Teaching for Creativity: Two opposing approaches?
This handout examines the teacher's role in the field of education in the visual arts.  To some extent it also deals with education in other artistic areas such as creative writing.  

First let's examine two apparently opposite approaches to Art, and to Art Education.  It is important to realise that many teachers adopt both these approaches choosing whichever is most appropriate to the time, the student, and to the situation.

The two approaches can be seen as a continuum.  In other words there is a spectrum of approaches between the two extremes, rather than a black and white choice between them. 




Subjective



Objective

The Subjective approach:        "Art has only a personal meaning"
This assumes that artistic creation and artistic appreciation involve purely private mental experiences.  All experiences and therefore all judgements are equally valid.  The student and the teacher are equals in their artistic judgement. It follows that the teacher should not judge the student's work.  In any case it is not possible to judge a work of art, or a student's work objectively.  

 Artistic appreciation:
Artistic appreciation is seen as an effect on a passive observer created by the work of art.  The observer simply looks at the work, and they get a reaction and that is all there is to it.  It is not possible to educate this response, it is automatic like the pain we get when we hit our finger with a hammer ––– only it is usually more pleasant!

 Artistic creation
The role of the artist is to explore their private world, and to make private statements through their work, the meaning of which may not be clear to others. The public 'meanings' of these creations, or even their meanings to individuals are irrelevant to the artist. The artists self–expression through personal creations is all that counts.

 The teacher's role according to the subjectivist approach
The teacher has no role in guiding the learner, only in allowing the learner to develop in their own way. The only judgement that counts is the learner's own. 

The teacher should not interfere in any way in the learner's development, except perhaps when requested to do so by the learner.  Some teachers would suggest that techniques can be taught, e.g. how to do a water–colour wash.  But an extreme subjectivist would disagree even with this.

The Objective Approach    "Art has only a public meaning"

This assumes that artistic expression involves communication with others, and therefore the opinion of others is of great importance. Indeed it is the goal of an artistic creation to affect others by meaningful communication with them. 

 Artistic appreciation 
Artistic appreciation involves making a personal meaning of the work of art; it is a reasoned response that involves understanding. Once this understanding is created it is possible to judge the work of art, to form an opinion as to its meaning and its effectiveness.

For example:

· Is it not possible for someone to fail to appreciate a work of art because they do not understand it?

· And is it not possible to persuade this person with reasoning to understand, and therefore appreciate the work?

If your answer to the former questions is 'yes' then artistic appreciation is a form of reasoning.  It involves interpretative reasoning skills, and opinion forming skills.

Interpretative reasoning gives an understanding of both the historical and social context of the work; but mainly it gives the meaning and significance of the work.  
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So appreciation of art involves interpretative reasoning skills, and opinion forming skills.  These skills are high order thinking skills that can only be learned by experience.  That is, by corrected practice, though the learner may of course learn these skills alone by correcting their own practice. 

Teachers must develop these skills in their learners in a deliberate way.  The meaning and significance of works of art must be discussed.  The discussion should be based on evidence: that is, objective characteristics of the work.  This is the case whatever is our personal taste or prejudice regarding the work. E.g. an art critic might be able to explain that Francis Bacon's paintings convey a certain attitude to life without sharing that attitude, or liking the paintings.

Artistic appreciation can be detached or involved:

detached:   Attention is focussed on form, structure, and technique.  This is an intellectual response to the work.  Typical questions are: How is the work effective? Why is it effective?  What was the artist trying to say or show?  Was the artist successful in any

way, if so how and why?  Did the work fail in any way, if so how and why?

 involved:   Attention is focussed on how the work affects the observer, this is an emotional response to the work.  What feelings, sympathies, or emotions does it evoke? Some learners have a stunted emotional vocabulary and lack the imagination to develop, let alone express an educated emotional response to a work.  However this emotional response is perhaps the most important feature of art and a sensitivity to it can only be developed by practice.  That is by often examining and discussing the emotional effect of artistic work.

 Artistic creation
According to the objective school of art, creating an artistic work involves us in expressing personal feelings, personal interpretations, or personal appreciations of aspects of life to others.  This is an exercise in communication; the message must be sent and received with strength and clarity to be effective. 

Imagination is involved of course, but it is not used in order to escape reality, rather it is used to find more effective ways of describing or representing it. 

Conclusion    –––– objective or subjective?
 The advantages of the subjective approach are:

It gives independence to the learner, and gives them responsibility for developing their own ideas.  Also, as it is not critical, it affirms the student's efforts and so encourages them. 

The disadvantages are that, being uncritical it can result in large quantities of self–indulgent twaddle.  Also the students are largely unable to learn from the teacher's experience, perception or expertise.

 The advantages of the objective approach are:

It encourages the teacher to develop in students an interrogative approach to Art and their responses to Art.  As a result it allows for the development of interpretative reasoning skills, and opinion forming skills.  

Examining critically and appreciatively the works of others gives students an opportunity to learn the principles of good practice.  As a result they can use these principles in their own work.  Students also develop a better critical and self–critical faculty, and develop a more sophisticated appreciation of the arts.

Using the objective approach in practice 
Consider Talking out loud when examining a work.  For example by answering rhetorical questions like those mentioned in earlier paragraphs under 'detached' and 'involved' reactions to a work.  E.g. "How is this mood created? Part of the reason is the use of colour......"  

(This is the "doing–detail" phase, which shows how to use interpretative reasoning etc.)

Consider also asking students to evaluate the work of experts, or each others work out loud.  You might also consider students evaluating their own work in this way, perhaps by talking about it to other students in the group.  (This is the "use" phase)  

Other roles for the Art Teacher.
Art involves imagination of course, but it also involves reasoning of a high order, and this in part justifies the inclusion of art in the curriculum.  

Another justification for Art in the curriculum is that it can educate the feelings.  We can for example learn in history lessons about the number of people who died in the First World War.  However only the world of the arts can express or explore the feelings associated with the War.  A painting or a poem about one man dying has emotional effect; historically accurate statistics of the death rate may not. Our feelings only deal with the particular not the general. Surely it is at least as important to educate the feelings as to educate other mental faculties.

It is far from easy to think or write about education in the arts, and I am aware of the weaknesses of this handout.  It’s a short splash in a big sea.  However if you are to be effective educator, you must address yourself to these issues, and think out how to respond to them.  Though the discussion is academic, it raises important practical questions about how to approach teaching in the arts 

Further reading: "The Rationality of Feeling: understanding the Arts in Education" David Best published by Falmer Press.  “What is art?” Leo Tolstoy is also a provocative read.










Geoff Petty

Carl Rogers on Creativity

Carl Rogers, one of the most influential of 20th century psychologists, argued that there is a ‘desperate social need for the creative behaviour of creative individuals’.  He thought the pace of change is now so fast that we must adapt creatively to survive.  His key points were:

· Novelty comes from the unique qualities of the individual

· Creativity comes from our tendency to actualise ourselves, to become our potentialities

· This creative potential is found in everybody but is often ‘deeply buried under layer after layer of encrusted psychological defences.’

The inner conditions of creativity

There are three inner conditions that must be met for useful creativity to result.

A. Openness to Experience

Perceive personally honestly and directly, rather than accept convention or the conceptions of others.  This is much harder to achieve than it sounds and is the opposite of psychological defensiveness.

Be flexible, self-trusting, and unhurried:

· Don’t think and perceive in categories ‘trees are green’ ‘college education is good’. Be aware.  See things as they really are. Think and perceive for yourself.

· Think and perceive in a free and fluid manner rather than in a rigid and bounded manner.

· Tolerate ambiguity where ambiguity exists

· Don’t force closure (i.e. don’t rush to a solution, or make your mind up too soon)

B. Internal Locus of Evaluation

This is the most fundamental condition of creativity: you must be able to trust your own judgement and taste, to evaluate things, including your own work, from your own values and point of view. This is very hard to do.  Schooling and socialisation teach us that there are experts to tell us what is good or bad and we should listen to them.

· Recognise your own likings and dislikings 

· Ask: ‘Have I created something to satisfy me’?

· Do not think that because you have created something no one has ever done before, that you are foolish, wrong, lost, or abnormal!  (Van Gogh only sold one picture in his lifetime, and that was to his brother.)

C. The ability to toy with elements and concepts

The ability to play spontaneously with ideas, colours, shapes, relationships etc.  The inclination to explore freely.

When the above inner conditions (A, B, and C) occur, constructive creativity will occur.  These conditions cannot be forced; they need to grow in a supportive environment.

The External Conditions for Creativity

How can teachers create the environment that will foster the creativity of their learners?  Rogers wrote that two factors are important:

Psychological Safety

Accept the individual as of unconditional worth. This will create a climate of safety, so the learner can discover his or her own ideas and approach.

If you find this difficult because your students are not very creative at the moment, then, if it helps, try to trust in their potential.

Provide a climate in which external evaluation is absent. “Evaluation is always a threat, always creates a need for defensiveness, always means that some portion of experience must be denied to awareness.”

There is a subtlety here that Rogers is careful to point out:

“To cease evaluating another is not to cease having reactions.  “I don’t like your idea”  (or painting, or invention, or writing), is not an evaluation but a reaction.  It is subtly but sharply different from a judgement which says, “What you are doing is bad (or good), and this quality is assigned to you from some external source”

The learner must simply ask whether this product is a valid expression of himself, he must not be concerned with what others think.  Including, even especially, the teacher.

The teacher must understand empathetically, and enter the learner’s world as it appears to them.

Psychological Freedom

Permit the individual complete freedom of symbolic expression.  They may not be able to do what they like, but they can think or express what they like, so ‘symbolic’ expression is always legitimate.  This permissiveness is not softness or indulgence or encouragement.  It is permission to be free, which also means one is responsible. 

This handout is based on a short essay “Towards a Theory of Creativity” found for example in his “On Becoming a Person”.  Do read it!

Some Questions

Do you agree with Rogers’ ideas?

What strategies or pointers does Rogers suggest to you?
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