardôs answer recalls the wonders of creativity cited in the preface of 

this document. More specifically, she argues that creativity energizes us, motivates us, and revitalizes us, 

thereby benefiting students and teachers, alike. This is a compelling response, especially at a time when there 

are so many reasons for discouragement inside schools and out. But to make the case for creativity in arts 

education more convincing and to promote more immediate action on its behalf, personal considerations such 
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as these must also be reinforced by cultural and biological arguments such as those alluded to earlier on. 

Cultural arguments include the increasing importance of creativity in numerous careers and its role in 

advancing every field from art and science to economics and politics. Biological arguments include the role 

of creativity in solving problems and adapting to changing conditions. They also include the fact that 

creativity is one of the unique and essential attributes that distinguish human beings from other species. Both 

sets of arguments converge to demonstrate that cultivating creativity can no longer be considered merely an 

attractive educational enhancement. Instead, it emerges as a necessity to help us realize our potentials and so 

make us all more fully human.  

 

Teaching for Creativity Using SC Standards (2008) reflects the humanizing aspect of creativity with 

activities that emphasize connectivity among people and between people and their environments. For 

example, in its section on acting and theatrical presentation it states that students will: ñDescribe and 

compare ways that people react to other people and to internal and external environments using [a] creative 

strategyé. The teacher will guide students in acting exercises and games that focus on reactions to people 

and to environmentsò (p. 365). 

 

As it has been described above, creativity is part of the pantheon of remarkable qualities that define us as a 

species. Others include our abilities to reason, to use tools and symbol systems, and to thrive in all kinds of 

climates. But creativity is not just one significant capacity among the many; it is arguably the most important 

of them all. This is true, in part, because creativity allows us to apply our other abilities to new and useful 

ends. In addition, creativity enables us to compose music, choreograph dance, write plays, and make visual 

art (along with other forms of meaningful expression) that shape our cultures and define us as individuals. 

Creativity, employed in these ways, has been essential to humanity since its earliest beginnings, making it 

possible for us to advance in a relatively short time from an animal-like existence ï living in caves and eating 

roots and berries ï to a world of space travel, computers, biotechnology, and continuing change. If anything, 

the need for creativity has accelerated in recent years, especially in industrialized countries like the United 

States, where there seems to be a constant demand for innovation in every sphere, whether to address the 

current financial crisis, or to help us solve such life-threatening problems as global warming and 

international terrorism.  

 

Popular enthusiasm for creativity has recently given rise to a number of clichés in which people are 

encouraged to ñpush the envelope,ò ñthink outside the box,ò and ñget out of their comfort zone.ò Though 

these terms already sound more than a little trite, they actually indicate important aspects of creative practice 

as it is used, both on personal and professional planes. Personally, ñpushing the envelopeò beyond our usual 
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ways of doing things, and ñthinking outside the boxò in relation to the challenges that confront us, are 

essential for growth, helping us to discover and actualize our creative possibilities. Professionally, 

individuals and organizations that stay within their ñcomfort zoneò by sticking to tried-and-true ways of 

conducting business can no longer compete in the ever-changing global marketplace.  

 

Arts educators are responding to these emerging personal and professional needs by putting renewed 

emphasis on cultivating creativity, and the South Carolina Alliance for Arts Education is taking the lead with 

its publication of Teaching for Creativity Using SC Standards (2008). Still, to use this document effectively, 

we must first be clear about what creativity is to begin with. In the process, we must also call into question 

two basic misconceptions that many us have cherished over the years: (1) that creativity is principally a 

property of the arts and (2) that anything we do in the arts is, by definition, creative. 

 

Section 0.2: More on ñWhat?ò 

 

The first of these misconceptions ï that creativity is principally a property of the arts ï is suggested in books 

with titles like: The Creative Impulse: An Introduction to the Arts (Sporre, 2008). The idea is also evident 

when people say, ñI need to develop my creative side. I think Iôll take a class in art, music, dance, or drama.ò 

Why donôt they say, ñI think Iôll go to cooking school, study astrophysics, get into software development, 

start a small business, or take up snowboardingò? All of these, and many other activities, require their own 

special brands of creativity, and so help us cultivate our abilities as creators in unique and important ways.  

 

Nancy Breard (2008) makes this same point by presenting creativity as a multifaceted phenomenon that can 

potentially apply to all fields of endeavor and all aspects of life. However, Breard also notes that creativity is 

not always delineated in the same way, but instead can be separated into two distinct levels. The first level, 

creativity with a small ñc,ò might be called ordinary creativity. In its most obvious usage, the status of 

ñordinary creativityò is applied to activities nearly anyone can do creatively to one extent or another, ranging 

from childôs play to everyday problem solving to decorating our homes. Yet, surprisingly, small ñcò 

creativity also includes the more demanding and uncommon creative work done by the majority of 

professionals in fields like the arts. Among these are even some of the most successful individuals, those who 

design and build skyscrapers, choreograph or star in Broadway musicals, write and direct Hollywood 

blockbusters, compose and perform Grammy-award-winning songs, and conceive and produce million-dollar 

ad campaigns like the ones aired during the Super Bowl. This leaves the honorific ñCreativityò with a capital 

ñCò reserved for extraordinary creativity, possible only for those rare individuals we call ñcreative geniuses.ò 

These, too, are found in every sphere, and include such diverse names as Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther 

King, Jr., Marie Curie, Martha Graham, Frank Lloyd Wright, and the Wright Brothers. In each case, these 
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peopleôs ideas, discoveries, works of art, or inventions warrant the capital ñC,ò not just because they are 

novel and practical, but because they are influential, significantly changing the fields of which they are a 

part, then going on to affect the society as a whole.  

 

The discussion of levels invites consideration of the second misconception: that anything we do in the arts is, 

by definition, ñcreative.ò In practice, the extent to which this belief is true depends, at least in part, on how 

we define ñcreativity,ò and this, in turn reflects the level of creativity with which we are concerned. For 

example, Robert Schirrmacher (1998), in Art and Creative Development for Young Children, is talking about 

small ñcò creativity at its earliest stage when he lists six ñgenerally acceptedò definitions of creativity (p. 5): 

 

 The ability to see things in new ways  

 Boundary breaking and going beyond the information given 

 Thinking unconventionally 

 Making something unique 

 Combining unrelated things into something new  

 

Schirrmacher (1998) then continues along this same line by citing psychologist E. P. Torrence (1963), who, 

he says, ñhas chosen to define creativity as the process of sensing problems or gaps in information, forming 

ideas or hypotheses, and communicating the resultsò (p. 5). Based on these definitions, Schirrmacher (1998) 

can rightly claim that, ñcreative expression begins early in life. Babies manipulate toys, explore space, 

discover their body parts, test hunches about the immediate world, and even solve problemsò (p. 4). 

Creativity such as this can be found among virtually all children and is a gift of nature. By contrast, Mihaly 

Csikszentmihalyi (1996) defines creativity as ñany act, idea, or product that changes an existing domain, or 

that transforms an existing domain into a new oneò (p. 28). His definition refers to Creativity with a capital 

ñCò and is largely, though not exclusively, a product of culture. It therefore applies only to a small number of 

adults such as those mentioned above, for whom extensive training, study, and effort are combined with a 

little something extra, often called ñinspiration,ò as in Thomas Edisonôs famous formula for genius as 99% 

perspiration and 1% inspiration 

(http://quotations.about.com/od/stillmorefamouspeople/a/ThomasEdison2.htm). 

 

Because the term, ñcreativity,ò defies easy and universal definition, Csikszentmihalyi (1996) and others 

(Sullivan, 2007, p. 1183) have turned from asking, ñWhat is creativity?ò to asking, ñWhen is creativity?ò 

Answers to this second question as addressed later in this article include the societal conditions under which 

creativity in a particular domain is accomplished and recognized. Alternatively, the question of ñWhen?ò 
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might refer to meeting a given set of criteria for creativity in its various forms. Pamela Stokes (2006) 

proposes three such criteria, including some previously mentioned, saying:  

 

Creativity happens when someone does something new that is also useful or generative or 

influential: Useful means that the new thing solves a probleméGenerative means that the 

new thing leads to other ideas or thingséInfluential means that the new thing changes the 

way people look at, or listen to, or think about, or do things like it. (p. 1)  

 

These criteria could be applied to arts education in several ways. When we study existing works, they could 

help us determine whether the works are creative or not, and if so, to what degree. Less creative works would 

evidently meet fewer criteria or meet them all, but only superficially. By contrast, the most creative work 

would meet all three criteria in significant ways. Stokes provides an example of such high-level creativity by 

explaining how her three criteria were met by the development of Cubism as a new form of painting, one that 

represented observed objects in an abstract way. Cubism, she says: 

 

é was useful in solving the problem posed by Picasso and Braque [of how to show objects 

from multiple angles]. It was generative in leading to variations on that solution [including 

collage]. It was influential in changing the ways others saw, and made paintingsò [such as 

other forms of representational abstract art]. (p. 3) 

 

Stokesô criteria could similarly be applied to evaluate student work, assuming that assignments were 

structured to ensure the requisite criteria were met. Such a structure would begin with arts activities designed 

to engage students in genuine problem solving. It would then require them to generate multiple solutions 

leading to inventive results that make others see such problems differently in the future.  

 

These criteria also show us see why the assumption that everything we do in arts education must be 

creative is, in fact, a misconception. For this to be true, all activities in every class would have to 

meet Stokesô conditions, but this is neither feasible nor educationally warranted. For one thing, arts 

classes also necessarily involve developing technical competence, performing or studying the works 

of the past, and acquiring other knowledge about the domain, all of which are important 

complements to the creation of original works. Moreover, even when the focus is explicitly on 
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making original works, creativity may not be the primary concern, as is evident in the following 

review of past approaches to arts education. This review also shows how creativity has been linked 

with different human attributes, as noted in the preface. 

 

Section 0.3: Creativity in Arts Education ï Past and Present 
 

Looking back over the ages, no one can dispute that the history of the arts is a history of ceaseless innovation 

and creativity to the highest degree. Even so, contemporary arts educators and advocates for the arts in 

education might be dismayed to discover that their predecessors were not always interested in promoting 

creativity, per se. On the contrary, more often than not, the primary goals both of general arts education and 

the preparation of professional artists and performers have been to honor and sustain established practices 

while constraining innovations in technique, style, or content within socially approved boundaries. This 

conservative attitude is most apparent in what might be called ñtraditional societies,ò those that change little 

over time. For example, in a recent PBS television series, How Art Made the World, (Murphy, 2005) the 

narrator described how, for 3000 years, ancient Egyptian artists used the same proportional grid to draw their 

uniquely stylized human figures. Such remarkable longevity is explained on the website for the series by 

saying that the Egyptians believed ñtheir schematic and conceptual image of the body mapped within a grid 

system was a divine gift that would be spoiled by any deviation from the norm.ò 

http://www.pbs.org/howartmadetheworld/episodes/human/egypt/  

 

Another reason for artistic continuity in ancient civilizations, as well as in living traditional cultures like that 

of the Australian Aborigines, is the fact that, in such cultures, the arts are so much a part of everyday life. We 

might even say that the arts are the glue that holds these societies together, first by defining, then by 

maintaining, their unique cultural identities. One way the arts do this is as conveyers of sacred stories that 

transmit beliefs and values from generation to generation. In addition, the arts are essential components in 

the rites that mark lifeôs important passages (coming of age, marriage, death), and the rituals that unite the 

populace in necessary tasks like hunting and harvesting, worship and warfare. Perhaps less obviously, the 

arts play many of these same roles in more ñadvancedò societies, as well.  

 

In these ways, artistic creativity serves both a spiritual purpose and a practical one. For, as Ellen Dissanyake 

(1977) explains, without the arts and the aesthetic impulse to unify a culture and focus its creative energies, 

human societies fail, not only to thrive, but even to survive. Others, however, have used similar facts to argue 

against creativity in the arts, viewing it as a threat, whether to religious beliefs, morality, social stability, or 



 

20 

political sovereignty. In such cases, artistic creativity is usually tied in a negative manner to the expression of 

emotions and the way these arts-inspired emotions can influence behavior. Plato (Cornford, 1941), in his 

Republic, wrote about music in just this way, saying: ñThe introduction of novel fashions in music is a thing 

to beware of as endangering the whole fabric of society, whose most important conventions are unsettled by 

any revolution in that quarterò (p.115). Aristotle evidently had this same idea in mind when he recommended 

training in dance as being ñuseful in purging the studentôs soul of óunseemly emotionséôò (Krause and 

Chapman, 1981, p. 109).  

 

Creativity in the visual arts at the time was a very different matter. Here, creative concerns remained largely 

in the physical realm, involving the pursuit of realistic representation and the mastery of materials and 

techniques. Artists in ancient Greece, and throughout the middle-ages, were thus viewed essentially as skilled 

craftsmen.  This attitude only began to change in the Renaissance when the first art academies began to 

emerge (Pevsner, 1950). Initially, the academies were informal gatherings of artists, philosophers, scientists, 

and their patrons, who studied Neo-Platonic philosophy and were inspired by such figures as Leonardo and 

Michelangelo. Based on these influences, the academies held artistic creativity up as an intellectual effort in 

pursuit of the ñideal formsò of truth, beauty, and virtue (Panofsky, 1924). Over time, the academies evolved 

from casual meetings of like-minded friends, into powerful official educational and cultural institutions 

whose role it was to preserve aesthetic and other values handed down from Greece and Rome, and use them 

to glorify contemporary monarchs and governments.  

 

Toward these ends, the academies provided so-called ñclassicalò training for practitioners and teachers in 

dance, drama, music, and visual arts. The academies were also purveyors of taste, determining what counted 

as good work while opposing innovations not in keeping with their values. This meant that those with truly 

unique ideas were forced to conform. If they did not, they were impeded from pursuing their careers and 

were often pushed to the margins of society (hence, the ñbohemiansò of late 19
th 

century Paris). In Russia, 

China, and other countries where official academies are still in power, creativity remains in peril. According 

to Yan Jun, a contemporary Chinese sound artist: ñYou go to school, you lose your soul. You learn how to 

join the official system. Itôs not about the musicò (Ross, 2008).  

 

Despite occasional rebellions, including especially the Romantic era when creative individuals tried to 

reassert the preeminence of emotion over reason, the arts academies largely maintained control of arts 

education in Western Europe and America until the middle of the 20
th
 century. At that point several factors 

converged to allow arts education finally to throw off the mantel of the past and focus on creativity. Among 

these factors were new approaches to education, notably in America those of John Dewey and the 
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Progressives, which emphasized experiential learning and gave special prominence to the role of the arts in 

promoting creativity and imagination (Dewey, 1934/59). Arthur Efland (personal communication, March 28, 

2008) has also suggested that the interest in creativity then reflected an emerging middle-class whose values 

and needs contrasted with those of both the working class and the upper class. For the former, art education 

typically involved developing technical skills and craftsmanship. For the latter, it centered on appreciation of 

the fine arts.  

 

Equally important, the change in arts education reflected the spirit of innovation that defined the modern era. 

This manifested itself in ongoing revolutions in the arts, as well as unprecedented progress in science and 

technology. While both domains valued creativity, the sciences at the time did so by emphasizing reason and 

the scientific method, whereas the arts came once again to identify creativity with emotional expression. 

Among arts educators, the two concepts eventually merged into ñcreative self-expression,ò a term that has 

retained its prominence (whether positively or negatively) up to the present. According to Efland (1990b), 

the concept as it was initially framed reflected the political and psychological ideas that were prominent at 

that point.  The political imperative ñcame from the artist as a model for social reforméò (p. 121). The 

psychological influence was derived from ñFreudian ideas about repression and the ways it can lead to 

neurotic behaviorò (Efland, 1990a. p. 201). Cultivating creativity thus became less a matter of teaching 

technique and more a matter of letting natural creativity emerge by freeing children (and adults) from outer 

prohibitions and internal inhibitions. A vivid example of this comes from dance education during this period, 

which, according to Krauss and Chapman (1981), placed emphasis on ñfree and unstructured movement, on 

self-discovery, and on spontaneous response to musicò (p. 119). In opposition to traditional dance training as 

practiced in the academies, some writers considered skill for either the student or the teacher as not only 

unnecessary, but potentially detrimental.  As an example, Krauss and Chapman quote Cole (1940), who sums 

up attitudes about both dance and visual art:  

 

édancing, like childrenôs art, is not dependent on background. In fact, as in their art, it can 

be a good thing if the teacher is unencumbered with old ideas on the subject. What the 

teacher needs is faith and understanding. Faith that there is the capacity within the child to 

do surprisingly beautiful things when encouraged and freed by the teacher ï understanding 

that childrenôs dancing is not a thing of steps, of artificial movements to be learned by rote. 

The moment we concern a child with steps, we tie him up, inhibit his free movement, make 

him fearful, put false emphasis. The walk is ruined if we ask the child which foot he puts 

forward first. He just naturally walks following a desire within him. So also will the child 

danceé(p. 69).  
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Returning to the visual arts, Efland goes on to describe how the psychological and political rationales for 

creative self-expression evolved during and after the Second World War. During the war, Efland says that, 

ñsome art educators had equated the self-expression of the artist with the warôs object to preserve the 

democratic way of lifeò (1990b, p. 123). Efland then cites influential critic, Herbert Read (1944), who, near 

the end of the war, argued that childrenôs art ñcould serve as an instrument of peace if such art would be 

allowed to develop freely, without the repressiveness of society which thwarted the unfolding of the childôs 

personal vision. The child as artist was the instrument of salvation for world civilizationò (p. 123).  

 

If anything, political events during the Cold War emphasized even more the importance of cultivating 

creativity, and not just in the arts. Chief among these events was when Sputnik, the first satellite, was 

launched by the Soviet Union, putting America behind in the ñRace for Spaceò (Vernon, 1970, p. 11). In 

response, calls from all quarters urged renewed emphasis on creativity in schools, focusing naturally on 

science education. Nonetheless, the arts also responded to the nationôs concerns, asserting, for example, that 

art classes could ñenable creative problem solving skills to develop long before they can develop in other 

areasò (Efland, 1990a, p. 237). Based on such claims, many arts education initiatives emerged in the 1950s 

and the early 1960s, some of which are cited below along with forerunners from early in the era.  

 

In the performing arts, emphasis on creativity during the 20
th
 century meant expanding beyond the classical 

repertoire in music, dance, and theatre, while promoting opportunities for self-expression and innovation. 

One such initiative was the ñThe Contemporary Music Project,ò funded by the Ford Foundation in 1963 ñto 

make contemporary music a part of children's livesò and ñto increase the emphasis on the creative aspect of 

music in the public schoolsò (Rickey, 2006). In theatre, emphasis on creativity was prompted earlier on by 

the work of Viola Spolin. As a drama supervisor for the Chicago branch of the Works Progress 

Administration's Recreational Project during the Great Depression, Spolin developed the now well-known 

ñTheatre Gamesò to cross ñcultural and ethnic barriersò while ñadapting and focusing the concept of play to 

unlock the individual's capacity for creative self-expressionò 

(http://www.jbactors.com/actingreading/actingteacherbiographies/violaspolin.html). In the 60ôs, Spolin 

published her ideas in an influential book, Improvisation for the Theatre (1963, 2000).  

 

Initially, as suggested above, new directions in visual art education opposed academic aesthetics and 

teaching methods, favoring instead opportunities for free expression, experimentation with media, as well 

as the study of elements and principles of design (Dow, 1913). In particular, art educators like Victor 

Lowenfeld (1957) opposed the tradition of learning by copying, even urging teachers to avoid showing 

http://www.jbactors.com/actingreading/actingteacherbiographies/violaspolin.html
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examples in order not to influence studentsô creative responses Unfortunately, such suggestions were 

often misunderstood or taken out of context by subsequent generations of art teachers who used them to 

justify laissez faire pedagogy where students had many liberties and little guidance (Saunders, 1982). A 

similar ñhands-offò philosophy pervaded the art schools where artists as well as art teachers were trained. 

Writing at about the same time as Lowenfeld, the abstract painter, Ad Reinhart (Goldstein, 2002), 

caricatured the fine art training of his day in ñTwelve Rules for a New Academyò by listing nothing 

positive, only negatives: no texture, no brushwork or calligraphy, no sketching or drawing, no forms, no 

design, no colors, no light, no space, no size or scale, no movement and last but not least, ñNo object, no 

subject, no matter. No symbols, images, or signs. Neither pleasure nor pain. No mindless working or 

mindless non-working. No chess-playingò (pp. 291-293). In his reference to chess-playing, Reinhart was 

talking about Marcel Duchamp, a great rule breaker of early 20
th
 century art, implying that contemporary 

artists should reject even rebels of the immediate past in their search for originality. Responding to voices 

like Lowenfeldôs and Reinhardôs, art teachers at all levels abandoned traditional training methods such as 

observational drawing in favor of free experimentation with media and visual elements unimpeded by 

formal instruction, so that the only expectation was that everyoneôs work should somehow look different 

from everyone elseôs. In this, it might be said that creativity once again became primarily a matter of 

physical engagement, although, according to individual interests, ideas, feelings, and spiritual concerns 

also played a part. 

 

The explorative, experimental, and undirected approach to creativity in arts education grew increasingly 

common throughout the late 1960s and 1970s, influenced by the hippie culture and the revolutionary spirit of 

the age. Even then, however, critical voices were starting to emerge (e.g., Eisner, 1968). Finally, in the 

1980s, political and educational climates turned decidedly more conservative, and laissez faire arts education 

started to look more like recreation than education. This kind of thinking made the arts in the schools 

increasingly vulnerable to being cut back, or simply cut, when money was short and pressure to improve 

academic test scores was high. In response, some arts educators urged the field to go ñbeyond creatingò and 

put renewed emphasis on the more academic disciplines of the arts, notably art history, criticism, and 

aesthetics. The new trend, called ñDiscipline Based Art Educationò (Dobbs, 1988), was admittedly 

ñcurriculum centeredò in contrast to the ñchild centeredò approach, which was associated with creativity. As 

such, it met with some resistance (e.g. Burton, Lederman and London, 1988), but eventually prevailed. From 

its origins in the visual arts, the discipline-based approach was applied to education in music, dance and 

drama with the publication of the National Standards for Arts Education (1994).  
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Of course, the National Standards do nothing to discourage creativity, and indeed many standards explicitly 

apply to creating original works. Nonetheless, the general trend of which the Standards are a part has been to 

downplay creativity as the primary goal of arts education, while distributing instructional time and energy 

among a variety of other concerns. This change in emphasis is evident in the 2002 book Contemporary 

Issues in Art Education (Gaudelius and Speers) where ñcreativityò is mentioned only on 3 pages according to 

its index, compared to 28 pages for ñculture,ò 40 pages for ñcontent,ò and 60 pages for ñcontext.ò In music, 

the situation is no better. Published in 1996, Markôs Contemporary Music Education, 3
rd
 edition, listed in its 

index only one page for ñcreativity,ò linking it with improvisation.    

 

The current resurgence of interest in creativity in arts education represents a reassertion of the value of 

creativity in the general development of children and young people, as well as its potential future benefits for 

their careers. To meet both these needs, I would argue that creativity should be regarded as a holistic, 

student-connected activity as described here, rather than one that focuses on one aspect of the person or 

another, while viewing the individual as somehow apart from society or the environment. By the same token, 

I would also urge arts educators to avoid earlier attitudes, such as the inclination to pit artistic self-expression 

against studying the arts, viewing the former as always creative and the latter as necessarily anti-creative. 

Instead, we can follow Teaching for Creativity Using SC Standards (2008) in applying creative strategies to 

each of the standards. Arthur Efland (2002) makes this point speaking about cognition in the arts, and 

particularly the role of metaphor in cognitive processes:  

 

The arts are places where metaphoric leaps of imagination are prized for their power and 

aesthetic excellence. Moreover, it is in the arts where the experience, nature, and structure of 

metaphor becomes the principal object of study. This happens in activities where individuals 

create works of art, but it comes into play in the interpretation of works as well. Deepening 

the wellspring of the imagination and the role it can play in the creation of personal meaning, 

and in the transmission of culture, becomes the point and purpose for having the arts in 

education (pp. 152-153). 

 

Even given this comprehensive perspective, arts educators may still face challenges cultivating creativity in 

their classrooms. Some of these may derive from practical problems, like not knowing how to teach 

creativity so that it does not degenerate merely into playtime, or not knowing how to assess work that is 

necessarily diverse and that might also be provocative (Hallquist, 2008). Other challenges may stem from 

lingering myths about creativity, including those discussed in the following sections of this essay.  
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Section 0.4: Notes on Myths 

Numerous authors have expressed concerns about the myths associated with creativity, and the difficulties 

they can cause in various domains. Addressing an audience of educators, David Perkins (1984) writes that 

ñcreativity is so myth-ridden and messy a subject that itôs essential to clear the underbrush before seeking a 

sound characterizationò (p. 1). Perkins then highlights two myths that ñperhaps do more mischief than the 

others:ò the beliefs that ñcreativity reflects a kind of special abilityò and that ñcreativity depends mostly on 

talent.ò Both of these myths make creativity out to be some inherent ability that a few special people have 

and most do not. Instead, Perkins presents creativity as it is considered here, more a matter of intentional 

effort, motivated by passionate interest and aided by education, therefore potentially available to all. Teresa 

Amabile (2001) takes a similar tack in an article published in American Psychology, appropriately titled, 

ñBeyond Talent: John Irving and the Passionate Craft of Creativity.ò Here, Irving is quoted as saying that 

writing is ñone-eighth talent and seven-eighths disciplineò (p. 333). Elsewhere (Breen, 2004), Amabile 

addresses creativity in a business context by listing six other myths, such as ñmoney is a motivator for 

creativity,ò ñtime pressure fuels creativity,ò and ñfear forces breakthroughs.ò  

 

In my view, these and similar beliefs about creativity arenôt so much ñmythsò as misconceptions about the 

topic like those mentioned earlier in this paper. By contrast, the four ñmythsò that follow are more worthy of 

the name the way it is commonly used. First, like all other myths, the ñmyths of creativityò are deeply rooted 

in human history and the human psyche. As history, they are embedded in the creation stories of many 

cultures as well as in their tales of gods and heroes. As psychological elements, they are intimately tied to 

significant common human experiences like birth and death, childhood innocence, and adolescent rebellion. 

Second, the ñmyths of creativity,ò so described, are similar to other myths in that they can have a serious 

hold on our collective imagination. In this case, imagined associations surface in the form of familiar 

stereotypes like the untutored genius, the tormented artist, the mad scientist, and the unappreciated visionary. 

Third, as with other myths, the ñmyths of creativityò represent essential facts about their subject, but mix 

these facts with certain fictions that have sometimes been assumed to be true, resulting in serious problems, 

educational and otherwise. Fourth, as is the case for many other myths, attitudes associated with the ñmyths 

of creativityò may not be explicitly recognized as part of our belief systems, yet they still can influence the 

way we think and act. This situation makes the study of the myths in question far more than an idle 

intellectual exercise. Instead, such a study offers us a chance to look more closely at the reasons behind 

choices we make each day as arts educators. As I hope to show, the truths embedded in the ñmyths of 

creativity,ò when properly grasped, can facilitate all we do. Misconstrued, however, they can easily cause 

more harm than good.  
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To further our understanding of these myths and their potential impact on arts education, I will introduce 

each myth by speculating on its possible origins and connecting it with creative individuals inside and 

outside the arts. I will then consider educational implications associated with the myth and conclude the 

section by proposing a ñpractical procedure for cultivating creativity.ò These ñproceduresò include ways to 

help students develop creative habits and apply the creative process, as well as suggestions for how teachers 

can support their students in such efforts by shaping creative problems, and assessing student work in ways 

that will stimulate collaborative creativity. Taken together, these activities can help establish a creative 

atmosphere in any arts classroom. Also, as noted earlier, similar activities can be shared with others to 

expand the reach of creativity throughout the school and into the community.  

 

SECTION I:  CREATIVITY AS ORIGINALITY :  

THE UNTUTORED GENIUS VS. DEVELOPING CREATIVE HABITS 

 

On the face of it, the association between creativity and originality hardly looks like a myth at all. In fact, the 

two terms often seem to be synonymous. For instance, we call creative people ñoriginal thinkers,ò and refer 

to big-league creators like John Coltrane or Bob Dylan (2004) simply as ñoriginals.ò These popular labels are 

confirmed by dictionary definitions in which a creative person is ñsomeone who comes up with ideas that are 

ñ(1) original and (2) usefulò (Dean, 2004) and where original involves ñpossessing or demonstrating the 

ability to think creativelyò (Encarta, 1999). Aside from such circular formulations, original can refer to a 

ñdeparture from traditional or previous practice,ò a description that easily applies to anything we call 

ñcreative.ò If the dictionaries stopped here, we could dispense with the myth of ñcreativity as originalityò and 

move on to more controversial topics, but there is another definition of ñoriginalò that places it squarely 

within the mythic realm: when ñoriginalò means ñcompletely new and so not copied or derived from 

anything elseò (Encarta, 1999). I call this definition ñradical originality.ò When taken literally, it has caused 

many of the problems in arts education cited above.  

Section 1.1: Roots and Attributions 

The mythic roots of ñcreativity as radical originalityò are found in creation stories common to many cultures, 

in which the divine being, starting with nothing at all, issues everything into existence, from the cosmos itself 

to the tiniest creature within it. The Judeo-Christian version can be found in the first lines of Genesis: ñIn the 

beginning, God created the heavens and the earthéò (Gen. I.1, King James Version). Michelangeloôs 

interpretation of this awesome event on the Sistine Chapel ceiling shows the bearded Jehovah with mighty 

arms outstretched, bringing forth from the void the two celestial spheres, simply by pointing. Classical 

nomenclature for such phenomena is creatio ex nihilo, ñcreation from nothing.ò A scientific equivalent is the 
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ñBig Bang,ò the primordial explosion that physicists believe set in motion the evolution of the universe. 

(http://www.big-bang-theory.com/) 

 

In terms of the arts themselves, the myth of ñcreativity as originalityò gained popularity in the Romantic Era, 

when divine and artistic creativity were thought of as one and the same. The attitude is described in Benton 

and DiYanniôs (2008) current humanities textbook: ñArtists, composers, and writers were seen as divinely 

inspired visionaries with Promethean powers of inspiration and illumination. Many compared the creative 

power of the artist to the power of the biblical creator. They saw Godôs power as residing within their own 

creative geniusò (p. 449). Relating this concept to the idea of radical creation, creatio ex nihilo, Romantic 

theorists claimed that, ñno painter or author should ever imitate any other. The new Romantic genius stands 

alone, different from the rest, and unsurpassedða true originalò (p. 449). 

 

More down-to-earth, the most familiar exemplars of pure and uninfluenced originality are young children 

who spontaneously draw, dance, sing, and engage in dramatic play without being taught how to do so by 

parents or older peers. Other examples include ñoutsider artistsò and ñfolk musicians,ò many of whom 

demonstrate remarkable creativity even though they live in poverty and have little formal education. Victor 

Lowenfeld (1957) used these same examples to argue for his approach to arts education, which, echoing Cole 

(1940) as noted earlier, sought to keep the young childôs creativity free from the influence of adult art:  

 

If children developed without any interference from the outside world, no special stimulation 

for their creativity would be necessary. Every child would use his deeply rooted creative 

impulse without inhibition, confident in his own kind of expression. We find this creative 

confidence clearly demonstrated by those people who live in the remote sections of our 

country and who have not been inhibited by the influences of advertisements, funny books, 

and óeducation.ô Among these folk are found the most beautiful, natural, and clearest 

examples of childrenôs art. What civilization has buried, we must try to regain by recreating 

the natural base necessary for such free creation. (p. 12)  

 

The intrinsic value of maintaining childrenôs apparent innocence from influence has been a matter of some 

debate (Wilson & Wilson, 1977). Yet, few will deny that childrenôs untutored minds and their inborn creative 

instincts often serve as breeding grounds for ideas, problems, and interests that can engage creators, 

including those with a capital ñCò, throughout their lives. Psychologist Howard Gardner, in his book, 

Creating Minds (1993), puts particular emphasis on the role of childhood experiences on great creators of the 

modern era. Among these, he describes the impact Sigmund Freudôs childhood feelings about his parents had 

http://www.big-bang-theory.com/
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on the development of his psychoanalytic theories, as well as the significance of Einsteinôs early exposure to 

magnetism for his eventual breakthroughs in physics. Gardner also considers a rather different way in which 

childhood experiences influenced Pablo Picasso. In contrast to Einstein and Freud who evidently valued their 

early interests and concerns, Picasso saw little merit in his own childhood art, largely, he says, because it 

lacked ñchildlikeness or naiveteéAt a youthful age I painted in a quite academic way, as literal and precise 

that I am shocked todayò  (p. 145). Apparently in reaction to those precocious capacities, Picasso claimed to 

have pursued the qualities of childhood art for the remainder of his long life. Attending an exhibition of 

childrenôs art, he famously remarked, ñWhen I was their age I could draw like Raphael, but it has taken me a 

whole lifetime to draw like themò (p. 145).  

 

Even if he did, in fact, aspire to childlike innocence, Picassoôs actual life and work stands in stark contrast to 

the Romantic ideal of uninfluenced creativity. On the contrary, one could argue that Picassoôs formidable 

creativity was largely possible precisely because of his exposure to so many influences. The masterly 

draftsmanship evident in his innumerable drawings, paintings, and prints would have been impossible were it 

not for the rigorous training he received as a youth in academic rendering techniques. Moreover, even as he 

rebelled against the academic style in every way imaginable, Picasso never stopped learning from other 

artists. According to Norman Mailer (1995), when Picasso arrived in Paris from Spain in his late teens, he 

ñproceeded to paintéin response to the work of Corot, Courbet, Daumier, David, Delacroix, Ingres, Manet, 

and a host of Impressionistsò (p. 39). He then ñabsorbedò the work of Toulouse-Lautrec and other 

contemporary artists (p. 40) before turning to the art of Africa and Oceania as stimuli for his early 

explorations of Cubism ï which itself was developed in close collaboration with Georges Braque (Gardner, 

1993, p. 160). Actually, Picasso made no pretense of being completely original, saying instead that ñgood 

artists borrow, great artists steal!ò (Genn, 2008).  

 

The same could be said of William Shakespeare, who unabashedly drew from a wide variety of sources, 

including ancient and recent histories and plays (Muir, 2005) as well as traditional ballads and popular songs 

(Duffin, 2004). Aside from such borrowings, however, Shakespeare does seem to fit the Romantic ideal of 

uninfluenced creativity in some striking ways. For one thing, historical documents show no evidence that he 

received even the most basic education for his day, much less anything higher (Schoenbaum, 1975), but this 

lack of education did not stop him from becoming arguably the greatest writer in the English language. 

Moreover, Shakespeareôs origins as a commoner would normally have afforded him little direct knowledge 

of the nobility (unlike today where nearly everything is exposed in magazines and tabloids, on television, or 

over the Internet), yet he was still able brilliantly to portray the thoughts, feelings, and actions of kings and 

queens, dukes and duchesses, etc. Thus described, Shakespeare perfectly exemplifies the stereotype of the 
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ñuntutored genius,ò one for whom it is assumed that innate talent is the only thing necessary to reach the 

heights of creativity. But this claim, too, has been subject to doubt by a host of notable figures, including 

Mark Twain and Sigmund Freud, who cite the scant evidence of his education and experience as reason to 

question whether the ñBard of Avonò could really have been the author of the Shakespeare folio (Pressley, 

2008; Bivens-Tatum, 2006). 

 

Section I.2: Educational Implications 

 

It is not my intention here to argue the authorship of Shakespeareôs plays, nor do I want to deny the existence 

of inborn creativity and genuine originality, whether of young children or undisputed geniuses. On the 

contrary, I take these examples, combined with the previously noted display of creation in nature at all levels, 

as proof that creativity does indeed spring from some innate source, however such a source may be defined. 

The relevant point is rather that, unlike divine origination, human creativity always needs pre-existing 

conditions with which to work: content, concepts, methods, and materials. These, in turn, are generally a part 

of established domains (or creative systems) such as that of music, drama, visual art, or dance. People who 

want to stay creative beyond early childhood need to be initiated into these domains, whether formally or 

informally, and must continue to work within them, against them, or between them as long as they remain 

creatively involved. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1996) articulates this imperative:  

 

A person who wants to make a creative contribution not only must work within a creative 

system but must also reproduce that system within his or her mind. In other words, the 

person must learn the rules and the content of the domain, as well as the criteria of selection, 

the preferences in the field . . . a painter cannot make a creative contribution without 

looking, and looking, and looking at previous art, and without knowing what other artists 

and critics consider good and bad art. (p. 47)  

 

Csikszentmihalyiôs ideas are echoed by Howard Gardner in the book mentioned earlier, Creating Minds 

(1993), which analyzes the lives and work of seven creators who ushered in the modern era. Included among 

the seven are Albert Einstein, whose Theory of Relativity altered our conceptions of space and time, energy 

and matter; Igor Stravinsky, whose startling compositions, like The Rite of Spring, changed the path of 

classical music; Martha Graham, who developed a ñdistinctly Americanò form of modern dance; and Pablo 

Picasso, whose broken picture planes and fragmented figures in paintings like Les Demoiselles dôAvignon 

were visual metaphors for the traditions he helped to shatter. Yet, even such revolutionary departures werenôt 

ñcompletely new and so not copied or derived from anything else.ò Instead, as Gardner points out, they were 
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ñreformulations,ò which ñentailed, paradoxically, a return to the basic elements of each domain: the simplest 

forms, sounds, images, puzzlesò (p. 7).  

 

Moreover, none of the individuals Gardner studied started out as ñoriginals,ò nor did they long remain 

untouched by the influences of the past. On the contrary, each one had to have mastered the established 

traditions within their domain before they were able to advance beyond them and create something new. 

According to Gardner, this process requires on average ten years of almost total immersion in the domain, a 

time dedicated to studying accepted facts and theories; learning the relevant skills, techniques, and ways of 

thinking; and exploring, at least in an initial way, the most prominent concerns and questions of the day. But, 

obviously, mere mastery of a tradition is never enough to be creative within it. What also is needed is the 

ability to shake off conventions and find oneôs own way of working. According to choreographer, Twyla 

Tharp, in her book The Creative Habit (2003), this search for creative individuality involves not only 

breaking old, worn-out habits, but also developing new ones. Tharp then draws upon famous creators from 

the arts as well as other disciplines to describe a set if habits that support the creative process at every phase: 

the initial stages of searching oneôs memory (pp. 62-73), gathering material (pp. 80-90), and ñscratching 

aroundò for a good idea (pp. 94-108); then taking advantage of accidents that happen as the work evolves 

(pp. 118-132); and finally learning new things from the final product whether it is a failure or a success (pp. 

212-226). The following paragraphs introduce some key creative habits from Tharp and others. Additional 

creative habits will be discussed throughout this paper. These habits range from the practical to the mystical, 

the personal to the universal. They also address the full spectrum of human attributes as noted in the preface 

when discussing the holistic nature of creativity. 

 

Habits of Hand and Body: The most fundamental creative habits in the arts involve mastering hand and 

body skills essential to the particular domain. Not long ago, this topic would hardly have needed mentioning. 

But today, thanks to the myth of creativity as radical originality and the educational views associated with it, 

skill development for creativity requires special justification. With such concerns in mind, Tharp (2003) talks 

about skill when first discussing creative habits: 

 

Thereôs a paradox in the notion that creativity should be a habit. We think of creativity as a 

way of keeping everything fresh and new, while habit implies routine and repetition. In this 

case, it is the assumption that creativity is a matter, not of making habits, but of breaking 

them and so being free of all constraints. That paradox intrigues me because it occupies the 

place where creativity and skill rub up against each other. It takes skill to bring something 

youôve imagined into the world: to use words to create believable lives, to select the colors 
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and textures of paint to represent a haystack at sunset, to combine ingredients to make a 

flavorful dish. No one is born with that skill. It is developed through exercises, through 

repetition, through a blend of learning and reflection thatôs both painstaking and rewarding. 

And it takes time. (p. 9) 

  

Speaking in the context of education, Perkins (1984) puts it another way, saying ñsome efforts to impart 

creative problem solving may falter not so much because they do not give enough emphasis to the 

specifically creative side of the matter as because they do not provide sufficient guidance and experience on 

the competence sideò (p. 12). Like Tharp, Perkins counters Cole (1940) and generations of arts teachers who 

feared that teaching skills would stifle studentsô creativity. By contrast, Perkinsô statement reminds us that 

students must learn the skills and concepts intrinsic to the domain, not just to allow them to solve problems at 

their present level of ability, but also to prepare them to cross the threshold into mature creative performance. 

In further opposition to Cole, I would add that the teachers who are best prepared to foster student creativity 

in the arts are the ones who, themselves, are creative and competent practitioners.  

 

Habits of Attentiveness. Perhaps the problem is not in teaching skills, per se, but in the ways skills are 

taught. For centuries, basic skills like drawing straight lines, finger drills in music, or basic positions in 

ballet, were treated as dull necessities ï exercises repeated endlessly and mindlessly ï the very antithesis of 

creativity. These activities might have worked long ago when life was slower and attention spans were 

longer. Today, however, teachers may feel the need to provide more immediate gratification just to keep their 

studentsô interest, at the expense of teaching skills that would be of long-term benefit. It need not, however, 

be an either-or situation, for there have always been inventive ways to teach skill development mindfully, 

thus forming habits of attentiveness and inventiveness. A prime instance of this is coaching in the performing 

arts. Here, according to Vernon Howard (1982), the coach employs various ways of ñshowingò and ñtellingò 

to direct the learnerôs attention to what he or she is doing, not doing, or needs to do in order to achieve the 

end in view. As noted above, teaching like this is, itself, a creative activity, involving the imaginative use of 

metaphors, analogies, modeling, exaggeration, etc. Howard illustrates the process by describing how a voice 

coach uses inventive language to help aspiring singers attend to the placement of their voices and notice the 

qualities of physical sensations associated with certain kinds of sounds they make (p. 98). As an alternative 

example, an acting coach may direct the actorôs attention to specific gestures, facial expressions, or vocal 

intonations in the process of exploring possible ways of playing a part. Such guidance may come, not only in 

the form of directives -- do this or notice that -- but also as questions to invite reflection on such things as the 

singerôs expressive intention or the motive of the actorôs character. 
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These examples both come from professional training in the performing arts, but the same principles can be 

applied to students of any level and in any discipline. In the visual arts, for example, Judy Burton (1980) 

shows how attentive, explorative practice guided by reflective questioning can help young children still in 

the scribbling stage extend their mark making skills while also leading them to recognize the different visual 

concepts (straight, zigzag), relational concepts (shorter, closer, inside, below), and expressive concepts 

(happy, sad, angry), their marks can reflect. As Burton argues, experimental and intentional mark making is 

an age-appropriate end in itself, increasing inventiveness and understanding, as well as control. At the same 

time, mastering a repertoire of marks, while grasping their meanings, forms the foundation the child will 

soon need to create representational imagery. 

 

For Burton, attentive skill-building in drawing provides an opportunity to link creative exploration to 

cognitive development with pre-school children. In contrast, Josef Albers (1977) used skill-building in 

drawing to connect creative exploration with sensory attentiveness for college students. Albersô drawing 

classes at Yale often began with students practicing lines or shapes in the air before committing them to 

paper. According to Albers, these activities helped students get in touch with their physical ñinstrumentò by 

specifically connecting the line or shape concept in their heads with the motions in their arms and hands 

necessary to represent it. Next, they would practice drawing the given lines or shapes on paper while 

playfully exploring variations in size, configuration, orientation, position, and arrangement. Finally, students 

connected technical skills with explorative problem-solving in more advanced tasks like creating illegible but 

convincing facsimiles of newspaper pages.  

 

Habits of Receptiveness: Following the initial section on skill building, the so-called ñhabits of 

attentivenessò listed above largely focus inwardly, on the physical activities necessary to accomplish creative 

acts. Equally important are habits of focusing attention outside oneself on the natural world and the cultural 

context. To distinguish such activities from those previously mentioned, I somewhat arbitrarily label them 

ñhabits of receptiveness.ò Tharp discusses several of these habits of receptiveness, which fly directly in the 

face of the idea of creativity as pure, or radical originality. For example, she stresses the importance of 

associating with other creative people, collaborating with them, and sharing ideas. Another habit she 

mentions involves doing research: collecting images, sounds, and concepts that not only inspire you, but also 

provide building blocks upon which you can create new works. A third habit following from the second, 

involves ñappropriating,ò or ñrecyclingò existing works, and using them as starting points for, or elements 

within, new creative work. The term, ñappropriating,ò is associated with post-modern approaches to art, 

which no longer hold to the modernist ideal of unadulterated originality. Even so, the habit of appropriating 

has a long and venerable history in the arts including the academic style, which explicitly evoked classical 
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precedents, as well as the respected musical genre, ñvariations on a theme.ò Today, as Lawrence Lessig 

(2004) explains, appropriation is made infinitely easier by digital imagery, sound sampling, and other fruits 

of technology, even as it is imperiled by current copyright laws.   

 

Another, still more basic habit of receptivity involves consciously taking in and sorting out sensations, and 

making note of phenomena that generally go unnoticed. In contrast to the habit of appropriation, this one 

cannot be directly subject to copyright restrictions, but it can be impeded by technology. Teenagers, for 

example, are notorious for being so absorbed in talking and texting on their cell phones, listening to their 

ñipods,ò or playing with their video games that they hardly notice what is happening, even in the same room. 

Older folks, especially those of us born before computers, may be somewhat less susceptible to digital 

distractions, but we may still neglect the present moment, due to our own internal distractions: hopes and 

fears, desires and regrets, wishes and worries. John Lennon once put it this way: ñLife is what happens when 

youôre busy making other plans.ò http://www.quotedb.com/quotes/2005  

 

By contrast, little children, our models of innate creativity, start out, at least, as sensory sponges. Staring 

wide-eyed and open-mouthed, they seem to absorb everything around them, and often give evidence of 

having done so by commenting on things their parents wish they had not seen or heard. Creative adults are 

the same, picking up nuances and relationships that most people overlook, seeing problems that others 

ignore, experiencing feelings that most of us try to repress. As John Dewey (1934/1959) pointed out, 

perception such as this is not really a passive matter; instead, it involves active awareness. Perception is thus 

a creative habit, one that can be developed through teaching and learning. Elliot Eisner, in The Arts and the 

Creation of Mind (2002), makes this claim, saying:  

 

We learn to see, to hear, to discern the qualitative complexities of what we taste and touch. 

We learn to differentiate and discriminate, to recognize and to recall. What first was a reflex 

response, a function of instinct, becomes a gradual search for stimulation, differentiation, 

exploration, and eventually for meaning. Our sensory system becomes a means through 

which we pursue our own development. But the sensory system does not work alone: it 

requires for its development the tools of culture: language, the arts, science, values and the 

like. With the aid of culture we learn to create ourselves. (p. 2)  

 

Eisner further states that this intake of images and other impressions is the foundation of both consciousness 

and creativity. Victor Lowenfeld (1957) had a similar view. In his teaching, he used guiding questions and 

activities to make students consciously aware of their perceptions -- not just sight, but touch, smell, taste, and 
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hearing, depending on the task at hand. Like Eisner, Lowenfeld believed that these kinds of experiences 

would develop studentsô general sensitivity while forming the basis for their own creative work (Saunders, 

1982; Michael, 1982). Here is an example: Students are taken to walk in a grassy field. Initially, they notice 

the grass is green, but guiding questions by a visual art teacher could lead them to see different shades and 

colors of green, as well as the complementary colors of wildflowers hidden among the tufts, the way grass 

waves in the wind, and how dew sparkles on the blades. Alternatively, a music teacher might point out the 

sounds of the wind, the insects, or the cars in the background. Such images and impressions, taken in 

consciously, are pleasurable and educative in and of themselves. As preludes to a creative arts assignment, 

these impressions then provide the raw material processed through each studentôs ñimage-ination.ò  

 

The paragraphs above speak about the qualities of sensory experience, but the relation between creativity and 

perception can also be appreciated simply in terms of quantity: taking in more provokes us to want to 

communicate and express more. The reverse is also true. Writing stories, songs, or plays; choreographing 

dances or composing music; making paintings or sculptures based on immediate or recalled experiences 

entice us to attend more closely to what comes in through our senses. From an educational perspective, 

perception cannot be developed very far without opportunities for expression, and vice versa. Together, but 

not apart, they contribute to genuine originality ï first by stimulating, then by drawing upon the unique 

perceptions of each individual.  

 

Habits of Heart and Mind A powerful illustration of the relationship between perception and creative 

originality is the work of Charles Darwin, whose Theory of Evolution was based on meticulous observation 

of birds and animals in their habitats. When these observations clearly contradicted accepted beliefs about 

the permanence of species, Darwin had to formulate a revolutionary vision of the way nature works (1979). 

This next step, however, required another set of habits associated with a union of heart and mind, what Israel 

Scheffler (1991) has called, the ñcognitive emotions.ò Among these are ña love of truth and a contempt for 

lying, a concern for accuracy in observation and inference, and a corresponding repugnance at error in logic 

or fact,érevulsion at distortion, disgust at evasion, admiration of theoretical achievement, respect for the 

considered arguments of others,ò (p. 4). Other cognitive emotions are the ñjoy of verification,ò (pp. 9-11) 

when our expectations are confirmed by the process of investigation, and ñreceptivity to surpriseò (pp. 12-14) 

when research yields unexpected results. Together, these make up what Scheffler describes as ñan 

intellectual conscience.ò This term may seem most applicable to scientific or philosophical pursuits, but not 

only to these, for the arts also seek truth through experimentation leading to verification or surprise (Dewey, 

1934/1959). Nonetheless, arts activities may need their own emotional habits, e.g., empathy towards others 

as well as enjoyment of beauty or expressive form.  
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As suggested above, there is no necessary dichotomy between matters of head and heart, whether in aesthetic 

or intellectual domains. On the contrary, Scheffler (1991) presents them as complementary. Giving a nod to 

Kant, he writes that ñemotion without cognition is blind, andécognition without emotion is vacuousò (p. 4). 

Likewise, Passmore (1967) shows there is no necessary contradiction between critical and creative thinking. 

Instead, he merges the two terms into ñcritico-creativeò thought to demonstrate their interdependence, even 

in such rule-based behaviors as playing chess. Critico-creative thinking in the arts shows up as we go through 

multiple drafts or rehearsals, each one correcting and building upon the ones that came before. We also use 

these skills in arts criticism, when we analyze a work, then come up with an inventive interpretation of it. 

When used consistently, we call such procedures ñhabits of mind.ò Some habits of mind apply to particular 

art forms, like those required to compose a photograph, arrange harmonies to accompany a melody, or 

structure a convincing dialogue. Others are more generic, like the mental traits identified by the psychologist 

J. P. Guilford (1970) as common to creative people across the spectrum. First on Guilfordôs list is ñfluencyò 

ï a feature of what we now call brainstorming ï generating innumerable possible ideas without inhibiting or 

judging them. A second habit is ñflexibility,ò in which the ideas generated go off in diverse directions 

connecting with different types of thoughts, feelings, and experiences. A third is ñoriginality,ò which is the 

tendency to look at things in ways few other people would. Fourth is ñredefinition,ò the ability to improvise 

on the situation, to see it from different angles. A fifth habit, ñelaboration,ò allows development of ideas in 

depth and/or in breadth.  

 

Guilfordôs formulations have important implications related to teaching for creativity. To begin with, he 

avoids the problems that come from equating creativity with radical originality by providing a more 

pragmatic definition of originality, one that can be implemented in schools by encouraging students to stretch 

their minds to find unusual or unexpected solutions to problems. Following Efland (2002), teachers can also 

encourage students to cultivate this kind of original thinking by helping them make metaphoric connections 

between one idea and another. Concerning the rest of Guilfordôs list, teachers can have students address 

creative problems first by generating lots of ideas, then extending their ideas in different and surprising 

directions, and finally elaborating on one promising idea from among the many, and pursuing it in depth. As 

such, Guilfordôs traits are frequently alluded to in Teaching for Creativity Using SC Standards (2008) in the 

list of capacities intended to be activated in various lessons (e.g., brainstorming, making choices, assuming 

alternative points of view, developing fluency ï generating ideas, flexibility, and elaboration). 

 

David Perkins (1984) also suggests that creativity may be primarily a matter of mental habits. First and 

foremost, Perkins points out that creativity is typically an intentional goal, rather than the result of accident 
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or happenstance. ñCreative results,ò he says picturesquely, ñdo not just bubble from some fecund swamp in 

the mind.ò Instead, creative people strive for certain creative goals and qualities, and ñtry quite 

straightforwardly and calculatingly to achieve them (p. 4). To emphasize the intentionality of creativity, 

Perkins titles his paper, ñCreativity by design.ò In it, Perkins lists six aspects of creative thinking. Five of 

these complement Guilfordôs while a sixth provides an alternative for one of his (see #3, below). 

 

1. Creative thinking involves aesthetic as much as practical standards. In particular, creative 

people strive for originality, for something general, fundamental, far reaching, for something 

elegant, beautiful, powerful. 

2.  Creative thinking depends on attention to purposes as much as results. Creative people explore 

alternative goals and approaches early in an endeavor, evaluate them critically, understand the 

nature of the problem and the standards for a solution well, remain ready to change their 

approach later, when difficulties arise or new approaches suggest themselves, and even redefine 

the problem. 

3. Creative thinking depends on mobility more than fluency. When difficulties arise, creative people 

may make the problem more abstract, more concrete, more general, more specific; they may use 

analogies and project themselves into different roles ï the audience rather than the creator of the 

painting, the user rather than the inventor of an invention. They may work backwards, imagining 

that they already have the result and asking what steps would lead to it. 

4. Creative thinking depends on working at the edge more than the center of oneôs competence. 

Creative people maintain high standards, accept the higher risks of failure as part of the process, 

accept the confusion and uncertainty as part of the process and learn to view it as normal, even 

interesting and challenging.  

5. Creative thinking depends on being objective as much as subjective. Creative people consider 

different viewpoints, set final or intermediate products aside and come back to them later, so that 

they can evaluate them with more distance, seek intelligent criticism, subject their ideas to 

practical and theoretical tests. 

6. Creative thinking depends on intrinsic motivation more than extrinsic motivation. Creative 

people feel that they, rather than other people or chance, are choosing what to do and how. They 

perceive the task as within their competence (although perhaps close to its edge), view what they 

are undertaking as worthwhile in itself, not just a means to some other end, and enjoy the 

activity, its setting and context. (pp. 4-9) 
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Perkins then goes a step further, disclosing a second meaning behind his title by declaring that all kinds of 

knowledge, not just the obviously creative stuff of the arts, are ñdesigns shaped by human invention.ò 

Perkins thus proposes another creative habit of mind, in which students learn not to take pieces of knowledge 

as givens, but rather as ñthe product of creative effortò (p. 16). He then applies this concept to familiar 

objects, like thumbtacks, as well as to abstract concepts, like sentences.  

 

Habits of Improvisation: Creativity, conceptualized as a matter of design, assumes habits of intentional 

research and planning. Contrasting with such habits is that of responding spontaneously to a given situation, 

commonly known as ñimprovisation.ò Teaching for Creativity Using SC Standards (2008) includes a whole 

set of these activities for music under Standards III: Improvising. As noted earlier, Mark (1996) also links 

musical improvisation with creativity, saying: ñAll creativity is, to some extent, a form of improvisation, and 

all improvisation a form of creativityò (p. 178). In music, improvisation is most commonly linked to jazz and 

other relatively recent musical forms. However, musicologists have traced the practice back at least to the 

middle-ages (Tindemans, 2000; Matts, 2000). Another common misconception is that improvisation is 

merely an enjoyable, liberating, free-for-all. Mark alludes to this attitude by citing Bartók and Picasso who 

suggested ñthat the patterns we turn to in creativity and improvisation are likely based on the intuition 

developed during a childôs artistic babble stagesò (p. 178). Yet, Mark prefaced this remark by saying 

ñ[c]reativity and improvisation represent the unfolding of what students know, based on discriminations they 

have made in the past.ò He then explains that:  

 

To create and improvise, one must have something to say. Unless students have acquired in 

discrimination learning the ability to audiate vocabularies of tonal patterns and rhythm 

patterns in various tonalities and meters, they will not possess the necessary foundation in 

audiation to enable them to know what they might want to say as they create and improvise. 

The larger the studentsô vocabularies, and the more varied the music they have heard in 

terms of style, expression, and harmonic progressions, the better able they will be to choose 

appropriate tonal patterns and rhythm patterns from their audiation dictionaries that 

contribute to the syntax and artistry of their music. Without the readiness that discrimination 

learning provides, students can engage only in aleatory exploration. Creativity and 

improvisation will become for them, as for many professional musicians, only what others 

can do. (p. 178) 

 

Speaking in more general terms, one could say that, first of all, improvisation necessarily builds on a solid 

understanding of basic structures and forms within the domain. Second, it must appropriately reflect the 
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particular piece, or at least the style, being improvised upon. Third, it typically involves attentive interaction 

among performers. Finally, if improvisation is to evolve into something more permanent, it must be recalled, 

recorded, and revised without losing its initial invention and energy.  

 

Improvisation, as suggested above, is not limited to the domain of music. In the arts, there is, of course, 

improvisational theatre, as well as improvisational poetry, both of which have surprisingly long cross-

cultural histories (e.g., Aulestia et al, 1995; Fowler, 1990). Examples of improvisation in the visual arts 

might be ala prima painting, in which there is no preliminary sketch or underlying drawing, as well as 

images made in direct response to music or other non-visual stimuli. Within and outside the arts, creative 

teachers often improvise in the midst of a planned lesson when things are not going as intended or as new 

possibilities present themselves. Ministers also improvise in the course of a sermon when inspiration strikes. 

One remarkable example of this was Martin Luther King, Jr.ôs ñI have a dreamò speech, which emerged 

spontaneously as an interaction between speaker and audience in the midst of his intended written discourse 

(Alvarez, 1988). An example of improvisation in science was the response by NASA engineers to an 

emergency on the Apollo 13 moon mission. The event is depicted in a movie about the mission, based on a 

book by Lovell and Kluger (1994), in which scientists on earth urgently gathered together everything they 

knew would be available on the spacecraft, including a pair of socks, and then tried out all possible 

combinations in order to find a way to solve the problem that the astronauts could carry out by themselves in 

space. Each of these examples of improvisation required an open-mind and the willingness, or the necessity, 

to let go of old habits in order to try something entirely new. But nothing like this would have been 

impossible without years of preparation.  

 

Habits of Preparation: In a sense, all the habits listed above could be thought of as preparation to do creative 

work, whether planned or improvised. However, there is another set of habits creative people develop to 

prepare themselves each day before actually getting engaged. Like the previous habits, these, too, can 

address many facets of the individual. On a physical plane, they can warm up the muscles and wake up the 

senses. Emotionally, they can help overcome fear and put the creator in contact with feelings that need to be 

expressed. Intellectually, they can clear the mind of worries and unwanted thoughts, in order to focus 

attention on the problem at hand. On the level of the spirit, they can help the creator get in touch with what 

he or she sees as the source of inspiration. One creative habit that may serve all these purposes is the practice 

associated with traditional Oriental brush painting, in which artists before making the first stroke pass long 

moments meditatively grinding their ink. Evidently, this action helps them settle their minds, still their 

hearts, focus their attention, and ready their energy (called ki or chi) (Sze, 1956). On a spiritual plane, this 
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same act may also help put them in touch with the Tao, considered to be the ineffable source of all creation 

(Chang, 1970).  

 

Preparation habits of a more personal and idiosyncratic nature include Twyla Tharpôs own morning ritual of 

getting up at 5:30 a.m., putting on her workout clothes, then taking a cab to the gym and exercising for two 

hours. The ritual, she says, is not rising early or the strenuous workout; instead, it is getting in the cab (2003, 

p. 14). Another example she gives is Igor Stravinskyôs practice of beginning his daily work by playing a 

Bach fugue on the piano. Tharp speculates on why a decidedly modern composer would start the day in the 

company of an artist from several centuries earlier:  

 

Perhaps he needed the ritual to feel like a musician or the playing somehow connected him 

to musical notes, his vocabulary. Perhaps he was honoring his hero, Bach, and seeking his 

blessing for the day. Perhaps it was nothing more than a simple method to get his fingers 

moving, his motor running, his mind thinking music. But repeating the routine each day in 

the studio induced some click that got him started. (p. 17)  

 

Writing of such habits in general terms, Tharp contends, ñItôs vital to establish some rituals ï automatic but 

decisive patterns of behavior ï at the beginning of the creative process, when you are most at peril of turning 

back, chickening out, giving up, or going the wrong wayò (p. 15). Throughout her book, Tharp builds a 

compelling case to prove that even those born with great creative gifts need creative habits like the ones just 

mentioned to achieve their full potential, and that the rest of us can still go far by developing creative habits 

of our own. 

 

Additional Suggestions: The previous discussion brings to mind additional strategies through which arts 

educators can correct studentsô misconceptions about originality while encouraging them to cultivate their 

own brand of creativity.  

 

1. Following Perkinsô idea of ñknowledge as design,ò history lessons about famous creators, past or 

present, could address not only names and dates of their most famous masterpieces, but also the 

process by which these works came into being. More in-depth lessons could then look further 

back into these creatorsô education and influences, as well as the evolution of their creative work 

over time. Equally important would be references to the habits they developed for generating 

creative ideas and the effort it took to accomplish what they did. For instance, Tharp (2003) 

reminds us that, by the time he was 28, Mozartôs ñhands were deformed because of all the hours 
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he had spent practicing, performing, and gripping a quill pen to compose. Thatôs the missing 

element in the popular portrait of Mozartò (p. 8). Similarly, Renaissance biographer, Vasari, tells 

us that, prior to his death, Michelangelo burned ña large number of his own drawings, sketches 

and cartoons so that no one should see the labors he endured and the ways he tested his genius, 

and lest he appear less than perfect.ò (http://www.casabuonarroti.it/english/draw.htm) Even if 

some composers or artists prefer to hide such facts, knowing about them can humanize great 

creators, while encouraging students to make similar efforts to achieve their own creative goals.   

 

2. Considering how creators learn and work, we as teachers can also encourage students to reflect 

on the unrecognized habits they already have developed, both pertaining to our discipline and 

also relating to creativity in general. We can then help them evaluate the degree to which these 

habits foster creativity or curtail it. One habit suggested earlier that can curtail creativity is 

absorption in other peopleôs creativity. In Lowenfeldôs time, the curse was coloring books. 

Today, this happens largely through the media (movies, TV, popular music). Whatever the 

source, these distractions can often take the place of direct and personal experiences in the 

world. Another habit might be the excessive copying of other peopleôs work, as opposed to 

generating oneôs own. Still others implied above include substituting virtual interactions via the 

Internet or cell phone for actual face-to-face relationships, and distracting oneself for hours on 

end surfing the web. These unreflective activities are so common today that students may not 

even think of them as habits, nor recognize their negative impact on creativity. Tharp (2003), 

however, makes the situation clear, saying, ñItôs a simple equation: subtracting your dependence 

on some of the things you take for granted increases your independence. Itôs liberating, forcing 

you to rely on your own ability rather than on your customary crutchesò (p. 28).   

 

3. Along with teaching students discipline-specific creative habits, teachers can also help them 

develop habits that bridge various arts. For instance, choreographers and theater directors can 

learn to sketch as a ways of working out patterns of movement while composers can use drawing 

to represent quickly the flow of a musical idea. By contrast, visual artists could practice 

performance skills such as exploring facial expressions, gestures, and dramatic movement to 

help them represent people in figurative paintings, illustrations, or animation. Examples of the 

first include drawings by the dancer Vaslay Nijinski and the composer John Cage at a recent 

exhibition in Paris (Traces du sacre, 2008. pp. 185, 391). One example of the second is 

Rembrandtôs early self-portrait etchings (Schama, 2001). Another is a video I once saw at a 

Disney studio in which animators, working on a scene from Beauty and the Beast where teapots, 
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cups, and saucers spring to life, began dancing around like the objects they were drawing to ñget 

the feelò of what they needed to depict. 

 

Practical Procedure for Cultivating Creativity I : Keeping a Notebook of Creative Inquiry  

One creative habit that transcends all disciplinary boundaries is keeping a sketchbook or journal as a 

repository of potentially generative perceptions, experiences, and feelings. Examples come down to us from 

artists like Rembrandt and da Vinci, but also from inventors like Thomas Edison and Henry Ford (McKim, 

1972), as well as from musicians like Ludwig von Beethoven (John-Steiner, 1997, pp. 152-153) and David 

Byrne (New, 2005). As sketchbook chronicler Jennifer New (2005) points out, each book takes a different 

form, reflecting the ownerôs personality. Eventually, these books become so much a part of the creative 

personôs life that he or she never feels comfortable without one. Picasso was so identified with his 

sketchbooks that he wrote on the cover of one of them: ñJe suis le cahierò ï ñI am the sketchbookò (Picasso, 

1986).  

 

Because such books are applicable to virtually every creative endeavor, we should substitute domain-specific 

names for them, like ósketchbookô (for visual artists) or ójournalô (for writers), for the more generic term, 

Notebook of Creative Inquiry. Leonardo da Vinciôs famous notebooks are perfect examples. In them, he uses 

words, images, and symbols for various purposes: to conceptualize future works of art; record observations 

from nature and images from imagination; work out mathematical formulae for optics, human proportions, 

etc.; and invent machines like airplanes and submarines that were far ahead of their time. Some pages of his 

notebooks contain finished drawings, masterpieces in their own right, like the ñVitruvian Man,ò the famous 

figure with two sets of arms and legs, standing in a square surrounded by a circle. But many others show how 

da Vinci used these books to exercise many of the creative habits discussed above: practicing skills, 

gathering information, generating ideas, making mistakes and learning from them. One particular page 

includes several of these activities (Hale, 1962, pp. 30-31).  

 

The largest image is a rough sketch of a ñMadonna and Childò with a common proportional error: the face is 

too big for the cranium. There are also a few small portraits with similar proportion problems, as well as an 

imaginative study of a dragon at the bottom of the page. In other two places, the master practiced his 

signature shading technique: repetitive hatching lines that start out thin, thicken slightly in the middle, and 

end up thin. He used groupings of these marks to shade softly rounded forms, like babiesô cheeks.  

 

Following Leonardo, students in every discipline can use their notebooks to practice skills and keep track of 

observations made, while also recording creative thoughts and ideas for inventive problems to solve. These 
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books can also serve as ñdata banks,ò containing images from other sources, recorded ideas or information, 

and ñfound objectsò that inform and inspire. This material, borrowed or stolen from all kinds of sources, can 

become the jumping off point for ñoriginalò creations or can represent a tradition against which to react. 

Equally important, notebooks can serve as journals or diaries in which students seeking their own creative 

niche can document their dreams or favorite activities, work out responses to personal issues and 

uncertainties, and otherwise reflect on their lives as they are and as they might become.  

 

Notes on Teaching: To help students develop the creative habit of keeping a Notebook of Creative Inquiry, 

teachers might initially require them to do formal notebook assignments, like beginning or ending each class 

with a few moments of guided or open writing. Other assignments include: 

 

 Å Warm-up sketches, notes, or schematic drawings, preceding formal assignments 

 Å Reflections on previous practices, performances, or projects, as well as notes for future ones 

 Å Response to works by others (professionals or peers) 

 Å Collected resources, e.g., images, lyrics, recorded dialogues, programs from dances, plays, 

concerts, or art shows attended, with comments or pictorial responses 

 Å Records of sensory experiences, e.g., a moon journal where students each night describe or 

illustrate the changing appearance of that ñinconstantò orb (Duckworth, 1986; Rester-Zodrow, 

Chancer, 1997) 

 

Assignments like these can be valuable aspects of a curriculum while at the same time giving students ideas 

about what they can do on their own with their personal Notebook of Creative Inquiry. This is key, because 

the ultimate goal of keeping such books and for teaching creativity in general is to help students become 

increasingly self-directed. As they do, their books will become increasingly individualized, based on 

personal experience, interests, goals, and values. 

 

Notes on Assessment: Even as this individuation and self-determination will make these books uniquely 

creative and meaningful for the students themselves, the fact that each one is different, combined with the 

fact that the material might be quite personal, can make such books a challenge to assign and assess. Indeed, 

teachers may be tempted not to grade studentsô notebooks at all, in order to allow greater freedom and 

encourage more honest self-expression. Unfortunately, however, students may not take an un-graded 

assignment seriously, at least at first. With such concerns in mind, teachers might introduce the Notebook of 

Creative Inquiry as a graded assignment by showing examples of successful books that demonstrate different 

ways of working on both assigned and open-ended entries (see Section IV below). Teachers can then explain 
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how entries will be graded. For example, assigned entries can be graded as usual, based on the level of 

accomplishment according to the assignment. Personal entries might be evaluated instead on quantity, 

regularity, variety, development of an idea over time, making unusual connections, and showing a proclivity 

for envisioning future works.  

 

Other Considerations: Another challenge occurs when students start to include entries so personal or 

disturbing that teachers may not be comfortable seeing or reading them (Henley, 1998; Duncum, 2008). In 

opening the door to creative inquiry, we can never really know what to expect. And, of course, certain 

students, when allowed for the first time to express what they wish, may test that liberty by being 

purposefully provocative, but most will eventually stop if teachers do not overtly react. On the other hand, 

some students will at first be afraid to make entries of a personal nature. In this case, we can only invite them 

to do so and insure them that their thoughts and visions are welcome and their expression will be respected. 

One way to ensure a feeling of safety is to allow students to tape off sections they do not want to be read. 

Also, for personal entries, grammar, spelling, mechanics, and even sentence structure should not be graded.  

 

One reason why sketchbooks are so important to artists and other creators is that they bring together 

in one place professional and personal dimensions of life, facilitating both the creation of new 

works and the resolution of personal challenges related to the creative life. Considering both of 

these dimensions leads to the next topic, the myth of creativity as suffering. As we will see, this 

myth, too, contains elements of fact and fiction, as well as possibilities for creative development 

through arts education.  

 

SECTION II:  CREATIVITY AS SUFFERING : 

THE TORMENTED ARTIST VS. POSING PROVOCATIVE PROBLEMS 

 

Like the myth of ñcreativity as originality,ò the connection between creativity and suffering may seem more 

like reality than myth. Here, however, the reason depends, not on dictionary definitions, but rather on public 

knowledge about creative individuals whose lives have been marked by physical, emotional, mental, 

financial, social, and/or spiritual affliction, with some, like Vincent Van Gogh, suffering in nearly every way. 

Indeed, Van Gogh perfectly fits the familiar stereotype of the tormented artist, one for whom creativity 

serves largely as a means to express the suffering of body, mind, or soul. The ongoing popularity of this 
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myth is evident in the innumerable films about tormented artists. Along with fictional tales like the classic, 

ñSunset Boulevard,ò early bio-pics include: ñLust for Life,ò about Van Gogh; ñIsadora,ò about Isadora 

Duncan, a seminal figure in modern dance; and ñAmadeus,ò about the composer, Wolfgang Amadeus 

Mozart. In each film, the great creator is depicted as one who lives a difficult life and dies a tragic death. 

More recent films in the same genre have targeted visual artists Amadeo Modigliani, Jackson Pollack, Pablo 

Picasso, Frida Kahlo, and Andy Warhol, as well as musicians Ray Charles, Loretta Lynn, Cole Porter, Billy 

Holliday, Jim Morrison, Johnny Cash, and Edith Piaf. The myth is also regularly reiterated in fan magazines 

accounts of the unhappy (though often extravagant) lives of actors and pop stars. On a more personal plane, I 

expect that most of us have known creative people ï respected mentors, valued friends, or promising students 

ï who fell victim to suffering of one kind or another. 

 

Section II.2: Roots and Attributes 

Pain and suffering can, of course, affect creators in any profession or walk of life. Nonetheless, as suggested 

above, the most prominent examples seem to come from the arts. This association has been true especially 

since the Romantic Era, when self-expression was affirmed as the sine qua non of artistic creativity, and 

creative individuals like Chopin, Keats, and Bronte were assumed to be unusually sensitive and so more 

prone to suffer than ordinary people. It is also possible to find earlier instances of this myth, notably during 

the Renaissance with figures like Michelangelo whose ñartistic temperament,ò combined with his personal 

and professional problems, led Irving Stone to title his fictionalized biography of the artist, The Agony and 

the Ecstasy (1961).  

 

Similarly, Michelangeloôs northern counterpart, Albrecht D¿rer, made an engraving entitled Melancholia, 

imaginatively illustrating an emotional state considered common to creative types. Such characterizations, 

though evidently negative, actually reflected a positive shift in the status of artists at the time. As noted 

earlier, it was during the Renaissance that artists finally set themselves apart from the skilled craftsmen with 

whom they had been grouped from antiquity through the Middle Ages and first put on the mantel of genius, 

accepting as they did the suffering associated with that title (Wittkower, 2006).  

 

Ultimately, however, Renaissance and Romantic attitudes associating creativity with suffering are 

themselves echoes of a far more fundamental source, one that can be traced to the earliest human 

civilizations. Here, as Karen Armstrong (2006) suggests, daily experience raising plants and hunting animals 

taught our earliest ancestors that death and sacrifice were necessary precursors of new life. This idea is also 

found in the Christian Gospels where it serves as a metaphor for spiritual development, for example in John 

12:24, which reads: "Truly, truly, I say to you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and dies, it remains 
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alone; but if it dies, it bears much fruitò (New American Standard Bible). Paradoxically, another instance of 

creation emerging from an experience of suffering is that of giving birth, an association often explicitly 

evoked when creative people use terms like ñlabor painsò to describe the trials and tribulations of bringing a 

new work into existence. 

 

Speaking practically, there are good reasons to link artistic creativity and suffering. Most evident is the fact 

that the arts frequently focus on the difficulties of human life, whether they derive from personal causes 

(childhood trauma, unrequited love, loss of family or friends) or large-scale factors (war, poverty, or 

environmental devastation). For the viewer, witnessing expressive work can provide ñcatharsis,ò defined as a 

ñpurifying of the emotions that is brought about in the audience of a tragic drama through the evocation of 

intense fear and pityò (http://encarta.msn.com/dictionary_1861595482/catharsis.html). For the society, these 

expressions can foster cultural continuity by passing on the heroic, but harrowing, experiences of previous 

generations, and in so doing, help those that follow to endure their own difficulties. Looking across cultures, 

works of expressive art can also help us understand and empathize with those who may differ from us due to 

race or ethnicity, showing that we are really all the same.  

 

The capacity of the arts to express universal human suffering is perhaps most easily recognized in famous 

works of the past, like the tragedies of Aeschylus and Sophocles or Bachôs St. Matthewôs Passion, but 

universal suffering can equally be found in modern forms, such as Martha Grahamôs Lamentation. Howard 

Gardner (1993) describes this ñmost haunting of the early dancesò in the following way:  

 

A solitary, grieving woman was encased in a tube of stretch jersey, with only hands, feet, 

and face visible. Seated on a low platform throughout, the mummy-like figure rocked with 

anguish from side to side, plunging her hand deep into the dark fabric. Barely perceptible, 

the body writhed as if attempting to break out of its habit. As the body moved, the tube 

formed diagonals across the center of the body. The movements, created through the 

changing forms of the costume, were prayerful and beseeching, not so much a re-creation of 

grief as its embodiment. (p. 273)  

  

Works of art can also embody more personalized forms of suffering, as in the late self-portraits of Rembrandt 

or the autobiographical poetry of Sylvia Plath. Another example is Tolstoyôs Anna Karinina, whose opening 

sentence captures the power of the arts to illuminate the distinct difficulties of people who might otherwise 

be just like everyone else: ñHappy families are all alike; every unhappy family is unhappy in its own wayò 

(Tolstoy, 2003, p. 1). But masterpieces like these are only the tip of the iceberg in terms of creative 

http://encarta.msn.com/dictionary_1861595482/catharsis.html
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expressions of personal suffering. A far more abundant source is provided by popular culture, which is 

somehow able to generate an endless stream of distressing soap operas, violent crime dramas, ñslasherò 

flicks, and romance novels with sad endings. The music industry has its own rich repertoire, ranging from 

sorrowful country-western songs to violent hip-hop to ñDeath Metalò which, as the name suggests, seems to 

specialize in the most disturbing topics imaginable, e.g., Bind Torture Kill and Entrails of You by the 

contemporary group Suffocation (New Yorker, July 7-14, 2008). Considering the plethora of sounds, words, 

gestures, and images that have been devoted to the subject of suffering, it may sometimes seem that the 

primary purpose of the arts is to express pain and misery, and more depressing, that human life is 

fundamentally a series of tragedies. Whether or not this is true for us as individuals, we evidently enjoy 

watching and listening to tales of woe, and the media is more than eager to provide them. In short, suffering 

sells!  

 

There are, of course, other reasons to associate creativity and suffering. One is that artists often draw upon 

personal difficulties of their own to produce truly expressive works, for instance, Eric Claptonôs haunting hit 

Tears in Heaven, based on the accidental death of the singerôs young son. The assumption that expressive 

creativity necessarily reflects personal experience is captured in the familiar phrase ñyou have to suffer to 

sing the blues.ò It also emerges when rap musicians get no respect on the streets unless they have lived the 

hard life of the ghetto. One who did live that life was hip hop artist, actor, and activist, Tupac Shakur, who 

was killed in a drive by shooting at the age of 25, an almost inevitable outcome of the life he lead and the 

values he espoused. As reflected both in their music and their lifestyles, Clapton and Shakur exemplify many 

of the personal qualities commonly attributed to creative individuals, which, as previously mentioned, could 

make them prone to suffer more than others. Like the afflictions affecting creative people also mentioned 

earlier, these traits, too, span the spectrum.  

 

On the physical plane, creative people may be exceptionally perceptive, seeing problems that provoke them 

to respond. But, doing so, they might be perfectionists, driving themselves beyond their limits, or becoming 

disappointed by their own faults, or the failure of co-workers to live up to expectations. In the emotional 

realm, creative peopleôs sensitivity might enable them to experience more intensely their own feelings and 

those of other people, but may also make them susceptible to excessive mood swings or bouts of depression 

leading to substance abuse and suicidal impulses. In terms of intellectual attributes, creative people may be 

great problem solvers or even visionaries, able to see new possibilities for the future; but they may also suffer 

from an uncontrolled imagination or lose themselves in dreams. On the social plane, creative people can 

often imagine wonderful ways to improve the world, but may become so caught up in the problems they are 
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compelled to solve that they ignore and estrange those around them. On the spiritual level, creative people 

may be given to revelations, but may also be subject to existential crises that can lead to despair.  

 

Beyond such personal difficulties, creative people may suffer because of negative reactions to their work. 

This can take the form of disinterest and neglect, as was the case for Van Gogh who sold only one painting 

during his lifetime. It can also emerge in outright hostility, as was the case for Stravinskyôs ñRite of Spring,ò 

which, accompanied by dance choreographed by Nijinsky, provoked a riot when first performed in Paris 

(Gardner, 1993, p. 204). Aside from the arts, innovation in any field can incite hostile reactions. The 

Womenôs Movement, the Civil Rights Movement, and more recently, the Gay Rights Movement have all 

been met with widespread anger and acts of violence. Sometimes, however, fear of new ideas is actually 

warranted because creativity can, itself, be the cause of suffering. Consider the ruthless inventiveness of the 

Nazis in their attempted genocide of the Jews, the problem solving required to build the atom bomb, and the 

imaginative use of airplanes to destroy the World Trade Center on September 11, 2001.  

 

Speaking more broadly, the relationship between creativity and suffering reflects the fact that creativity 

typically arises in response to genuine problems, ones that cannot be solved using ordinary thought or 

common means. As Csikszentmihalyi (1996) contends: 

 

The creative process starts with a sense that there is a puzzle somewhere, or a task to be 

accomplished. Perhaps something is not right, somewhere there is a conflict, a tension, a 

need to be satisfied. The problematic issue can be triggered by a personal experience, by a 

lack of fit in the symbolic system [the domain in which the problem arises], by the 

stimulation of colleagues, or by public needs. In any case, without such a felt tension that 

attracts the psychic energy of the person, there is no need for a new response. (p. 95)  

 

Moreover, the author suggests that the absence of need or suffering can actually impede creativity. Those 

who live in comfort with all they want have little reason to do anything new and may even see any change as 

disruptive, threatening to alter their lives for the worse. This natural, conservative tendency serves a purpose, 

giving order to life and stability to society. On the other hand, people faced with difficulties have an equally 

natural inclination to relieve their suffering and restore a sense of equilibrium through a creative act, whether 

self-expression or problem-solving.  

 

Even so, there are reasons to doubt the necessity of tying creativity to suffering, keeping in mind its more 

positive attributes such as those noted by Breard (2008). Supporting Breardôs claim that ñthat we are never 
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more alive than when we are engaged in creative pursuits,ò (p. 1) research indicates that, to achieve the most 

successful possible outcome, a positive attitude should be part of the process from the beginning. Research 

by psychologists Isen, Daubman, and Nowicki (1987) demonstrated that participants who were in happy 

moods were more successful at tasks that required a creative solution than those who felt neutral or negative. 

Dr. Barbara Frederikson (n.d.) goes still further, suggesting that positive emotions are evolutionarily adaptive 

because they stimulate a ñbroadeningò of our mental state. According to an interview in the on-line journal, 

Science and Spirit, Fredricksonôs ñôbroaden and buildô theory holds that positive feelings, even if short-lived, 

expand our emotional reserve and help sustain us through difficult times.ò From an evolutionary perspective, 

such attitudes would have helped our early ancestors face the daily threats to their survival. Moreover, 

studies show that positive emotions continue to serve human beings, today, allowing us ñto think more 

creatively, bounce back more quickly from adversity, and strengthen our connections to others.ò 

(http://www.science-spirit.org/article_detail.php?article_id=457) 

 

Positive emotional and mental conditions emerge most fully during creative work when the creator achieves 

that state of optimal functioning defined by Csikszentmihalyi as ñflow.ò According to the author (1990), flow 

is a ñholistic experience that people feel when they act with total involvementò (p. 36). In his book on 

Creativity (1996), Csikszentmihalyi elaborates on the characteristics of flow, saying:  

 

There are clear goals every step of the way . . . there is immediate feedback to oneôs actions . 

. . there is balance between challenges and skills . . . action and awareness are merged, 

distractions are excluded from consciousness, there is no worry of failure, self-consciousness 

disappears . . . the sense of time becomes distortedéand the activity becomes an end in 

itself, worth doing for its own sake as opposed to a means to an end or something we do for 

extrinsic reward. (pp. 111-113)  

 

According to Betty Edwards (1979), these conditions have been associated with the functions of the right 

side of the brain that are engaged when drawing from observation, thereby explaining one of the satisfactions 

we find in making visual art. Csikszentmihalyi, however, would say that creative people in every field are 

motivated by the achievement of this state of enjoyment, which can make them feel like the trials and 

tribulations that come before, during, or after are all worth the effort. In his words, ñPeople [in the state of 

flow] are so involved in an activity that nothing else seems to matter; the experience itself is so enjoyable 

that people will do it even at great cost, for the sheer sake of doing itò (p. 36).  

 



 

49 

Addressing this topic from the holistic, student-connected perspective introduced in the preface, it could be 

said that another aspect of ñflowò is a sense of personal unity within, combined with a feeling of connection 

between ourselves and the work, without. Whereas often in life we feel somewhat conflicted about what we 

are doing at a given moment ï one part of us wants to do the work at hand but another wants to take it easy, 

one part feels creative and optimistic about the work while another part is critical and discouraging -- in flow, 

these conflicts are resolved and we are focused, or ñcentered,ò in the activity with no inner or outer pulls one 

way or the other. The term, ñcentered,ò is used in this way by the potter, poet, and educator, M.C. Richards 

in her book, Centering in pottery, poetry and the person (1964). There, she applies the term to a specific 

activity: the actual act of centering a ball of clay on a potterôs wheel. Speaking more generally, one of the 

reasons why, as Breard (2008) says, we are never more alive than when we are creating is because, at that 

moment we feel unified and connected.    

 

Part II.3: Educational Implications  

 

As suggested above, the myth of the suffering artist has obvious limitations, especially in an 

educational setting. Nonetheless, many instructional implications can be drawn from various facets 

of the myth. These implications have to do with the need for creative self-expression through the 

arts and an emphasis on solving genuine problems within a domain. 

 

Creativity in the Arts as Self-expression: This section began by recognizing the vital role the arts play as 

avenues for self-expression, while the discussion of ñflowò suggests the psychological satisfaction such 

expression can bring about. Together, these concerns have motivated creativity in the arts throughout history 

and still bring people to the arts today. If anything, the need for self-expression and the personal satisfaction 

that it, and other creative activities, can bring are growing as children and adolescents face increasingly 

difficult personal and family crises along with daunting social, economic, and/or environmental challenges. 

School personnel may recognize the import of such concerns in studentsô lives, but still put the emphasis on 

academics ï that is, until personal/social pressures explode in violence. Even many arts classes seem to 

expect students to check their feelings at the door (Hallquist, 2008). But outside the counseling office, where 

else can troubling issues be addressed in a constructive manner?  

 

In light of the above, ñCreative Expressionò remains one of the four major categories in the South Carolina 

Visual and Performing Arts Standards (1993). This standard is covered in Teaching for Creativity Using SC 

Standards (2008), for example, with lessons in which students ñcreate a feelings dance using the emotions of 
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happiness, sadness, anger, excitement, and fear. The students will match their facial expression and body 

language to the emotions they are trying to convey.ò (p. 25) In addition, broad topics like ñunderstanding 

dance as a way to create and communicate meaningò suggest that the concern for self-expression need not be 

confined to creating. 

 

Studying Fine Arts as Self-expression: Creative self-expression should thus apply to the several 

ñdisciplinesò within each art form, thereby enabling students to create their own expressive works and to 

understand such works created by others. In terms of aesthetics, students can learn about expressionism as 

one of the main aesthetic theories, along with formalism and realism. We can also help them recognize the 

expressive quality found in works of art and show them how elements in these works contribute to their 

expressiveness. Althouse, Johnson, and Mitchell (2003) demonstrate that expressive concerns can even be 

addressed in this way with preschool children (pp. 128-129). Complementing such analysis, arts history 

lessons could contextualize the work to help students understand the creatorôs expressive concerns and how 

they were based on life issues. In arts criticism, students could study works selected to evoke particular 

feelings or raise significant issues; then, they can write or speak about the works, drawing upon personal 

experience. Strategies like this also work across disciplines, as reported by psychiatrist Robert Coles who 

showed slides of artwork like Edward Hopperôs ñNighthawksò to encourage writing among elementary 

school children (Esterow, 1993).  

 

All these arts disciplines could work together as a óstudent-connectedô creative project focusing on an issue 

of personal or social concern. Along with studentsô own reflective/expressive efforts, the study of other 

works with similar expressive aims could serve immediately as references and sources of inspiration 

(Zessoules, Wolf, and Gardner, 1988). Guided examination of these work from aesthetic, critical, and 

historical perspectives could then help students grasp the universality and complexity of their issues of 

concern, while enlightening them about the diverse ways these issues have been and can be addressed. 

 

Studying Popular Arts as Self -expression: Lessons like these raise an important question: should we restrict 

the works studied by students only to those categorized as ñfine arts,ò or should we also include popular 

forms of expression, with which students are probably already more familiar and to which they may already 

feel a personal connection? In the visual arts, such concerns have been addressed through ñvisual cultureò 

(Sturken & Cartwright, 2009) or, more generally, ñpopular cultureò  (Duncum, 2008) studies. This field 

breaks down distinctions between high and low art while also framing the field of visual arts to encompass a 

wide range of media, including movies, television, video games, graphic novels, advertising, etc. Research 

reported by Duncum shows that the study of popular culture can contribute to the creation of new art 



 

51 

through, for example, ñparodies of cultural genres.ò It also facilitates discussions about art as students apply 

critical thinking skills to analyze popular images and reflect on the power of these images in their lives. 

Similar studies can be applied to popular music, dance, etc.  

 

In addition to helping young people become critical consumers of contemporary culture, lessons based on 

more common arts experiences could lead otherwise resistant students to an interest in studying ñhigherò 

forms of the arts. In fact, many of the activities in Teaching Creativity Using SC Standards (2008) could be 

equally applied to fine arts or popular art forms. One such activity asks students to: ñidentify the elements of 

dramatic structure within a script (e.g., plot development, rising action, foreshadowing, crisis, catharsis, 

denouement), using theatre vocabularyò (p. 464).  

 

While praising the benefits of studying and creating works of personal expression, including especially those 

derived from popular culture, we must also acknowledge the risks involved, namely that the subject matter 

addressed in such works may be disturbing to some students and/or may raise concerns among parents or 

administrators. Paul Duncum (2008) poses the problem in this way:  

 

In many countries over the past decade, including the United States, proposals to include 

popular culture as art educational content have become common, but what happens when 

teachers attempt to put these proposals into practice? What happens when teachers deal with 

widely favored cultural forms produced by global corporations that involve the pleasures and 

complex ï and often contradictory ï values and beliefs of mainstream society? What 

happens when teachers acknowledge studentsô own, often subversive, popular culture? (p.1) 

 

Considering the cautious climate in schools today, arts educators must do all they can to head off these 

problems before they arise. One way is to explain to parents, prior to a potentially risky assignment, why the 

activity is educationally significant, as well as what makes it developmentally appropriate. Teachers should 

also talk with counselors and principals about proper procedures for responding to disturbing student work. 

Finally, they can discuss censorship and freedom of expression with students to establish a reasonably open 

atmosphere in the classroom while still maintaining safeguards to prevent abuse of the privilege (Hallquist, 

2008; Henley, 1996).  

 

Assessing Self-expression: Another problem with assignments that call for self-expression is assessing them 

fairly and sensitively, while taking into account the subjective qualities of the work and the personal feelings 

being expressed. Assessment gets even trickier when what we see in studentsô work raises worries about 
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what they may be doing outside of class, and/or concerns for their general well-being. Evidently, potential 

problems must be addressed in the proper manner. But, ultimately our job is to foster creative development, 

not to act as therapists or counselors (even if we are trained to do so). This means that we must look at even 

worrisome work as objectively as possible by applying standard criteria to it, like skill and the relation of 

form to function. Assessment would thus focus, not on the workôs content or meaning (a subjective matter), 

but on the degree to which the technical and formal means support the expressive message.  

 

Reaching Out to Suffering Artists: Constructive opportunities for self-expression are potentially valuable to 

all students, but they are especially important for those who identify themselves with the tormented artist 

stereotype. Teachers in high schools and college art programs will almost certainly have had such students, 

often including those who are the most gifted and serious. Getting to know these students, we find that some 

have real reasons to suffer, whether because of personal difficulties or because of their commitment to urgent 

social, political, or environmental causes. We might also find these students tend to identify with well-known 

suffering artists, living or dead. They, therefore, might assume it is acceptable, even noble and necessary, to 

intensify their suffering by indulging in nihilistic thinking, wallowing in negative emotions, or making 

unhealthy life-style choices, including drug and alcohol abuse.  

 

Reaching out to these students, we may want to tell them about other artists like Goya or Beethoven, both of 

whom went deaf, yet were able to convert the suffering this caused into renewed creative energy. Doing so, 

however, we must take care not to reinforce accidentally the myth that creativity requires suffering. If we 

did, we would be breaking the first rule of morality in teaching: to do no harm. Encouragement of 

stereotyping is always educationally inappropriate ï all the more so when the stereotype is associated with 

self-destructive behavior. Considering the impressionability of young people, especially artistic types, the 

results can be devastating, as in the case of Goetheôs novel The Sorrows of Young Werther, in which the 

fictional suicide of the protagonist prompted a rash of actual suicides among youthful German Romantics. 

More recently, a film entitled The Hours addressed the issue of impressionability by portraying how the 

suicide of English writer, Virginia Wolff, affected other women at different times up to the present. 

 

Debunking the Myth: Tales recounting suffering creators are hard to escape. Looking back to ancient 

Greece, most people knew the story of Daedalus, the mythic sculptor and architect, who, after murdering an 

apprentice in a jealous rage, was forced to build King Minos a Labyrinth to house the horrid Minotaur, half-

man and half-bull. Daedalus was then trapped in the Labyrinth for helping Theseus slay the beast, but 

escaped on waxen wings, only to lose his son Icarus, who flew too close to the sun, melted his wings, and fell 

into the sea (Charmandaris, 2006), (http://galev06.physics.uoc.gr/daedalus.html). A similarly unfortunate 

http://galev06.physics.uoc.gr/daedalus.html
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story about a real artist is the one about Van Gogh cutting off his ear (actually, just part of it), which is 

common knowledge today, even to people who know little else about the painterôs life or work.  

 

At least the Greeks drew a valuable message from the story of the temperamental Daedalus and his impulsive 

son: Beware the ambitions of the ego and the pride, or hubris, that ñgoethé.before a fallò (Proverbs 16:18). 

What are we supposed to learn from modern tales of creativity as suffering? Often, it seems like the message 

is: ñBeware a career in the arts. Even if you are successful, the process will drive you crazy and send you to 

an early grave!ò If such accounts of creativity as suffering do not provoke self-destructive imitation, they 

might dissuade those with budding creative impulses from developing their potential, or lead parents to 

discourage their children from seriously pursuing an art they really love.  

 

Let us consider the situation from another perspective. If the only news we heard about athletics featured the 

trials of O. J. Simpson and Michael Vick, people might assume that all athletes were criminals. Such 

assumptions could either discourage aspiring young athletes from pursuing sports for fear that they would 

land in jail, or else make them think that it is acceptable, even expected, for them to behave in lawless ways. 

With so many more negative examples from the arts, arts educators must make special efforts to provide 

students susceptible to the myth in question with alternative arguments, such as the following:  

 

Å The majority of creative people throughout history, artists included, lived lives not much 

different from the rest of the population. We do not hear much about them because their stories 

are not that interesting and/or well-documented. 

Å Novelists and filmmakers romanticize the misery that may accompany a career in the creative 

arts, more so than that associated with other professions (with notable exceptions, like Arthur 

Millerôs Death of a Salesman). 

Å There are many periods in history, such as the Renaissance, when suffering among creative 

people was lessened because of support and appreciation from the government, the church, 

private patrons, and/or the general public.  

Å Many artists today, especially those in the fields of popular music and film, live otherwise 

normal lives but still enjoy fame and fortune, or at least have some financial security. Creative 

people in fields like high-tech may not be famous but still may be very well paid.  

Å Even artists who suffer are still motivated more by the joy and satisfaction they derive from their 

creative work than from the relief it may provide them. Along with recounting his difficulties, 

Van Gogh himself documented many of these joys in letters to his brother, Theo 

(http://www.vggallery.com/letters/main.htm).  
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Research done by Csikszentmihalyi (1996, pp. 58-76) also calls into question the negative personality traits 

often attributed to creative people. Instead, it comes closer to the holistic, connected view of arts education 

introduced in this paper by suggesting that a majority of creative people are fairly well balanced in regard to 

qualities, attitudes, and activities. Among these, they: 

 

 Å  Have a great deal of physical energy, but are also often quiet and at rest 

 Å Tend to be smart, yet also naïve 

 Å Combine playfulness and discipline, responsibility and irresponsibility 

Å Alternate between imagination and fantasy at one end, and a rooted sense of reality at the other 

 Å Harbor opposite tendencies on the continuum between extroversion and introversion 

 Å Are remarkably humble and proud at the same time. 

 Å Combine both masculine and feminine tendencies 

 Å Are rebellious and independent, but must also believe in the importance of mastering the rules of 

their domain 

 Å Are passionate about their work but also objective about it as well. 

 

Whether or not such a balanced personality is there to begin with, creative people may seek and achieve it 

through the very act of creativity. This, at least, is the position taken by psychologists like Abraham Mazlow 

and Rollo May. Mazlow (1943) identified creativity as an essential component of ñself-actualization,ò the 

highest category in his ñhierarchy of human needs.ò May, in his book The Courage to Create (1974), takes a 

similar stance, disputing psychoanalytical models that define creativity in negative terms like regression, 

sublimation of unconscious impulses, or the need to compensate for weaknesses. Instead, May says, ñThe 

creative process must be explored not as the product of sickness, but as representing the highest degree of 

emotional health, as the expression of normal people in the act of actualizing themselvesò (p. 38).  

 

Practical Procedure for Cultivating Creativity II: Shaping Creative Problems  

In celebrating the positive sides of creativity and debunking myths that accentuate the negative, we must 

avoid the opposite extreme: the popular presentation of creativity as all fun and games. Instead, we must 

admit that creativity (especially with a capital ñCò) poses two significant challenges: learning the skills and 

concepts necessary for the field in which we hope to create, and engaging creative/critical thinking to push 

the field in new directions. Patricia Stokes (2006) says the same thing, using the language of ñconstraints.ò In 

her words, creativity involves ñmastering the constraints that define a domain; [then] devising novel 

constraints that expand itò (p. xiv). Stokes admits that thinking of creativity in terms of constraints flies in the 
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face of popular ideas about ñartistic freedom,ò but says that that concept is itself a myth: ñFree to do 

anything, most of us do whatôs worked best, what has succeeded most in the past. This is, in fact, the 

definition of an operant: a behavior that increases in frequency because it has been successful. Successful 

solutions are reliable, not surprising, predictable, not novel; already accepted, not creative.ò For that reason, 

Stokes argues that, ñthe more constrained the solution paths, the more variable, the more creative, the 

problem solversò (p. xii).  

 

This theory brings us back to the idea mentioned earlier ï that creativity begins with a genuine 

problem, one that calls for a creative solution simply because it cannot be handled in the usual 

ways. In Stokesô terms, these problems are ñill-structured,ò unclear. Well-structured 

problems are the ones we often find in math books; they have one correct answer and a 

predetermined way to get to that answer. The equivalent in visual art would be a ñpaint by 

numbersò kit. Ill -structured problems are the ones artists choose for themselves, like the 

Cubistsô problem of how to show objects from different angles at once. Problems like this are 

ñill-structuredò because they have no single correct answer and so invite multiple responses 

that all could be correct. Other correct responses to the Cubistsô problem are pre-perspectival 

Egyptian or medieval art, multi-view design drawings, as well as the inventive spatial 

solutions of children in Lowenfeldôs ñschematic stageò (1957, pp. 146-151).  

 

The freedom to come up with multiple correct responses does not refute Stokesô initial claim that creativity 

requires constraints. Instead, Stokes shows that even the most ill-structured problems still involve constraints 

such as: the goal to be accomplished, the medium to be used, and the form or style in which the work is to be 

produced. According to Steven Harnad, Stravinsky emphasized the function of constraints when explaining 

why he continued to compose tonal music after most composers had abandoned the tonal system, saying that, 

"óYou cannot create against a yielding medium.ô He needed the tonal system as a constraint within which he 

could exercise creativityò 

(http://www.psych.utoronto.ca/users/reingold/courses/ai/cache/harnad.creativity.html#FN2).  

 

Most important in this regard, creative problems must incorporate pairs of related constraints, in which one 

constraint precludes or blocks the habitual response, while the other promotes a novel or surprising one. In 

Cubism, according to Patricia Stokes (2006), one set of constraints blocked traditional representational 

painting techniques where the goal was to paint what the artist saw. This required painting the subject from a 

single point of view, using local color, and creating the illusion of depth. The other set of constraints 

promoted non-traditional responses in which the goal was to paint what the artist knew. To the Cubists, this 

meant depicting at once multiple points of views of the subject matter. That first constraint then led to 

additional constraints, such as using a monochromatic palette which would make the fragmented object 

easier to ñread,ò and creating a ñflat, patterned picture planeò (pp. 2-6). 
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The concept of ñcreativity from constraints,ò combined with ideas from Dewey (1902), Vygotsky 

(1978), Winner (1993), and Berger (2003) can be translated into guidelines arts teachers can 

follow to develop problems that engage creative responses, while challenging students, and 

facilitating the likelihood of ñflowò: 

Å  The problem must be ill-structured, with no single correct answer, inviting varied responses 

which could all be correct. 

Å  The problem is ñauthenticò in that it is truly relevant to the given domain, the kind of problem 

that would interest a professional in the field. 

Å  The problem engages studentsô personal interests by being meaningful to them and connected to 

what they already know, while at the same time pushing them to learn more. 

Å  The problem is age/stage appropriate, allowing accommodations for different strengths, 

weaknesses, learning styles, intelligences, and interests. 

Å  The problem has paired constraints: some blocking habitual response and others inviting 

inventive, individual solutions.  

Å  The problem is neither too hard, leading to frustration, nor too easy, leading to boredom. 

Å Vygotskyôs ñzone of proximal developmentò is supported by teaching. 

Å The problem involves processes that can be applied to similar problems. 

Å Assessment should be integrated into the process, not just at the end (see Section IV, PPCC). 

 

Arts educators have a vast repertoire of both well-structured and ill-structured problems from which to 

choose. In selecting appropriate ones, we naturally try to avoid frustration when the problem is too difficult, 

and boredom when the problem is too simple or familiar. But this is not always easy to do in light of the 

varying levels of ability and interest among our students. A general formula from a developmental standpoint 

might be to start with well-structured problems for beginners and students who are slower to catch on, 

moving toward more open-ended problems for intermediates, eventually allowing advanced students to 

determine their own problems. Another strategy would be to imbed skill-building tasks as preliminary 

activities for more involved creative projects (such as in the examples cited earlier). Yet, even by themselves, 

skill-building assignments can provide opportunities for creative exploration.  

 

SECTION III:  CREATIVITY AS IRRATIONALITY: 

THE MAD SCIENTIST VS . THE CREATIVE PROCESS 

 

Defining creativity as ñmerelyò a matter of solving problems might seem to take the magic and enjoyment 

out of the process. Problem-solving sounds more like an intellectual effort or a practical procedure, with 
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solutions coming from step-by-step methods and logical sequences, as in the case of mathematical word 

problems. By contrast, real creativity is more often characterized by feelings or intuitions, with solutions 

emerging suddenly out of nowhere ï ña bolt from the blue!ò Similarly, we think of problem solvers as 

engineers with calculators or consultants sporting briefcases and flowcharts. When we picture creative 

people, we instead envision eccentrics who dress oddly, behave in unconventional ways, and make 

statements that are totally off the wall. These assumptions are associated with a third myth about creativity, 

in which it is identified with irrationality. 

 

Along with inspiration and eccentricity, another aspect of the myth of creativity as irrationality follows 

inevitably from the previous myth relating creativity to suffering. That is the long-standing view that creative 

people are prone to emotional instability or just plain insanity. The stereotype associated with this myth is the 

mad scientist, exemplified by Mary Shelleyôs character, Victor Frankenstein, the obsessed doctor who sought 

the secret of life and, in the process, created a monster. An actual, and far more benign, example is John 

Nash, the Nobel Prize-winning mathematician portrayed in the film, A Beautiful Mind, as a paranoid genius 

haunted by hallucinations, who chased pigeons around the Princeton campus, and wrote formulas on window 

panes.  

 

Creative irrationality in the arts is equally familiar. Early examples include the Dionysian revels that gave 

birth to the theatre and the hallucinatory imagery of Hieronymus Bosch. Later on, we have the visionary 

poetry of William Blake and the fantasy tales of Lewis Carroll. Despite, or perhaps because of, the modern 

eraôs emphasis on reason and science, the 20
th
 century brought with it all manner of irrationality in the arts, 

including Dadaism, Surrealism, the Theatre of the Absurd, and the ñnonsense poemsò of Edward Lear. 

Recent examples of artistic irrationality include the work of ñoutsider artistsò from mental institutions 

(http://www.artandculture.com/cgi-bin/WebObjects/ACLive.woa/wa/movement?id=1046). In popular 

culture, the myth of creativity as irrationality inspires movies like the one mentioned above, but it also 

becomes a reality in rock concerts, which, like the ancient Dionysian festivals, involve both performers and 

audience members in a kind of collective creative madness, frequently enhanced by alcohol or drugs.  

 

Section III.1: Roots and Attributes: 

As suggested above, the myth of creativity as irrationality is as old as the myths previously 

considered. In this case, its roots can be traced to pre-historic, as well as to living pre-modern, 

cultures where creativity was (and is) largely in the hands of ñshamans,ò powerful figures who are, 

at once, spiritual leaders, healers, and magicians. Although religious in intent, shamanistic rituals 

http://www.artandculture.com/cgi-bin/WebObjects/ACLive.woa/wa/movement?id=1046
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resemble both Dionysian revels and rock concerts in that they also use the arts typically combined 

with drugs or other mind-altering methods to produce ecstatic states. Recent research suggests that 

such rituals may even have been the source of the first known paintings on the walls of Neolithic 

caves (Lewis-Williams, 2002).  

 

Australian Aborigines today still consider painting to be a ritual act, in which their imagery comes 

from a sacred source called ñThe Dreamtime.ò According to John Carrick (1996), ñThe Dreamtime 

is the period in which creative acts were performed by the first ancestors of men ï spirits, heroes, 

and heroines who established the pattern of nature and life, and created manôs environment. The 

Dreamtime is a process as well as a period: it had its beginning when the world was young and 

unformed, but it has never ceased. The ancestor who established law and patterns of behavior is as 

alive today as when he performed his original creative acts. The sacred past, the Dreamtime, is for 

Aborigines also the sacred present, The Eternal Dreamtimeò (1996).  

 

Divine inspiration and communication with gods and ancestors, often through dreams, plays a 

prominent role in African art as well (Hackett, 1996), but, it would be a mistake to assume such 

attitudes are found only in traditional, non-western cultures. Plato similarly cited a divine source of 

creative inspiration and believed it was accessible to humans only when in an ecstatic and irrational 

state, a kind of divine madness. In this regard, Plato (trans., 1956) particularly targeted the poet, 

describing him as ña light and winged and holy thing, and there is no invention in him until he has 

been inspired and is out of his senses, and the mind is no longer in himò (Ion, 534b). Such a claim 

was in part borne out by the poets themselves, who, from Homer through Dante and Milton, began 

their epic works with invocations to the muse -- not only a prayer for inspiration, but a request that 
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the divine creator speak through them. Homer opens the Iliad, saying: ñSing, goddess, the wrath of 

Peleusô son, Achilleséò (Monro, 1902, p. 1). From the Judeo-Christian tradition, Abraham Avni 

(1996) cites a possible connection between creative inspiration and divine madness among the 

Hebrew prophets.  

 

Although on a less dramatic scale, this kind of experience is actually far more common than one 

might think, for nearly everyone experiences creative irrationality, and sometimes the prophetic 

truths that come with it, in dreams. Sigmund Freud (1958) recognized this fact, but sought a mental, 

rather than a mystical, explanation for the insights that emerge in poetry, prophecy, dreams, and 

daydreams. He found their common source in the unconscious mind, which, he discovered, could 

infuse even the illogical events recounted in fairy tales with symbolic significance (pp. 76-82). 

More recently, connections between creativity and irrationality have been supported by research 

that distinguishes the logical, linear functions of the left side of the brain from the intuitive, holistic 

aspects of the right (Pink, 2006, Edwards, 1979).   

 

Considering all of the above, there are both positive and negative reasons to associate creativity 

with irrationality. Positive ones include the recognition that creativity involves attributes like 

intuition and inspiration that are hard to explain in rational terms. Negative ones include 

associations between creativity and insanity, eccentricity, and substance abuse. All these factors 

need a critical review before considering their implications for education. 

 

Irrational Creativity from a Positive Perspective: On the positive side, we must begin by recognizing that, 

despite our deepening understanding of right brain functions and the creative process as a whole, many 
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aspects of creativity remain a mystery. Illustrator Maurice Sendak (2008) author of Where the Wild Things 

Are, puts it this way: 

 

That will be the mystery that will haunt me until the day of my death: What is that thing that 

comes into the work that is not premeditated, that you didnôt think of, that actually 

belongs there but you donôt know how it got there? é.Something deeper is involved, 

deeper in myself than I know what it is. (p. 32) 

 

According to Brewster Ghiselin (1952), irrational/non-rational elements like those alluded to by Sendak are 

not limited to creativity in the arts, but are found in every discipline, even supposedly left-brained fields like 

science and math. Based on his review of the working methods of noteworthy creators from across the 

spectrum, Ghiselin claims that, ñProduction by a process of purely conscious calculations seems never to 

occurò (pp. 14-15). In fact, Ghiselinôs subjects describe several kinds of irrational events in their creative 

endeavors, which can occur at any point along the route. Speaking of the first phase of the creative process, 

Ghiselin highlights the intuition that often initiates the quest, saying: ñCreation begins typically with a vague, 

even a confused excitement, some sort of yearning, hunch or other preverbal intuition of approaching or 

potential resolutionò (p. 14). Mary Wigman describes such intuitions in her approach to dance: 

 

Any creation arises in or, rather, out of me as a completely independent dance theme. This 

theme, however primitive or obscure at first, already contains its own development and alone 

dictates its singular and logical sequenceéMy dances flow rather from certain states of 

being, different stages of vitality which release in me a varying play of the emotions and in 

themselves dictate the distinguishing atmosphere of the dances. (p. 78) 

 

Albert Einstein describes another kind of non-rational process: the work of imagination that characterized 

his thinking throughout the various phases of his work:  

 

The words or the language, as they are written or spoken, do not seem to play any role in my 

mechanisms of thought. The psychical entities which seem to serve as elements in thought 

are certain signs and more or less clear images which can be óvoluntarilyô reproduced and 

combined. (p. 43)  

 

One remarkable instance of this kind of thinking occurred when Einstein, at the age of sixteen, tried to 

imagine what it would be like to ride alongside a light wave and wondered, ñwould the observer ever surpass 

the light wave?ò (Gardner, 1993, p. 88) Imaginative images like this and the questions they raised eventually 
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led to his ñtheory of relativity,ò and other revolutionary ideas, prompting Einstein later to explain that: 

ñWhen I examine myself and my methods of thought I come to the conclusion that the gift of fantasy has 

meant more to me than my talent for absorbing positive knowledgeò (p. 105). The gist of this statement has 

been popularized in a possibly misleading way, as: ñImagination is more important than knowledgeò 

(http://www.quotationspage.com/quotes/Albert_Einstein/). While Einstein in these two statements apparently 

conflates fantasy and imagination, some writers distinguish the two in important ways. For Coleridge, as well 

as for others of his period, fantasy was a matter of the wandering mind, of dreaming and day-dreaming. By 

contrast, the imagination was like another sense -- a vehicle for resolving real-world problems and for 

reconciling ñopposite or discordant qualitiesò in existence (Whyte, 1994).   

 

Insight is a different kind of non-rational function in that it arrives unexpectedly at the apex of the creative 

process, usually following a long and laborious period of research or reflection. We call these, ñeurekaò 

moments, when the seeker suddenly ñseesò the solution to the problem and immediately and correctly 

recognizes it as being right. The term, ñeureka,ò comes from the proverbial story of the Greek 

mathematician, Archimedes, who realized while bathing how to calculate the volume of an object by 

measuring how much water it would displace. At that point, he leapt from his bath and ran naked through the 

streets of Syracuse, shouting óEureka!ô -- ñI have found it!ò Neuroscientists (Lehrer, 2008) have recently 

located regions of the brain associated with insight (the prefrontal lobe and the anterior superior temporal 

gyrus of the right hemisphere), and are coming to recognize what activities support and impede it. Still, these 

researchers say there is much they still do not understand about the process, and go on to admit that insight 

will ñalways be a little unknowableò (p. 45).  

 

Equally unknowable is the nature and source of inspiration. Although, today, the term is applied to even the 

simplest small ñcò creative act, inspiration has a special significance when used in reference to big ñCò 

Creativity, as in this letter attributed to Mozart:  

 

When I am, as it were, completely myself, entirely alone, and of good cheeréit is on such 

occasions that my ideas flow best and most abundantly. Whence and how they come, I know 

not: nor can I force theméAll this fires my soul, and, provided I am not disturbed, my 

subject enlarges itself, becomes methodized and defined, and the whole, though it be long, 

stands almost complete and finished in my mind, so that I can survey it, like a fine picture or 

a beautiful statue, at a glance. Nor do I hear in my imagination the parts successively, but I 

hear them, as it were, all at once. What a delight this is I cannot tell! All this inventing, this 

producing, takes place in a pleasing living dream. Still the actual hearing of the tout 

http://www.quotationspage.com/quotes/Albert_Einstein/
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ensemble is after all the best. What has been thus produced I do not easily forget, and this is 

perhaps the best gift I have my Divine Maker to thank for. (Ghiselin, 1952, pp. 44-45) 

 

Such phenomena exemplify ñflow,ò or that sense of inner and outer connectedness at itôs best. Though hardly 

common, states like this have also been reported by other great creators, including some contemporary ones. 

For example, the Beatle, John Lennon, wrote about his inspirations in much the same terms as Mozart: 

"When real music comes to me - the music of the spheres, the music that surpasseth understanding - that has 

nothing to do with me, cause I'm just the channel. The only joy for me is for it to be given to me, and to 

transcribe it like a medium...those moments are what I live for." (http://www.quotedb.com/quotes/2005) 

 

Finally, there is the creative impulse, itself: the unaccountable, yet urgent, need that compels certain 

individuals to create time and again. For some, this impulse emerges in early childhood and lasts a lifetime, 

as with Mozart and Picasso. For others, it arrives unanticipated in the midst of life. This was the case with 

Tony Cicoria, a 42-year-old orthopedic surgeon who was the subject of an article by the neurologist, Oliver 

Sacks (2007), entitled ñA Bolt from the Blue.ò Usually a metaphor, here it is meant to be taken literally, 

because Cicoria was actually struck by lightening. As a consequence, he had a near-death, out-of-body 

experience, but somehow survived, and then, for no apparent reason, became obsessed with music. First, he 

wanted to listen to it all the time; next he taught himself to play the piano; then he started hearing music all 

the time in his head, leading him finally to start composing. Although a man of science, Cicoria used 

religious language much like Mozartôs and Lennonôs to account for his newfound passion for music and for 

its relationship to his brush with death. As Sacks explains, ñCicoria grew to think he had had a sort of 

reincarnation, had been transformed and given a special gift, a mission, to ótune inô to the music that he 

called, half metaphorically, óthe music from heavenôò (p. 39).  

 

Irrational Creativity From a Negative Perspective: Exuberant as are these descriptions of the positive side 

of creative irrationality, the negative side can be no less compelling. This involves associations between 

creativity and psychological problems including schizophrenia, depression, bi-polar disorder, and anti-social 

behavior. Psychologist Louis A. Sass, author of Madness and Modernism: Insanity in the Light of Modern 

Art, Literature and Thought (1992), addressed this topic on a radio broadcast on ñArt and Madnessò (2001). 

The transcript reads as follows: 

 

Dr. Sass tells us that poets like William Blake, Lord Byron, Shelly and Keats all suffered 

from manic-depressive illnessémore recently the poet Robert Lowell and the writer 

William Styron have been linked to depressive illness. Most often, artists who focus on 
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emotions and feelings in their work are manic-depressive whereas artists who remove 

themselves from the world are more often associated with schizophrenia. Creative people 

with schizophrenia often experience a sense of alienation from the self, from their bodies and 

from the world. They become hyper-self-conscious but are able to step outside themselves, 

allowing a more cerebral form of creativity. Examples of this include philosophers like 

Ludwig Wittgenstein, who was a schizoid individual and the mathematician, economist, and 

Nobel Laureate John Nash.  

 

Such statements could be interpreted to imply that certain mental disorders actually benefit creativity, as 

when the manic side of the bi-polar disorder provides the energy, enthusiasm, and optimism needed to work 

through difficult problems, while the depressive side and depression itself yields a depth of feeling valuable 

for self-expression. Paranoia, schizophrenia, and certain forms of neurosis are also associated with 

hyperactive imaginations and so could potentially produce inventive ideas and original ways of seeing things. 

Whether or not these benefits are real or imagined, creative people with genuine mental problems are 

sometimes known to resist treatment for fear that, once cured, they will cease being creative (Kramer, 1993; 

Miller, 2005). 

 

Even when creative people are not mentally deranged, they may seem to be, due to their eccentric appearance 

and behavior. Think of Salvador Dali with his pointed, upturned mustaches and his wide-eyed stare, or 

Albert Einstein, with his unkempt white hair flying as he rides around in circles on his bicycle. Despite such 

examples, Csikszentmihalyi (1996) claims that most creative people appear quite ordinary in daily life. He 

then describes some of the greatest ones ï Leonardo da Vinci, Isaac Newton, Thomas Edison ï as 

ñreclusive,ò ñobsessive,ò and ñcolorless.ò Speaking of da Vinci, Csikszentmihalyi says, ñIf you had met him 

at a cocktail party, you would have thought that he was a tiresome bore and would have left him standing in a 

corner as soon as possibleò (pp. 26-27). Nonetheless, many young people confuse the two forms of 

creativity, putting more imagination into the way they dress and act than in the more demanding work of 

creativity in a particular artistic discipline. 

 

Far more disturbing and dangerous is the attempt to enhance creativity through chemical means. This 

tendency may seem like a modern phenomenon, but it probably dates back to prehistoric times. In addition to 

the suspected use of drugs by cave painters noted earlier, Karen Armstrong (2006) cites archeological 

evidence that indicates Indo-European poets nearly seven thousand years ago sought inspiration from a plant 

called soma (p. 6). Continuing in the same tradition, Samuel Taylor Coleridge claimed to be on opium when 

he wrote his famous poem, ñKubla Kahnò (Ghislin, 1952, p. 84). Indeed, creative people have used or abused 
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a range of substances, from marijuana and heroin during the post-WWII Beatnik era, to hallucinogenic drugs 

like LSD among the Hippies in the 1960ôs, to cocaine and methamphetamines for the Hip Hop generation, 

today. Aware of such drug usage among famous creators, past and present, young people seeking to be 

creative in the arts may follow the same path, assuming drugs and creativity are necessarily linked. 

 

Creativity from a Holistic Perspective: ñPositive psychologists,ò on the contrary, would likely 

dispute any claim that creativity benefits in the long run from either insanity or drugs, linking it 

instead to a high degree of mental health. In this paper, I join other arts educators (e.g., Campbell, 

2006) to extend the idea still further, saying that creativity requires more than just a healthy mind, 

but should engage the whole person, integrating mental, emotional, physical/sensory, and even 

spiritual functions. F.M. Cornford (1950) speaks of this integrated condition when describing the 

intuition the ancient Greek mathematician, philosopher, and musician, Pythagoras, must have had in 

suddenly realizing that ñall things are Number,ò the fundamental principle underlying all 

mathematical physics, up to and including the work of Einstein: 

 

When I speak of intuition, I by no means exclude intellect and feeling, or even sense 

perception. The total state of our consciousness always contains all these elementséTo 

return to Pythagorasô discovery: it is certain that a long travail must go before the birth of an 

intuition such as this, which suddenly sees widely scattered patches of knowledge as 

significant parts of a coherent picture. I suspect that, in approaching the moment of 

illumination, the soul must have reached out with every power intent; and moreover, that 

such phases of enhanced activity have alternated with other phases of passive acceptance, 

where thought was merged in feeling and strength was drawn from the humblest roots of 

being. (p. 25) 

 

According to Cornford, Pythagoras grasped this principle, not by thinking about math, physics, or even 

philosophy. Instead, the realization emerged in a cross-disciplinary leap while he was reflecting on the 

harmonic nature of music. Cornford therefore entitled the article from which the quote was taken, ñThe 
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Harmony of the Spheres,ò recalling John Lennonôs metaphorical link between music and the cosmos. As 

Efland has indicated, this capacity to make such connections, whether metaphorical or actual, is a key to 

creative work at any level and in any field. By the same token, holistic processing can be key both to 

recognizing creative connections, and bringing new connections into being in some tangible and practical 

way. On the physical plane, creative ideas must be tied to skills that can give them form, lest they remain 

merely ideas. Emotions play their part in providing the motive force behind the creative effort, whether it is 

love of truth (Scheffler, 1991), the passionate desire to solve a problem, an empathetic response to another 

personôs concerns, or the need to express oneself. The intellectual component is typically the idea or 

intention guiding the effort, while the spiritual component lies in the inspiration, or the personal values 

(Campbell, 2006) embodied in the effort. As already mentioned, holistic engagement also contributes to the 

sense of ñflowò we get when working on a particular piece. Over time, positive psychology suggests that it 

can help forge an integrated personality, necessary for a life of creativity, fulfillment, and meaning. 

 

Section III.3: Educational Implications  

 

Even as mainstream education increasingly appreciates the value of holistic development, it still places 

primary emphasis on the cognitive domain. As a result, hands-on activities, as well as those that engage the 

emotions and the spirit, are still relative rarities, especially in academic courses. It would be all the more 

unusual to find educators (at least those outside the arts) who feel comfortable doing activities associated 

with irrationality. Therefore, the present myth, like the previous one, must be handled with care when 

working in schools. 

 

Safeguarding the Mystery. Arts educators who are concerned to foster creativity in the fullest sense possible 

have a challenge before them. On the one hand, they do not want to present this most essential aspect of their 

field as something outside of, or antithetical to, the fundamental academic concern to teach students to think. 

On the other hand, they cannot pretend that creativity can be reduced merely to an intellectual activity or a 

set of concrete testable tasks, especially when its mysteries have been so well documented by psychologists 

and creators, alike. One way to sidestep the controversy, as indicated above, is to call these mysterious 

processes ñnon-rationalò or ña-rational,ò as opposed to ñirrational,ò with all its negative connotations. 

Another way is to link creativity to right-brain functions that at least have the neurophysiologistsô stamp of 

approval.  

 

Dichotomies between right and left are useful, especially in helping to justify a role for the arts in schools as 

ñright-brainò complements to ñleft-brainò academics. Yet, all such divisions are misleading when it comes to 
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creativity, which, in any field, cannot be reduced to half a brain or any limited set of functions, mental or 

otherwise. In fact, recent research (Schiferl, 2008) has even questioned Betty Edwardsô (1979) fundamental 

claim that observational drawing is right-brained. Thus, we reaffirm a holistic approach in which creativity is 

a matter of the whole mind (including some aspects that are logical and rational as well as others that are 

harder to pin down) and where mental functions are fully intertwined with emotions, perceptions, and 

actions.  

 

Besides its over-emphasis on intellect, contemporary education fails to support creativity in other ways. First, 

with its push to leave no child behind in terms of achieving grade-level competencies, it allows little time for 

ñwonder.ò Second, with standardized tests always looming, nothing can be ñleft to chance.ò Yet, wonder and 

chance are essential components of creativity. Thus they cannot be ignored, but must be ñinvitedò in 

educationally appropriate ways. In this regard, a remark from the famous French scientist, Louis Pasteur 

provides a clue: ñChance comes only to the prepared mindò (Harnad, n.d.). Following what was said above, 

this phrase may be adapted to provide a formula for cultivating creativity in schools. The part about 

preparation recalls the need to develop skills and knowledge essential to the domain being studied. The 

reference to chance, however, reminds us that preparation, though necessary, is never sufficient. Even the 

best-trained mind must still be left open enough to give ñchanceò a chance!  

 

In bringing both parts of the equation together, the West has something to learn from the East. There, 

practitioners of traditional Asian arts spend years preparing themselves by copying and following precisely 

the directions of their masters, while simultaneously practicing meditation techniques to help them remain 

receptive to inspiration. Western creators have often been inspired by Eastern practices and ideas such as 

those of Zen Buddhism. Among these, composer, John Cage, and choreographer, Merce Cunningham sought 

to take the ñegoò out of their art by creating works in which much of what happened was left to chance. 

Contemporary composer, John Adams (2008), recently wrote this about Cage: 

 

Cage advocated an open acceptance of ñno matter what eventuality,ò and, in order to take the 

ñegoò and ñtasteò out of the creative act, he devised procedures such as tossing coins or 

using maps of stellar constellations to derive pitches, dynamics, and durations. (p. 36) 

 

Thomas Edison, inventor of the electric light, the phonograph, and other modern miracles, had his own way 

of opening up his mind as reported by Twyla Tharp (2003). After long hours in the lab, Edison ñliked to sit in 

a óthinking chair" holding a metal ball bearing in each palm with his hands closed. On the floor, directly 

under his hands, were two metal pie pans. Edison would close his eyes and allow his body to relax. 
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Somewhere between consciousness and dreaming his hands would relax and open without effort, letting the 

ball bearing fall noisily into the pie pans. Thatôs when he would wake up and write down whatever idea was 

in his head at that moment. It was his way of coming up with ideas without his conscious mind censoring 

themò (p. 101). 

 

Such practices have been reported by and about creative people for centuries. Now their efficacy can be 

confirmed and almost explained by research about one creative function that does seem housed mostly in the 

right-brain: insight. According to researchers Mark Jung-Beeman and John Kounios in the article cited above 

(Lehrer, 2008), insight is a ñdelicate balancing actò between effort and openness. ñAt first, the [left] brain 

lavishes the scarce resource of attention on a single problem. But, once the brain is sufficiently focused, the 

cortex needs to relax in order to seek out the more remote associations in the right hemisphere, which will 

provide the insightò (p. 43).  

 

The relaxation stage is also crucial because it allows the brain to produce Alpha waves, which are known to 

accompany the arrival of insight. This helps explain why insights happen in warm baths, as in the case of 

Archimedes, as well as right after waking, while walking in the country, or following meditation. By 

contrast, activities commonly used to facilitate learning and problem solving, like focusing on the problem, 

minimizing distractions, and paying attention only to relevant details, can actually impede insights. As the 

article states, this ñclenched state of mind may inhibit the sort of creative connections that lead to sudden 

breakthroughò (p. 43).  

 

Inviting the Non-rational: Since napping, meditating, taking warm showers, and going for long walks are 

neither practical nor appropriate as classroom activities, we must find other ways to invite the non-rational 

when teaching the arts in public schools. Examples from the section on originality were improvisation and 

theatre games. Others, which can be done in the Notebook of Creative Inquiry, include the psychoanalytic 

practice of recording dreams and Betty Edwardsô (1979) right-brain drawing exercises, like blind contours or 

upside-down drawings. We can also take advantage of a set of activities or ñgamesò developed by writers 

and artists of the Surrealist movement, André Breton, René Magritte, Max Ernst, and others, for this exact 

purpose, i.e., ñto break through conventional thought and behavior to a deeper truthò (Gooding, 1995). 

Among these  ñsurrealist games,ò the most famous is automatic writing:  

 

Sit at a table with pen and paper, put yourself in a óreceptiveô frame of mind, and start 

writing. Continue writing without thinking  about what is appearing beneath your pen. 

Write as fast as you can. If, for some reason, the flow stops, leave a space and 
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immediately begin again by writing down the first letter of the next sentence. Choose 

this letter at random before you begin, for instance a ñtô, and always begin this new 

sentence with a ótô. (p. 17).  

 

Inventive activities can also be related to the academic aspects of arts education ï aesthetics, criticism, and 

history. One such activity, derived from the Rorschach test used in psychology, is giving students abstract 

art, wordless music, or modern dance to study and interpret in any imaginative way they choose. Once the 

interpretation is made, however, students would be required to defend and explain their perspectives by 

referring to elements and principles in the discipline.  

 

Safe Havens for Creative Eccentricity and Self-Exploration: Other educational considerations derived from 

the myth of creativity as irrationality are of a more personal nature. Initially, there is the task alluded to 

above of helping students distinguish eccentricity in dress and behavior from creativity, itself. This task, like 

others previously considered, is a matter of balance. On one side of the scale is our concern to provide safe 

havens for students who come to an arts classroom in part because it is the one secure place in schools where 

they can be different and be appreciated for their differences. On the other side of the scale is our 

professional responsibility to teach them how to turn their unique personal qualities into unique works of art, 

music, dance, or drama. Balancing the two, we can help students stand up to peer pressure and other arbitrary 

societal constraints, while enabling them to conform intentionally to the constraints essential for success in 

our arts discipline. 

 

Related to this is yet another balancing act: helping students with mild to severe psychological problems 

constructively channel their otherwise troubling attributes, while finding ways to encourage ñnormalò 

students to uncover and utilize unconscious parts of themselves that they would otherwise deny. Finally, 

there is the challenge for ourselves as teachers when working with all these populations, of, at least to some 

extent, giving up control. For, if the creative process is in any way ñirrational,ò there is no way we can fully 

direct the process or predict in advance what the outcome will be. In other words, when we issue an 

invitation to our students to be creative, we must be prepared for the unexpected, and even the inexplicable.  

 

Practical Procedures for Cultivating Creativity III:  The Creative Process 

Fortunately, there are established structures for cultivating creativity in various fields that balance discipline 

and freedom, method and madness, right and left brain functions, as well as teaching and letting go. One 

such structure is the ñscientific methodò and related habits of mind, which John Dewey described as 

ñreflective thinkingò (1910). Designers and architects use a similar approach calling it ñthe design processò 

(Lawson, 1997). The generic name in our case is ñthe creative process.ò Although there are some differences 
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in the terms used by various authors who write about the process, the stages and sequence are largely 

consistent. The Creative Spirit (1992), by Daniel Golemen et al, provides a succinct formulation of the 

common steps. As discussed above, this formulation assumes there is already a problem to be solved: 

 

Step 1: Paving the Way  
 

The first step is a matter of preparation and research into the issue at hand. According to Goleman et 

al (1992) this stage requires that we ñimmerse [ourselves] in the problem, searching out any 

information that might be relevant. Itôs when [we] let [our] imagination[s] run free, open [ourselves] 

to anything that is even vaguely relevant to the problem. The idea is to gather a broad range of data 

so that unusual and unlikely elements can begin to juxtapose themselves. Being receptive, being able 

to listen openly and well, is a crucial skill hereò (p.18). John Dewey (1910) would point out that, 

here, we also reflect on what we already know about the situation. 

 

Step 2: Incubation 

After actively accumulating all the data we can, and reflecting on our prior knowledge and past 

experience, we go into a more passive mode when we allow our mind to process the material we 

have gathered. Though hard to define precisely, this stage calls forth a number of evocative 

metaphors. Goleman et al mix many of them. They begin by calling it the ñincubationò stage, then 

say this is the point when we let the problem ñsimmerò so that we can ñdigestò what we have taken 

in. Continuing, they explain that, ñWhereas preparation demands conscious effort, much of what 

goes on in this stage occurs outside focused awareness, in the mindôs unconscious. As the saying 

goes, you ósleep on itôò (p. 20). 

 

This last phrase is actually more than just a metaphor, because the mind does do creative work 

during sleep. It also does it, as noted earlier, during other seemingly unrelated activities like 

meditation, jogging, daydreaming, and taking a bath. While Goleman et al and Freud locate the 

processing that occurs in this phase in the unconscious mind, Lawrence Kubie (1958) places it in 

what he calls the ñpreconscious,ò a fluid function that is free from the pressures of reality that 

constrain the conscious mind, as well as the neuroses and fixations that are features of the Freudian 

unconscious. Kubieôs pre-conscious mind, though introduced half a century earlier, evokes 

contemporary neuroscientistsô description of the ñprefrontal cortex.ò  

 

According to researchers Earl Miller and Jonathan Cohen (Lehrer, 2008), the prefrontal cortex is like 

the ñconductor of an orchestra,ò where the players are various parts of the brain. This, they say, is the 
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part that is ñresponsible not only for focusing on the task at hand but for figuring out what other 

areas need to be engaged in order to solve a problemò (p. 45). The prefrontal cortex thus can 

appropriately draw upon and bring together unconscious and conscious thoughts, while engaging 

right and left-brain functions. The prefrontal cortex also lights up when insights occur, so it 

somehow knows when the right answer has been found. 

 

Step 3: Illumination 

Regarding the next stage, that of ñillumination,ò Goleman et al say, ñthis is the moment that people 

sweat and long for, the feeling óThis is it!ôò (p. 22). The term, ñillumination,ò like the term 

ñinspiration,ò is used metaphorically in all kinds of instances, but it literally applies to cases of 

genuine insight, as in Archimedesô ñEureka!ò According to Lehrer (2008), insights are accompanied 

by something like a flash of light in the brain, the result of a ñspike of gamma rhythm, the highest 

electrical frequency generated by the brain.ò Lehrer adds that, ñGamma rhythm is thought to come 

from the óbindingô of neurons, as cells distributed across the cortex draw themselves together into a 

new network, which is then able to enter consciousness. Itôs as if the insight [goes] incandescent" (p. 

43), This internal illumination is also accompanied by an unshakable certainty that the right answer 

has, indeed, been found. Sometimes, of course, the feeling that we have the answer turns out to be 

wrong. But surprisingly often, the light of insight reveals a genuine truth.  

 

This fact raises several as yet unanswerable questions about creativity, like how ñsimple cells 

recognize what the conscious mind cannot,ò and ñhow they filter through the chaos of bad ideas to 

produce the epiphanyò (Lehrer, 2008, p. 45). With neuroscientists baffled by such mysteries, small 

wonder creators like Homer and Milton, Mozart and Cicoria evoke divine provenance when 

speaking of inspiration and illumination. But even when creative inspirations do seem to come from 

some higher source, they may not arrive as instant insights. On the contrary, some emerge slowly 

and painfully over a long stretch of time, as was purportedly the case for the Prophet Muhammad 

who, according to Islamic tradition, received the Koran in a series of angelic revelations (Armstrong, 

1993). In addition, with the exception of those rare recipients of genuine insight and divine 

revelation, the creative process does not stop with the illumination. On the contrary, most creators 

cannot be certain of what they have found until they put it to the test.   

 

Step 4: Translation  

This leads to the final stage when, according to Goleman et al (1992), ñé [we] take [our] insight and 

transform it into actionò (p.22). John Dewey (1910) describes this stage as the point when 
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researchers attempt to prove (or disprove) their hypothesis through experimentation. Speaking more 

generally, he explains that problems of all kinds are addressed by ñtryingò out a possible solution and 

ñundergoingò the consequences of our actions. In this way, we see if our effort succeeded in solving 

the problem, or if, instead, we have to ñgo back to the drawing board.ò Yet, even when our insights 

or hypotheses turn out right, itôs not necessarily the end of the process, for once translated into 

action, they may open up a whole new set of questions.  

 

The creative process, so described, can be directly applied to project-based learning using the principles of 

problem-formulation listed in the previous section, while employing the Notebook of Creative Inquiry to 

record initial research, emerging ideas, and ongoing reflections. When setting up such projects, however, we 

must watch out for what Goleman et al (1992) call the ñCreativity Killers.ò (pp. 61-64) These include 

pedagogical practices like surveillance, evaluation, and over-control, as well as seemingly practical matters 

like time constraints: holding to a strict deadline without allowing sufficient opportunity for each essential 

step.  

 

Here, too, a balance must be struck since most students need deadlines to keep them focused on the task at 

hand. Other potential ñCreativity Killersò can be equally ambiguous. For instance, critical judgment is often 

supposed to be an automatic inhibitor of creative impulses, but this may apply mostly to the initial 

brainstorming stage, since, as noted above, ideas and even insights must eventually be tested to see if 

answers found are right and if standards of quality have been met. Similar ambiguities apply to systems of 

rewards, restrictions of choice, and the role of competition. Depending on the students, the problem at hand, 

and the way each element is employed, these may be either harmful or helpful.  

 

Goleman et al (1992) also list attributes that are almost universally helpful. Among these are attitudes, such 

as keeping faith in oneôs abilities, having the courage to take chances, daring to be positive, valuing intuition, 

and sustaining the spirit of caring (pp. 128-135). Others mentioned throughout the book are more procedural, 

like making precise observations, asking penetrating questions, and engaging in reflective listening. Finally, 

the authors list qualities of character, including the compassion that enables us to empathize with others 

while forgiving our own mistakes. Most important, Goleman et al recall what was said above about the 

importance of conscious perception. They call it ñbeing awake!ò (pp. 154-157).  

 

SECTION IV:  CREATIVITY AS ALIENATION : 

THE UNAPPRECIATED VISIONARY VS . A CULTURE OF CREATIVITY  
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The fourth myth equates creativity with alienation, picturing the creative person as an unappreciated 

visionary, or else as a rebel against the establishment. Elements of truth here stem, in part, from the fact that 

alienation may naturally follow from the previous myths. In reference to the first myth, creative people may 

be criticized, ostracized, or worse, when their original ideas threaten established ways of life, or oppose 

established beliefs and values. A prime example of this was Charles Darwin, whose Theory of Evolution 

called into question biblical traditions and religious dogma about the nature and purpose of human life, 

thereby challenging the supreme authority of the Church. At the time, Darwin was deeply concerned about 

the danger of such an affront, and as a result did not publish or make public his findings for many years, until 

circumstances forced him to do so (Quammen, 2006). More than a century later, Darwin and his ideas remain 

the subject of vehement controversy. In reference to the second myth, personal suffering or professional 

difficulties may cause some creators to intentionally set themselves apart from society and go to isolated 

locations where they can pursue their purposes unconstrained. Visual artists are particularly famous for this. 

They include Gaugin, who abandoned a career and family for Tahiti; Cezanne, who fled Paris to seclude 

himself in Provence, in the south of France; and Georgia OôKeefe, who spent her later years alone in the 

New Mexico desert. Regarding the third myth, the fact that creative people think differently from others can 

mean that they are misunderstood or doubted by their peers, even if they eventually emerge as prophets. In 

this case, the example comes from politics: William H. Sewardôs purchase of Alaska was known as 

ñSewardôs Folly,ò until gold and later oil were found in Alaskaôs seemingly barren expanses. Even given 

these well-known examples, however, the validity of connecting creativity with alienation must itself be 

called into question, especially in the context of education and the widespread problem of alienation among 

contemporary youth.   

 

Section IV.1: Roots and attributes:  

The myth of creativity as alienation is grounded in tales of heroes and heroines who speak truth to power, 

take things into their own hands, refuse to sell out, stand up to authority, or outsmart the establishment, all 

for a good cause, but who then are spurned or punished by society for their efforts. Two examples from 

ancient Greece illustrate the different aspects of the myth. The archetype of the unappreciated visionary is 

Cassandra, the prophetess who foresaw the tragic outcome of the Trojan War, but who had been cursed by 

the gods so that no one would believe her. The archetypal rebel was the titan, Prometheus, the divine artist 

who first formed human beings out of clay, then stole fire from the gods to give life to his creations. This 

brought on the wrath of Zeus, chief of the gods, who had Prometheus eternally chained to a rock, then sent an 

eagle each day to peck out his liver, only to have it grow back the next day to be pecked out again. Humans 

continue to honor Prometheus with works of art that tell his tale. Among these are a play (or a trilogy of 

plays) by Aeschylus, a painting by Rubens, and a composition by Beethoven.  
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Prometheus is also honored by the word, ñpromethean,ò which is used to describe artists like the three just 

listed. It means ñboldly creative; defiantly originalò (American Heritage Dictionary, 2007). The literal 

translation of the Greek word, prometheus, is equally significant. It means ñforesight,ò indicating the 

visionary role of creators in foreseeing future needs. Interestingly, Prometheus had a brother, Epimetheus, 

who created the beasts, but is best known for opening Pandoraôs box and letting all manner of evil loose on 

the world. In Greek, the word, epimetheus, means ñhindsight,ò evoking the unforeseen negative 

consequences of ill-conceived creative efforts, another reason why creators may be spurned by society 

(file:///Users/admin/Desktop/prometheus_myth.htm). 

 

In ordinary human experience, the myth of the creative person as alienated individualist is reenacted in the 

form of adolescent rebellion. Alienation during the teenage years has several causes. One is an idealistic 

vision of how the world should be, combined with anger at the way it really is. Another is the need teenagers 

have to forge their own values and sense of identity, which often requires them to break away from the 

control imposed on them by parents, schools, and society. As a result, many young people feel isolated not 

only from family and community, but also from their peers. These feelings, in turn, may lead to behavior that 

only alienates them further, e.g., deviating from the norm in dress or behavior, breaking the law, or directly 

confronting authority with rebellious acts.
 
 Certain adult creators similarly pit themselves against ñthe 

establishmentò and some actually break the law. Yet, even when creative acts are more modest and inward, 

Twyla Tharp (2003) says there is always some element of rebellion: 

 

Creativity is an act of defiance. Youôre challenging the status quo. Youôre questioning 

accepted truths and principles. Youôre asking three universal questions that mock 

conventional wisdom: óWhy do I have to obey the rules?ô óWhy canôt I be different?ô óWhy 

canôt I do it my way?ô These are the impulses that guide all creative people whether they 

admit it or not. Every act of creation is also an action of destruction or abandonment. 

Something has to be cast aside to make way for the new. (p. 133) 

 

For Albert Einstein, as portrayed by Walter Isaacson (2007), creativity was clearly intertwined with 

a sense of rebelliousness, which led him to challenge the dominant paradigms of physics, as well as 

to stand up to Senator Joseph McCarthy and the House Un-American Activities Committee during 
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the ñRed Scareò of the 1950s. Tharpôs (2003) exemplar from the arts in this regard is Ludwig von 

Beethoven: 

 

Beethoven, the most truculent of artists, not only picked fights with musical forms, 

reinventing our notions of the shape and scope of symphonies and sonatas, he 

reinvented how society regarded composers and musicians. Before Beethoven, 

composers were treated like skilled servants; they were paid whatever their rich and 

royal patrons wanted to pay. Beethoven changed all that. He demanded and got 

lucrative fees for his services, and was one of the first composers to dine with his 

hosts rather than with the help when he performed in his patronsô homes. (p. 134). 
 

Reading between the lines, however, it is clear that Beethoven, even at his most rebellious, maintained a 

close connection with his patrons, who paid for his compositions, and who alone could assure that his music 

would continue to be performed. In fact, all successful creators must have support of various kinds if they are 

to fulfill the promise of their genius. Speaking about this topic, Csikszentmihalyi (1996) claims that 

creativity is never just a matter of what goes on in an individual personôs mind (p. 23). Rather, it must be part 

of a complex system involving the individual, a domain, and a field. Domains consist of ña set of symbolic 

rules and procedures, (p. 27)ò which are used and modified by the creative individual to create his or her new 

work. Among the domains considered here are the visual arts, music, theatre, and dance; others include 

science, mathematics, philosophy, and literature. Csikszentmihalyi (1996) further explains that such domains 

ñare in turn nested in what we usually call culture, or the symbolic knowledge shared by a particular society 

or by humanity as a wholeò (p. 28). The field consists of individuals who currently ñact as gatekeepers of the 

domain. It is their job to decide if a new idea or product should be included in the domainò (p. 28). In the 

visual arts, ñ[t]he field consists of art teachers, curators of museums, collectors of art, critics, and 

administrators of foundations and government agencies that deal with culture. It is this field that selects what 

new works deserve to be recognized, preserved and rememberedò (p. 28).  

 

The third component, the individual, is only able to successfully create by interacting with the other two 

components. Writing about science, Csikszentmihalyi (1996) points out that, ñEdisonôs or Einsteinôs 

discoveries would be inconceivable without the prior knowledge, without the intellectual and social networks 

that stimulated their thinking, and without the social mechanisms that recognized and spread their 

inventionsò (p. 7). The same could be said of Picassoôs paintings, Stravinskyôs music, Martha Grahamôs 

dances, and Samuel Becketôs plays.  
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The ñsystem viewò of creativity illustrates a concrete way to understand creativity, mentioned at the 

beginning of the paper, in which the question is not what it is, but when it is. Csikszentmihalyi (1996) 

answers that question by suggesting that ñcreativity occurs when a person, using the symbols of a given 

domain . . . has a new idea or sees a new pattern, and when this novelty is selected by the appropriate field 

for inclusion in the relevant domainò (p. 28). So described, the question of when is also closely tied to the 

question of where, for certain social environments tend to be more conducive to cultivating and supporting 

creativity than others. In the past, these cultures have prominently included Greece in the Golden Age, 

Renaissance Florence, and 19th-century Paris. According to Csikszentmihalyi (1996), each of these cultures 

combined widespread wealth -- which allowed leisure time for learning and experimenting -- with 

opportunities to bring together people with different backgrounds who have different beliefs, lifestyles, and 

knowledge, thus enabling ñindividuals to see new ideas with greater easeò (p.9). Whether or not these 

conditions exist in society at a given time, they might still serve as guidelines for cultivating a creative 

culture in the arts classroom. The following examples focus on fostering a sense of outer connectedness to 

complement the holistic, centered, inner connectedness characteristic of ñflow.ò 

 

Part IV.2:  Educational Implications 

 

An arts classroom that supports creativity combines many of the factors addressed in the previous sections, 

while providing a safe haven for alienated students who feel they donôt fit in anywhere else in school. One 

way it does this is by allowing young people to think differently and try out new ways of doing things. 

Another way is by welcoming diversity since, as noted above, the mingling of people with different 

backgrounds and experiences can enhance the creativity of all. But arts classrooms can still go further to 

address alienation and to meet studentsô creative needs.  

 

A first step in combating alienation is to build studentsô confidence in their own creative capacities by 

helping them take on challenging and authentic problems within the given domain, using reliable methods 

like keeping a Notebook of Creative Inquiry, and following a ñcreative process.ò Arts teachers can then help 

connect their students with others in the school through collaborative, cross-curricular projects involving 

other arts specialists and academic teachers, thus eventually involving the whole school in all studentsô 

creative development. Next, they can break down barriers between school and community, connecting 

students to available resources and experts, while opening up opportunities for students to make creative 

community contributions while still in school. Only through meeting all these conditions can we fully 

counter the myth of creativity as alienation. The following sections will elaborate upon each of the topics just 

noted, while also considering some reasons why arts educators need to worry about alienation to begin with.  
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Countering social and academic alienation: It is safe to say that most arts teachers, especially those 

teaching at the high school level or higher education, know some students who fit the description of 

ñalienated youth.ò Moreover, it is also likely that some of the most alienated are also the ones we consider to 

be the most talented and creative. This, at any rate, was one of the findings of a study on creativity among 

students at the Art Institute of Chicago done by Getzels and Csikszentmihalyi (1976) in the 1970s. 

Describing the population as a whole, they confirmed that ñthe image of the artist as socially withdrawn, 

introspective, independent, imaginative, unpredictable, and alienated from community expectations is not far 

off the markò (pp. 38-39). Of course, given the social and political climate of the ó70ôs, lots of young people 

felt alienated; it was not just art students. Alienation among youth today has other causes and takes on 

different forms. Moreover, the problem may be affecting an even wider spectrum of students than in the past, 

including those at increasingly younger ages.  

 

One aspect of alienation in contemporary society comes from technology, as mentioned previously. In this 

case, it involves substituting direct human interactions for those mediated by the internet (e-mail, 

ñFacebookò). If such modern modes of communication help students connect on one level, they can also 

create distances at another, more authentic, level. At its worst, contemporary disconnectedness contributes to 

the tragic trail of teenage suicides, school shootings, and runaways. Even when matters do not go that far, 

results appear in a general sense of boredom and a need for excessive stimulation, both of which can 

diminish creativity. Arts education can counter these tendencies by providing students with more creative 

means to express themselves and communicate with others, sometimes using the same media with which 

they now distract themselves. In addition, arts classes offer opportunities for direct and meaningful 

engagement with others through collaboration on creative performances and other types of projects.  

 

Feelings of alienation among students today could also derive from academic issues, such as failure to meet 

grade-level academic expectations, a problem not uncommon to students who are strong in the arts.  

Arts educators can help counter these studentsô feelings by informing them about Howard Gardnerôs ñTheory 

of Multiple Intelligencesò (1983). MI, as is now well known, argues that people can be intelligent in many 

different ways, including those intimately related to the arts. MI also opposes the elitist aspect of IQ tests that 

follows from the ñbell curveò such tests generate, in which there are a few high-scorers at the top and many 

more near or at the bottom (Gardner, 1999, pp. 7-9). Instead, MI theory promotes a more democratic and 

comprehensive view of intelligence by asserting that everyone has a distinct intelligence profile with both 

strengths and weaknesses. Equally important, while IQ is assumed to be innate and fixed for life, MI 

supports the work of schools by assuming intelligences change over time through education and experience. 

Finally, and most relevant to the concerns of this essay and to Teaching for Creativity Using SC Standards 
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(2008), MI supports teaching for creativity by defining intelligence, not as a score on an IQ test, but as òthe 

ability to solve problems, or to create products, that are valued within one or more cultural settingsò (1983, p. 

x).  

 

Connecting to Studentsô Cultures: Another problem with traditional IQ tests is that they tend to be biased 

toward people from ñprivileged backgroundsò (Gardner, 1999, pp. 18). This reminds us that alienation is 

more common among those who are disenfranchised, whether because they speak another language at home, 

or are otherwise outside the mainstream, due to race, ethnicity, or socio-economic status. Arts classes can 

help such students feel more ñat homeò by studying and performing works from the diverse cultures 

represented in the class. They can then help foster creativity by having all students create new work inspired 

by the work of the selected cultures. One of several activities from Teaching for Creativity Using SC 

Standards (2008) that could help connect students to one anotherôs cultures involves comparing and 

contrasting ñthe various roles of musicians in society.ò Here students create an A-Z book with ñfacts about 

the lives and works of musicians from a variety of backgroundsò (p. 148). 

 

Connecting to the Environment: Another form of connectedness that is urgently important today is 

connecting to the natural environment. Not so long ago, when most people lived in rural regions and 

supported themselves as farmers, ranchers, herdsmen, hunters, or fishermen, connection with the 

environment was a simple fact of life. Over the past 100 years, this connectedness has largely been lost, to 

the point that many city-dwellers suffer from what David Orr (2004) has called: ñbiophobia,ò fear of nature. 

Woody Allen, as quoted by Orr, puts it this way, ñNature and I are twoò (p. 135). When Allen says such 

things, he is being funny and he sounds urbane. But, as Orr points out, the disconnect from nature isnôt funny 

at all, having contributed to the degradation of land, air, and water that now threatens all life on our planet. 

Also, as noted earlier, environmental degradation is actually the byproduct of creativity: the unprecedented 

progress of the industrial revolution, which sought to control nature and make it work for man. Equal or 

greater creativity will be needed to restore the environment while sustaining the standard of living to which 

we, in the western world, have grown accustomed while also improving life in less advanced cultures. Young 

people, perhaps more than older ones, have become increasingly aware of these issues. On the one hand, they 

realize that unchecked environmental degradation may cause devastating consequences during their 

lifetimes. On the other hand, they are also aware that these same problems offer the possibility for new 

careers in ñgreenò energy, architecture, and technology that work with nature, rather than against it. Each of 

these fields provides the possibility of wedding creative engagement and social responsibility.  

 



 

78 

Along with such practical and ethical concerns, creative connection to the environment can feed the human 

spirit (Bodian, 1995). Ordinary people get spiritual nourishment from mountain hikes, cultivating a garden, 

or caring for pets. Visual artists do it through plein air painting or constructing site-specific outdoor 

sculptures or installations. Performing artists do so by composing music, dance, or drama in response to 

natural themes. Shakespeareôs Tempest and Midsummer Nightôs Dream are examples from theatre. Musical 

examples include Appalachian Spring by Aaron Copeland, La Mer by Debussy, Vivaldiôs Four Seasons, and 

Holstôs, The Planets.  

 

Just as it has done for professional artists, playwrights and composers, connecting to nature can help young 

people heal the pain of alienation, while also providing them with an endless source of creative ideas. This is 

especially evident in the imaginative play of young children, who seem to find inspiration for creativity 

everywhere they look, whether at bugs on the ground or clouds in the sky. Daniel Goleman et al (1992) 

describe how this innate fascination is encouraged and deepened at the famous pre-school program in Reggio 

Emelia, Italy: ñChildren there are given enormous scope in the resources they can draw on: they spend much 

time out of doors, visiting a variety of places ï from farmersô fields to ancient piazzas ï and they have a rich 

set of materials in the school itselfò (p. 81). Guided by their regular teacher and the resident artistðthe 

atalierista, whose job it is to ñmobilize childrenôs energy and attentionòðchildren observe and interact with 

a wide range of natural objects, trees, shadows, shells, and colored stones. In the process, they learn a 

ñhundred languagesò to communicate their experiences: drawing, dancing, singing, and acting (Edwards, 

Gandini, & Forman, 1998). 

 

Creating Continuities across Disciplines: Yet another way arts educators can combat feelings of alienation 

within their school is to bring arts and academic students together to work on interdisciplinary creative 

projects. This occurs on a school-wide basis at South Carolina Arts in the Basic Curriculum Project (ABC) 

sites. Even on a small scale, however, cross-disciplinary team experiences can teach students to value each 

otherôs strengths while helping them learn to work together in creative ways, as they may do in the future.  

 

Teaching for Creativity Using SC Standards (2008) supports cross-curricular learning through sections 

entitled: ñConnections. Making connections between [the arts discipline] and other disciplines.ò Some of 

these connections link arts and academics while others link one art area to another. An example of the latter 

has students choreograph dance sequences based on the artwork of African-American artist, Jacob Lawrence 

(p. 12). Such activities can help prepare students to go into established interdisciplinary art forms like theatre, 

film, and television as well as relatively new ones such as performance art, computer animation, and video 

game design. In general, 21
st
 century creativity seems to happen increasingly at the intersections where fields 
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overlap more than in their traditional centers. Arts educators can address cross-disciplinary creativity in an 

historical context when teaching about the role of mathematics in the music of J. S. Bach and the art of M. C. 

Escher, as well as the union of science and the arts in acoustics and optics. They can then engage students in 

making similar or different types of connections in their own creative work. Arts teachers can facilitate the 

search for cross-disciplinary connections through collaborations with their academic colleagues or with 

classroom teachers, also using such occasions to help infuse new forms of creativity across the disciplines. 

 

Connecting Creatively to the Community: Creative connections can also happen between schools and 

communities. The most familiar forms are childrenôs art shows as well as music, dance, and drama 

performances done in public venues. Ron Berger (2003), a former sixth grade teacher in Shutesbury, 

Massachusetts, describes in his book, An Ethic of Excellence: Building a Culture of Craftsmanship with 

Students, how he took school-community connections even further by building into his curriculum a variety 

of multidisciplinary projects that involve some kind of community involvement. One example of Bergerôs 

community connections was a science project where students collected and tested water samples from all the 

wells in town, then published the results in a local newspaper. Another project required pairs of students to 

research, plan, and then construct a three-dimensional model of a public institution (e.g., a pizza parlor, an 

airport, a small liberal arts college). The research component required students to contact local businesses, 

airports, etc., to find out how things were done. The creative component was coming up with their own 

inventive versions of these institutions. 

 

Connecting to the Domain: A final way to fight alienation among arts students is by helping them connect 

professionally to their chosen field and teaching them what it takes to succeed in the arts as a career, and. 

This is especially important for high school and college students since, for them, failing to connect to their 

respective domains in this practical way can mean creative involvement will end when schooling ends and 

the pressures of ñreal lifeò begin to take their toll. The importance of getting connected to stay creative is 

reflected in early research on creativity by Getzels and Csikszentmihalyi (1976), which found that those 

students considered by their teachers to be the most creative were also the most reclusive and alienated. As a 

result, after graduation, they were unwilling or unable to get their work noticed in the art world, as opposed 

to their possibly less creative but more outgoing peers, who knew how to ñwork the system.ò Activities to 

support students make connections to their field include: resume writing, portfolio building, as well as 

helping them find internships, mentors, and opportunities to perform or exhibit work in public. In all these 

areas, community connections are obviously important. 
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Debunking the Myth: If we are not comfortable teaching marketing and self-promotional skills, we can use 

arts history to encourage students in the right direction while, at the same time, debunking the myth of the 

alienated creator. For example, if visual arts students know about Michelangeloôs bitter rivalry with 

Leonardo and Raphael, and so assume that success in the field is necessarily a matter of competitiveness and 

individual genius, we can teach them about the collaborative nature of art in the Renaissance ateliers and also 

about the Renaissance academies that brought together creative minds from every discipline, thus 

contributing to the multi-gifted figure of the Renaissance Man (Pevsner, 1972). If they tell us about 

Rembrandtôs later life of isolation and despair, we can remind them of Rembrandtôs earlier position as a 

highly paid, high-society portraitist. We can also tell them about Rembrandtôs role model, Peter Paul Rubens, 

who not only was the ñprince of painters and the painter of princes,ò but also a diplomat (Schama, 2001). If 

music students talk about alienated rappers or rock stars, we can remind them of the public role played by 

folk musicians like Woodie Guthrie, Pete Seeger, Odetta, and Joan Baez in supporting the great social and 

political movements of the last century, not to mention the role contemporary celebrities like Bono and 

Angelina Joli are playing in addressing current social, political, and environmental issues. Encouraged by 

these examples, todayôs students could learn to shed feelings of alienation and prepare to play similarly 

positive creative roles in the society of tomorrow. 

PPCC IV: Constructing a Creative Classroom Culture through Authentic Assessment 

 

As we have seen, arts programs that promote creative connectivity have many ways to break down barriers ï 

between students and students, students and schools, students and community, students and nature ï that lead 

to alienation. One way we havenôt mentioned, however, is the way arts programs can handle assessment. 

Normally, assessment is not generally thought of as a means to break down barriers, and may even seem 

antithetical to such aims. After all, are not most assessments, like IQ tests and SATôs, designed intentionally 

to divide students into winners and losers, successes and failures? This divisiveness may be one reason why 

many arts educators are averse to assessment. Another is that the differences among individual studentsô 

creative work can impede evaluation, which normally assumes comparison among common efforts, and 

adherence to standards that typically reward conformity.  

 

Looked at from this point of view, the idea of connecting creativity to standards, as in Teaching for 

Creativity Using SC Standards (2008), may seem like a contradiction in terms. But, standards need 

not be equated with standardization (Wiggins, 1998). This is evidenced by the fact, implied by 

Perkinsô (1984), that creative people hold creative results as a ñstandardò to which they intentionally 
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aspire. Similarly, arts educators who value creativity among their students list ñcreativityò as a 

distinct category on their project rubrics (Winner, 1993). More than that, arts educators and other 

teachers who value creativity have found ways to use the assessment process itself to cultivate 

creativity along with other aspects of learning (Wolf, 1993). These assessments differ significantly 

from typical school evaluations, reflecting instead the ways professionals in the arts and other areas 

employ self and peer-evaluation to foster the development of their own creative ideas. For this 

reason, the arts have long been recognized as models of ñauthentic assessment.ò As a result, arts-

based assessment methods such as the use of rehearsal critiques and portfolios that document 

process as well as product are now being widely adopted in other arenas including large-scale 

assessment (LeMahieu, 1995) and vocational education (Wagner, 1998).  

 

Along with their authenticity, such assessments, properly handled, can serve as antidotes to 

alienation by helping bring students together in a creative community where excellence is expected; 

where students feel responsible for one anotherôs success; and where school and community 

combine to prepare students as citizens in a free society. Our model for this complex and 

challenging task comes again from Ron Berger (2003). Although not an arts educator, Bergerôs 

background as a carpenter and house builder has given him a designerôs imagination and a 

craftsmanôs commitment to quality (pp. 1-2). In addition, he integrates significant arts activities as 

central components in every project (pp. 79-82). Finally, he is guided in his approach by an 

egalitarian vision to which many arts educators adhere, where learning is a matter of cooperation, 

not competition, and where every student is enabled to succeed, ñproducing work that represents 

excellence for that childò (p. 70). Bergerôs long-term goal, which might be ours as well, is one of 

student transformation. By showing students that they can do excellent work, he says, their self-
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image and self-expectations will never be the same. Similarly, attitudes of alienation are 

undermined as students see themselves as integral parts of a learning community, where they each 

contribute to one anotherôs achievements. In this way, these students are being prepared to have an 

impact on society, as citizens who value and model ñintegrity, respect, responsibility, compassion, 

and hard workò (p. 52).  

 

After 25 years of teaching, Berger now works with the Expeditionary Learning Outward Bound school 

networks, the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement of Teaching, and Harvard Project Zero, where his 

approach to assessment served as a model for the Arts PROPEL project (Winner, 1993). This approach was 

summarized in a paper entitled, ñAssessment For Learning ï Key Strategies: Critique Protocols and Models 

of Work.ò (Berger, date unknown). The paper is based on the work of Rick Stiggens (2004) and the 

Assessment Training Institute (now a subsidiary of the Educational Testing Service which also produces the 

SAT). Bergerôs paper applies ATI strategies to teaching writing but these same strategies could help foster 

creativity in any subject. Among them, teachers should:  

 

a. Provide a clear and understandable vision of the learning target 

b. Use examples and models of strong work and weak work 

c. Design lessons to focus on one aspect of quality at a time 

d. Teach students focused revision 

e. Engage students in self-reflection (pages unmarked)  

 

These same principles are elaborated upon in Bergerôs book, An Ethic of Excellence (2003), where he also 

presents his teaching philosophy and describes his methods, including ópowerful projects,ô ómodels of work,ô 

ócritiques and revisions,ô and ópresentations of student work,ô as discussed below. 

  

Powerful Projects: Berger, like all public elementary school teachers, was responsible to teach a 

comprehensive curriculum made up of discipline-specific skills and concepts as required by state and 

national standards. However, he, along with other teachers at his school, rarely taught these skills and 

concepts as stand-alone lessons. Instead, they were embedded into projects such as those described earlier. 

These projects were, in turn, embedded into ongoing units based on ñmultidisciplinary themes (architecture, 

amphibians, ancient Greece, and so on).ò Unlike ordinary school projects, which are often creative 

extensions of the ñreal curriculum,ò Bergerôs projects were ñat the core of the curriculum.ò As such, they 
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were creative, but also rigorous, requiring ñresearch, writing skills, drafting skills, and sometimes 

mathematical or scientific skills.ò These skills were then ñput to immediate use in the service of an original 

project with high student investment.ò (2003, pp. 64-65) The key to high investment, as well as to high-

quality work, Berger says, is to assign projects students find both inspiring and challenging.  

 

Models of Work: Once projects were assigned, students got ña clear and understandable vision of the 

learning targetò by discussing examples of strong and weak work done by students in the past. Based on this 

critical discussion, the students themselves constructed a set of criteria, eventually written up as a rubric by 

which their finished work would be evaluated (but not graded). Following the work of Stiggins et al (2004), 

Berger started the discussion of criteria by showing students two very different, but equally successful, 

examples of strong work to suggest that there was, indeed, a wide range of correct answers possible. This 

work also set a high standard toward which students were to strive. He then showed one example with clear, 

significant, and relatively common weaknesses, so that students would know what to watch out for. Although 

hardcore Lowenfeldians might fear that showing work by others might intimidate students or encourage 

imitation, Berger did this to get students involved in their own assessment. Toward that end, he writes, 

students need first to ñknow what quality work looks like (Know where theyôre going).ò Second, they need to 

ñbe able to compare their work to the standard (Know where they are now).ò Third, they need to ñhave a 

store of tactics to make their work better based on their observations (Know how to close the gap).ò 

(Assessment for Learning, page numbers unmarked). 

 

Ongoing Critique and Revisions: Students learn tactics to ñclose the gapò in part during the process of doing 

multiple drafts and revisions of their work. For example, in a project where students design a house for an 

imaginary family, they are required to draft four sets of blueprints, but most do more. Normally, drafts and 

revision focus on resolving specific problems or developing specific possibilities, which have been identified 

during one of several critiques led largely by the students, themselves. Instead of the brutal bashing many of 

us have come to identify with critiques in art schools, Bergerôs sessions are always collaborative and 

constructive. They are guided by three rules: be kind, be specific, and be helpful (p. 93). Some critiques 

involve the whole class, but more often they are intimate matters involving small groups or pairs of students. 

Berger describes four critique procedures, to be held at particular points in the project process: 

 

 As an Introductory Teacher-Facilitated Lesson, using previously collected models of work, to 

set a high standard for quality, and to construct with students a framework of criteria for what 

constitutes good work in that domain or product format. 



 

84 

 In Process during the creation of the work, to support the focused revision of the student work. 

This is useful to clarify and tune the student efforts to apply criteria for quality, to refocus 

student concentration and momentum, and also to introduce new concepts or next steps. 

 Just before Final Exhibition of Work to fine tune the quality of the presentation, display or 

performance for an audience. Often final details and touches make a major difference in quality 

and pride. 

 After Completion to reflect on quality and learning and to set goals and next steps. (Assessment 

For Learning) 

 

The critique process not only provides students with frequent feedback, it also enables them to learn from 

each otherôs creative ideas. The result is not copying as might be expected. Instead, every student comes up 

with his or her own solutions and all students achieve much stronger work than they normally would, had 

they been working alone. 

 

Public Presentations: Even after seeing samples of exceptional student work at the outset, receiving regular 

rounds of feedback, and doing multiple revisions, some students might still not feel the need to do the best 

work of which they are capable. This is where the final exhibition, performance, or presentation comes in. 

Here, for each and every project, students are required to put their work before the public. So doing, students 

may also have to explain to curious visitors what it was they were trying to accomplish. As Berger asserts, 

public exhibitions ñgive them a reason to care.ò ñWhen students know that their finished work will be 

displayed, presented, appreciated, and judged ï whether by the whole class, other classes, families, or the 

community ï work takes on a different meaningò (p. 100). Again, students receive plenty of support and 

preparation for these public presentations and the results are impressive. 

 

Admittedly Berger works in a unique environment, a school where all the teachers, as well as the 

administration, share the same philosophy; where project-based learning supported by constructive critique 

and authentic assessment begins in kindergarten; where students keep portfolios throughout their school 

career; where the close-knit local community serves as a ready resource for expertise and material support. 

My art education students frequently bring these facts to my attention when I introduce them to Berger and 

his studentsô work, assuming that such conditions must be required to teach the way he does. I disagree, and 

argue that arts educators can, and do, set up similar creative environments in their own classrooms, whether 

or not the school or community play supportive roles.  
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Henry Lasker, a music teacher in the Newton (MA) Public Schools describes just such a classroom in his 

book, Teaching creative music in secondary schools (1971). In his chapter, entitled ñEstablishing a creative 

climate,ò Lasker describes Theory of Music I and II classes he taught at the time, which included virtually 

the same types of elements outlined by Berger. Laskerôs class inevitably covered basics aspects of music 

theory ï the chromatic scale, major and minor scales and modes, chord progressions sung and played on the 

piano, counterpoint, harmonization, etc. The rigor of the class is indicated as Lasker listed the following: 

ñAnalysis of intervals and construction of intervals above and below a given note, significance of 

consonance and dissonance in relation to intervals and chord construction are gradually taught. Ear training, 

melodic, rhythmic, and harmonic dictation are an important part of the course tooò (p. 52). Yet, from the 

outset, Laskerôs courses focused explicitly on creativity. In his words, ñThe purpose of the theory classes is 

to give the students a fundamental concept and secure understanding of the construction of music per se, 

which, in itself, is an inducement to creativityò (p. 50).  

 

It is also worth noting that this was not necessarily a class for advanced students, those with strong traditional 

musical training. Just as Bergerôs students arrive with different abilities and levels of interest, students 

entered Laskerôs class with widely varying musical backgrounds. Some could not even read music while 

others were already proficient instrumentalists or vocalists. Despite this fact, all of Laskerôs students began 

creating their own compositions from ñthe first day of school.ò This was a rather open-ended process since, 

as Lasker said, ñno demands are made on [students] to compose in a certain style, [thus] the students select, 

on the basis of past experience and exposure, the style in which they feel most comfortableò (p. 53). 

Moreover, as they composed, ñstudents are urged to ólive dangerously,ô not to be too concerned about quality 

or the manner in which a piece will be receivedò (p. 53). Nonetheless, throughout the composing process, 

students received regular constructive critiques by their peers and teacher. ñWeaknesses are pointed out, as 

well as strengths; nothing is berated, even if it does not measure up to accepted standardsò (p.53). At the 

same time, high standards were ultimately expected and achieved as students learned to apply the theory they 

had been studying throughout the course to their own original works. Echoing Berger, Lasker said of this: 

ñDespite inevitable errors, it is important that standards always be kept high. If a great deal is expected from 

these young people, they will produce; it is the teacherôs job to spur them on constantly and religiouslyò (p. 

53). Also, like Bergerôs, Laskerôs students were encouraged to achieve because they knew that, at the end the 

course, there would be a public performance of the pieces they had not only created, but also orchestrated 

and arranged (pp. 56-57).  

 

Clearly, grading such creative works can be a challenge, not only because students entered Laskerôs 

classes with such different levels of ability, but also because their compositions were so varied in 



 

86 

style. Unlike Lasker, Berger could avoid this issue since, as he says, his school has not assigned 

grades in twenty-five years. Berger makes no apology for this discrepancy from common public 

policy. On the contrary, he refutes the arguments underlying contemporary high-stakes assessment, 

that they are necessary to insure educational quality, claiming instead that the very lack of grades 

ñhas contributed greatly to [his schoolôs] effectiveness.ò If the school did have a grading policy, 

Berger says, ñit would have to be described as this: A piece of work deserves either an A or a Not 

Done. Work goes through many drafts and isnôt considered complete until it represents high-quality 

work for that child.ò The same for tests: ñIf you do poorly on a test, you need to study and retake it 

until you do wellò (p. 105). The schools with which Berger consults, however, almost all require 

grades. His advice to them is, ñMake sure the grades are seen by students as something they earn 

rather than the arbitrary decision of a teacheréIdeally, students help to create [grading] rubrics 

themselves. Allow students to redo work and retake tests until they earn a good grade rather than be 

branded by a bad oneò (p.106).  

 

Both in Laskerôs and Bergerôs classes, the establishment of a ñcreative climateò means providing a 

structured knowledge base which is applied to open-ended projects that allow freedom to find oneôs 

own way within particular parameters. Work on these projects is then supported by constructive 

critiques and ongoing encouragement to excel. There is also a balance between individual effort and 

collaboration that, together, contribute to each studentôs success as well as to their sense of 

belonging. If classrooms such as these cannot entirely overcome the causes of alienation today, they 

at least suggest ways this can be done. 

 

SECTION V:  CONCLUSION 
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In conclusion, let us first acknowledge, with Perkins (1984), that creativity is being taught in schools today, 

and may even be the major focus of education across the curriculum ï that is, Creativity with a capital ñC!ò 

Whatever the subject, whether in the arts or academics, students spend much of their time in school studying 

and being tested on the creative accomplishments of the past. In math, they master theorems discovered by 

Euclid and Pythagoras. In science, they learn about Edisonôs inventions, Currieôs discoveries, and Einsteinôs 

theories. In language arts, they read poems by Emily Dickenson or Maya Angelou and novels by Jane Austen 

or Isabel Allende. In social studies, they become familiar with great creative epochs like Elizabethan 

England, the Industrial Revolution, and the Harlem Renaissance, as well as examining key creative 

endeavors like the formation of the American democratic system of government and the struggle for 

womenôs suffrage.  

 

This is largely as it should be because, as Bloom (1988) and others have argued, big ñCò Creative 

accomplishments like those just listed have dramatically shaped human civilization in the past and have 

brought us to where we are today. Teaching such facts, however, we might neglect to teach students the 

ñdesignò behind the product, the purpose(s) that it was meant to serve and the way it came into being, as 

Perkins (1984) has described. Moreover, by focusing solely on big ñCò events and the big ñCò Creators who 

made them happen, we might fail to mention the small ñcò creative contributions made by ordinary people 

that paved the way for such achievements. Similarly, we might forget that the small ñcò creativity of our 

students today could lay the groundwork for the big ñCò Creativity of tomorrow. 

 

If for no other reason, this interdependence between small ñcò and big ñCò creativity should make schools 

want to address both levels in a more balanced way, and in every subject. Whatever the discipline, learning 

about examples of big ñCò Creativity can help students understand the accomplishments of the past and so 

appreciate the heights of human potential. At the same time, problem-based projects and other means cited in 

this paper can develop studentsô small ñcò creativity, preparing them to make their own contributions in the 

years ahead. Unfortunately, however, educational policies and priorities often cause schools to avoid time-

consuming and unpredictable activities associated with creativity in favor of those more easily taught and 

tested. 

 

As a result, the arts remain the one subject left in many schools where performance and production take 

precedence over information acquisition; where childlike awe and imagination are expected to thrive through 

adolescence and beyond; and where, until now at least, creativity is not constrained by standardized tests. 

Yet, as was said at the beginning and as we have seen throughout this paper, creativity in arts education, even 

under these fortunate conditions, cannot be taken for granted. To cultivate it in our students, we must 
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intentionally address it in our classes using methods such as those described above. Not only that, we must 

also practice what we preach! First, we need to ñthink outside the box,ò that is, to think about teaching 

differently than the way we were taught, the way we learned to teach, or the way we have been teaching. 

Second, we need to get out of the ñcomfort zoneò of our own classrooms to develop creative collaborations 

with colleagues from other disciplines, within and outside of the arts. Third, as exemplary creators, we will 

need to ñstretch the envelopeò by accepting leadership roles in bringing more creativity to our schools and 

communities.  

 

Along with Teaching for Creativity Using SC Standards (2008), I hope the guidelines, principles, and 

practices included in this essay will contribute to that effort, helping us initially to foster creativity through 

holistic, student-connected teaching in our classes, then to transmit what we know to others. In both cases, 

however, a note of caution is required. Ellen Winner and Lois Hetland (2000) have convincingly 

demonstrated that, much as we hope it will happen, arts teachers can never assume that knowledge or 

abilities acquired in their domains automatically transfer to academic areas. For any such transfer to occur, 

teachers must make explicit connections between domains and demonstrate continuities where they are 

genuine. This is what Perkins and Saloman (1988) call ñthe high road to transfer.ò Elsewhere, Perkins (1993) 

explains: 

 

Knowledge tends to get glued to the narrow circumstances of initial acquisition. If 

we want transfer of learning from students--and we certainly do, because we want 

them to be putting to work in diverse settings the understandings they acquire--we 

need to teach explicitly for transfer, helping students to make the connections they 

otherwise might not make, and helping them to cultivate mental habits of 

connection-making. (page numbers not given) 

 

As noted at the beginning, the ñPractical Procedures for Cultivating Creativityò at the end of sections 1-4 in 

this paper are designed to address problems in any discipline or field of activity, not just the arts. Given the 

appropriate adaptations, and presenting them in such a way that connections across disciplines are made 

explicit as Perkins suggests, these procedures could readily be shared with others in the school or 

community.  
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Yet, even with such support materials, and the encouragement of experts like Daniel Pink, some of us might 

wonder if we really want to be ñcreativity leaders.ò We might even find ourselves wishing we were still out 

there on the margins of education, rather than at its ñcenter stage.ò At moments like these, when we need to 

take heart, we might recall the unprecedented challenges our students will face when they go into the world, 

armed only with their creativity and the other abilities they learn in school. We might then reflect on these 

two questions from traditional wisdom: ñIf not us, who? If not now, when?ò 
1
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Dance:    
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Grades PreK-K  
I. TECHNIQUE. Identifying and demonstrating movement elements and skills in performing 

dance. 

A. Demonstrate nonlocomotor movements (e.g., bend, twist, stretch, swing).  

Creative Strategy 

 Brainstorming 

 Problemsolving  

Activity  

Students will create body shapes with a partner by going over, under, around, and 

through one another without touching.    

Resources 

 

 

B. Demonstrate basic locomotor movements (e.g., walk, run, hop, jump). 

Creative Strategy 

 Structuring the activity to teach the process  

Activity  

Students will travel in a circular pathway by walking, jogging, hopping, skipping, 

galloping, and jumping at a moderate speed.    

Resources 

 

 

D. Use their bodies to create shapes at low, middle, and high levels. 

Creative Strategy 

 Problemsolving 

 Exploring change 

 Structuring the activity to teach the process  

Activity  

The student will re-enact the life of a seed. At low level, the student will pretend he or 

she is a seed that is planted in the soil. At middle level, the student will pretend to grow 

from underneath the soil with small leaves after being nurtured by water and sunlight. At 

high level, the student has fully grown into a beautiful flower with blossoms and leaves 

outreached.    

Resources 
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E. Create, demonstrate, and imitate straight and curved pathways using locomotor and 

nonlocomotor movements. 

 Creative Strategy 

 Problemsolving 

 Brainstorming 

 Structuring the activity to teach the process  

Activity  

Using their bodies, students will create a giant number line by making the numbers 0-9. 

For each number formed, the students will trace it by walking its path. Finally, the 

students will tell whether the number had a straight pathway, curved pathway, or both    

Resources 

 

 

F. Safely maintain personal and general space while moving. 

  

Creative Strategy 

 Problemsolving 

 Brainstorming 

 Structuring the activity to teach the process 

Activity  

Students are to imagine they are trapped in bubble. The students are to move around the 

room in their personal space bubble, making sure not to pop their bubble or someone 

elseôs bubble by getting too close. After a few tries, the students are to imagine their 

bubble has been popped and they are free to move about the space using the entire 

general space.    

Resources 

 

 

G. Start, change, and stop movement in response to a rhythm. 

Creative Strategy 

 Problemsolving 

 Making choices  

Activity  

Students will walk throughout the dance space and will start, stop, and change to a 

rhythm clapped by the instructor. Two claps mean start walking. One clap means change 

walking direction. When isolating body parts students will slowly move using a special 

signal. Four claps mean freeze.    

Resources 
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I.  Demonstrate kinesthetic awareness by moving body parts in isolation. 

Creative Strategy 

Activity  

Students are to imagine they have a ball of moving energy. Whatever body parts the 

energy ball comes in contact with moves about excitedly. The energy starts in the right 

hand then travels to the left hand. From the left hand the energy ball travels to the head, 

then shoulders followed by the rib cage. From there the energy ball migrates to the hips 

and on to the right leg then left leg. Finally, the energy passes through the entire body, 

causing the body to move enthusiastically.    

Resources 

 

 

II.  CHOREOGRAPHY. Understanding choreographic principles, processes, and 

structures 

A. Use improvisation to discover and invent movement and to solve movement 

problems 

Creative Strategy 

 Assuming alternative points of view 

 Communicating to an audience  

Activity  

Using classic nursery rhymes, the students will illustrate the poems using creative 

movement.    

Resources 

 

 

B. Improvise, compose, and perform dance phrases based on a variety of stimuli (e.g., 

sensory cues, ideas, moods). 

Creative Strategy 

 Personalizing 

 Communicating to an audience  

Activity  

Students will create a feelings dance using the emotions of happiness, sadness, anger, 

excitement, and fear. The students will match their facial expressions and body language 

to the emotions they are trying to convey.    

Resources 
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C. Create and repeat a simple sequence with a beginning, middle, and end, both with and 

without rhythmic accompaniment; identify each of the parts of the sequence. 

Creative Strategy 

 Communicating to an audience 

 Establishing constraints from which to begin  

Activity  

The students will perform a simple movement phrase using an ABC format. ñAò equals 

the beginning of the phrase, ñBò represents the middle, and ñCò represents the ending. 

The movement sequence will be performed with and without musical accompaniment.    

Resources 

 

 

H. Demonstrate the following partnering skills: copying, leading, following, and mirroring. 

Creative Strategy 

 Problemsolving 

 Making choices  

Activity  

Shadowing:  In pairs, one student is the leader while the other is the follower. The leader 

stands in the front while the follower stands behind him/her, as if standing in a straight 

line. The leader will slowly move his/her body, changing levels, without turning around 

or disengaging his/her focus from the front. The follower is to copy the leaderôs 

movement. The students may switch roles then repeat the exercise.  Mirroring:  In pairs, 

one student is the leader while the other is the follower. Facing each other the leader will 

slowly move his/her body, changing levels, without disengaging his/her focus from the 

front. The follower is to copy the leaderôs movement, exactly. The students may switch 

roles then repeat the exercise.  

Resources 
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J. Translate simple motif writing into movement. 

Creative Strategy 

 Problemsolving 

 Deductive reasoning 

 Making choices  

Activity  

Cued by the corresponding motif symbol, the students will create a shape on the 

appropriate level that matches the problem given. For example: ñJack and Jill went up the 

hill to fetch a pale of water. (Students should create a shape on a high level after seeing 

the motif symbol for high). Jack fell down and broke his crown and Jill cam tumbling 

after.ò (Students should create a shape on a low level after seeing the motif symbol for 

low).    

Resources 

 

 

III.  NONVERBAL COMMUNICATION. Understanding dance as a way to create and 

communicate meaning. 

A. Describe how dance is different from other forms of human movement (e.g., sports 

maneuvers, everyday gestures). 

Creative Strategy 

 Brainstorming 

 Problemsolving  

 Making choices  

Activity  

Literal Movement: Students may simulate the appropriate movements to the following 

gestures: shake hands, wave hello, wave goodbye, beckon to come here, gesture to back-

up, gesture to move to the side, and signal to stop.  Abstract Movement: Students may 

use different body parts in isolation to demonstrate an example of the above gestures. The 

students will discuss the difference between the two variations.  

Resources 
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B. Participate in class discussions about interpretations of and responses to dances. 

Creative Strategy 

 Deductive reasoning 

 Justifying with reason  

Activity  

Students will watch a brief excerpt of the ballet Sleeping Beauty performed by the Royal 

Ballet and discuss the significance of costuming, music, and choreographic meaning.    

Resources 

 

 

E. Improvise, create, and perform dances that communicate feelings and ideas. 

Creative Strategy 

 Personalizing 

 Communicating to an audience  

Activity  

Students will create a feelings dance using the emotions of happiness, sadness, anger, 

excitement, and fear. The students will match their facial expressions and body language 

to the emotions they are trying to convey.    

Resources 

 

IV. CRITICAL AND CREATIVE THINKING. Applying and demonstrating critical and 

creative thinking skills in dance. 

A. Generate multiple solutions to a simple movement problem (e.g., creating rounded 

shapes); then identify their favorite solution and defend their choice. 

Creative Strategy 

 Brainstorming 

 Problemsolving 

  Deductive reasoning 

 Justifying with reason 

 Communicating with an audience  

Activity  

Each student will create rounded shapes, squared shapes, and triangular shapes with his 

or her body. Each student will share his or her shape with the class and explain how he or 

she created it by telling what body parts he or she used.    

Resources 
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C. Describe the technical and artistic components of various forms of dance. 

Creative Strategy 

 Communicating to an audience 

 Comparing and contrasting concepts  

Activity  

Students will identify and tell about tap dancer Savion Glover and modern dancer Pearl 

Primus through drama and dancing, in monologue form.    

Resources 

 

 

E. Demonstrate appropriate audience behavior while watching and responding to dance 

performances. 

Creative Strategy 

 Problemsolving 

 Making choices 

 Justifying with reasons  

Activity  

Students will focus on being respectful during peer performances. Respect means sitting 

still and remaining seated, paying attention, being quiet (not talking to oneôs neighbor), 

clapping at the end of the performance (not shouting). If a student disengages from a 

respect tactic the teacher will use a hand signal to reengage the student. For example, 

pointer finger held at the lips means ñbe quiet.ò Pointing down means sit down or remain 

seated. Pointing to the eyes and then to the direction of the performance means ñpay 

attentionò or ñfocus.ò    

Resources 

 

V. HISTORY AND CULTURE. Demonstrating and understanding dance in various 

cultures and historical periods. 

A. Perform simple folk dances from various cultures. 

Creative Strategy 

 Assuming alternative points of view  

Activity  

Students will watch a video of traditional Native American dance to understand its 

meaning and demonstrate movement inspired by the video.    

Resources 
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C. Explain some of the reasons why people dance (e.g., entertainment, recreation, religious 

expression). 

Creative Strategy 

 Comparing and contrasting concepts 

 Assuming alternative points of view  

Activity  

Students will watch volume 1 of the Dancing: An 8-Part Series on the Pleasure, Power, 

and Art of Movement video series and discuss the different reason for dancing as 

suggested from the video.    

Resources 

 

 

E Identify contemporary Western theatrical dance forms (e.g., ballet, modern, tap, jazz). 

Creative Strategy 

 Comparing and contrasting concepts 

 Assuming alternative points of view 

 Developing fluency- generating ideas  

Activity  

Students will distinguish the differences between ballet and modern dance based on 

dancer attire, footwear, how the dancers move, and musical accompaniment.    

Resources 

 

 

F. Identify some of the dance artists (e.g., performers, teachers, choreographers) associated 

with Western theatrical dance forms. 

Creative Strategy 

 Problemsolving 

 Questioning  

Activity  

Students will recognize tap dancer Peg Leg and modern dancer Katheryn Dunham 

through a game of jeopardy.    

Resources 
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VI.  HEALTHFUL LIVING. Making connections between dance and healthful living. 

A. Give examples of how healthy practices enhance oneôs ability to dance. 

Creative Strategy 

 Comparing and contrasting concepts 

 Assuming alternative points of view 

 Developing fluency- generating ideas  

Activity  

Students will compare the performance abilities of a dancer that smokes to a non- 

smoking dancer. The student will also compare the performance abilities of a dancer that 

attends dance classes regularly to a dancer that does not attend dance classes regularly.    

Resources 

 

 

VII.  CONNECTIONS. Making connections between dance and other disciplines. 

A. Respond to a dance by using another art form (e.g., drawing, painting, singing). 

Creative Strategy 

 Comparing and contrasting concepts 

 Assuming alternative points of view 

 Developing fluency- generating ideas 

 Questioning  

Activity  

Students will create a movement phrase inspired by the artwork of Jacob Lawrence. The 

students will be introduced to the artist through class notes. As a practice, the class will 

choreograph the meaning of a ñpracticeò piece. The teacher will lead the class by asking 

the students questions based on analysis: are their people in the picture? If so, how many? 

What are they doing? etc. The class will choreograph according to their responses to 

coincide with the artwork inspired by Jacob Lawrence.    

Resources 
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Grades 1-2  

I.  TECHNIQUE. Identifying and demonstrating movement elements and skills in 

performing dance. 

A. Demonstrate nonlocomotor movements (e.g., bend, twist, stretch, swing). 

Creative Strategy 

 Making choices 

 Problemsolving  

Activity  

Students will name objects that bend, twist, stretch, rise, fall, swing, and circle about. For 

example, bend- a book; twist- a pretzel ; stretch- rubber band; rise- a balloon ; fall- 

leaves; swing- a swing; and circle about- a lasso.  Students will create movement using 

the action words of bend, twist, stretch, rise, fall, swing, and circle about. As the teacher 

calls out each word the students will execute his or her rendition in a stationary space.    

Resources 

 

 

B. Demonstrate basic locomotor movements (e.g., walk, run, hop, jump). 

Creative Strategy 

 Structuring the activity to teach the process  

Activity  

Students will travel in a circular pathway by walking, jogging, hopping, skipping, 

galloping, and jumping at a moderate speed.    

Resources 

 

 

D. Use their bodies to create shapes at low, middle, and high levels. 

Creative Strategy 

 Problemsolving 

 Exploring change 

 Structuring the activity to teach the process  

Activity  

The student will re-enact the life of a seed. At low level, the student will pretend he or 

she is a seed that is planted in the soil. At middle level, the student will pretend to grow 

from underneath the soil with small leaves after being nurtured by water and sunlight. At 

high level, the student has fully grown into a beautiful flower with blossoms and leaves 

outreached.    

Resources 

 

 




