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Art Teachers’ Beliefs about 
Creativity

Art teachers hold beliefs about creativity, including the process, ways to enhance it, and 
what personality traits are typically associated with it. These notions influence daily de-
cision making, shape instruction, and affect student mentoring. Even seemingly simple 
decisions, such as selecting student products for display on a bulletin board, to more 
significant deliberations about juried art competitions are affected by creativity beliefs. 
The present study investigates art teachers’ implicit theories about the topic, that is, how 
they define it, support it in the classroom, and view creative traits of their students. A 
questionnaire consisting of 14 items was sent to 319, K–12 art specialists teaching in ur-
ban, suburban, and rural districts in a midwestern state. The survey was electronically 
administered to a sample of 319 teachers; a total of 93 replied, yielding a response rate 
of 32%.
 The results suggest that teachers’ beliefs aligned with the perspectives of both idealis-
tic and action theorists of the field of psychology. Their ideas were somewhat contradictory 
and unproductive, in light of the needs of contemporary art education. It is suggested that 
educators in the study did not receive pre-service training that included general informa-
tion and procedural knowledge for promoting creativity in the art room.

As art educators, we are passionate about unleashing the creativity of students. 
This is not a goal that is stated outright in our field. Rather, it is an undercurrent 
that inspires our day-to-day activities. What is creativity? Is it the ability to create 
original objects? Is it the capacity to think “outside of the box”? Is it innovation? 
Is it playful exploration? Is it right-brain activity? These are just a few queries 
that have been bandied about in the art education literature concerning creativ-

Denise L. Stone 
University of Kansas
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83Denise l. stone Art Teachers’ Beliefs about Creativity

ity. However, there is no agreed-upon definition or explanation for creativity. Yet 
the position of an art teacher is predicated on the very idea of creativity. And art 
educators are not the only educators to hold this position. Classroom teachers 
probably consider the art room as the school’s main site of creativity too. Robin 
Alexander (1981) reported that most future elementary teachers who were enrolled 
in her art education classes thought the art teacher’s primary role was to foster 
students’ creativity. Indeed, the art room has been regarded as the “home for cre-
ativity” (Saunders, 1968, p. 120). The point is that creativity is an elusively present 
concept in art education and has been for a very long time. Alexander’s (1981) sur-
vey mentioned above was reported over 30 years ago, yet the article’s introduction 
is still applicable today. She stated: “Creativity is the ghost that haunts art educa-
tion. Why call creativity a ghost? Ghosts come back to haunt us, not just at night 
but during the day. . . . Creativity never seems at rest” (p. 28).
 The ghost that Alexander spoke of is floating around us today in the rising 
tide of the creative industries (Florida, 2002, 2004, 2005). What creativity beliefs 
influence art educators in the classroom? How do art educators identify creative 
students? What type of instruction do they devise for promoting such behavior in 
the art room? I implemented a survey to explore these questions. The purpose of 
this article is to present the study’s results, which examined K–12 art teachers’ defi-
nitions of creativity, the creativity traits they identify in their students, the ways 
they promote creative behaviors in the art room, and the influence of education 
and teaching experience.

Literature Review

The importance of creativity goes back through time, reflecting a multiplicity of 
layered educational and philosophical perspectives. Numerous factors and events 
can be pointed to, but three were catalyzing moments. The children’s self-expres-
sion movement in the 1930s and 1940s encouraged educators to free children’s nat-
ural creative impulses and potential through non-interventionist teaching practices 
(Stankiewicz, 2001; Zimmerman, 2009). J. P. Guilford’s 1950 keynote speech about 
creativity spurred research about it when his colleagues were focusing on Freudian 
and behaviorist ideas (as cited in Sawyer, 2006). The 1957 launching of the Russian 
satellite Sputnik further heightened the focus on creativity not only in psychol-
ogy, but also in education, prompting a wellspring of research concerning creative 
behaviors. While the context of this time provided the circumstances surrounding 
the focus on creativity, it does not fully explain why this idea became the prevalent 
force in the field. It is Viktor Lowenfeld’s (1957) philosophy that electrified the 
field. Indeed, his impassioned belief in the healing force of art education launched 
the creative expressionist approach as a pervasive force.
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84 Visual Arts Research Winter 2015

 The art education literature about creativity abounds with practical lesson 
plans, curricular paradigms, and philosophical discussions intended to guide cre-
ative development (Jaquith, 2011; Milbrandt & Milbrandt, 2011). Available defini-
tions about creativity are unclear (Zimmerman, 2009), sometimes contradictory, 
generally outdated (e.g., Alexander, 1981; Lowenfeld, 1959; Saunders, 1968), and, 
in some instances, can be considered myth-like (Alexander, 1981; Jaquith, 2011). 
Wright (1990) pointed out that when creativity was a central force in art educa-
tion, it was variously and concurrently described as spontaneity, fluency, divergent 
thinking, goal-specific behavior, and giftedness. Similarly, creativity was described 
as goal-oriented learning with potentially positive yet unlikely outcomes such as 
student autonomy (Milbrandt & Milbrandt, 2011). Such material is unproductive 
for the field, especially in light of the current urgency placed on creativity for na-
tional economic competition.
 In 2004, Richard Florida published an article titled “America’s Looming 
Creativity Crisis” in the Harvard Business Review. In this piece, he stated that our 
country had entered the “Creative Age” (p. 123). A year later, his book, The Flight 
of the Creative Class (2005), offered a penetrating view of creative sectors and the 
increasing value placed upon creativity for economic growth. President Obama’s 
second State of the Union address (Obama, 2011) concentrated on the significance 
of innovation and creativity nationwide. Similarly, an IBM survey of 1,500 CEOs 
highlighted creativity and, at the same time, underscored its importance to the 
creative industries and beyond, specifically to business leadership (Kern, 2010). 
Whirlwind changes in technology, a recent focus across post-industrial nations on 
creativity, and the emergence of the creative industries led Kerry Freedman (2007) 
to call for a re-definition of creativity in the field. She called for a re-conceptual-
ization of art education, as school children must possess the requisite skills and 
disposition to be creative and innovative in order to compete in the workplace and 
contribute to the country’s cultural capital and economy. She suggested “trouble-
making” as a way to rethink and question the field of art education’s traditional 
agenda vis-à-vis the emerging economic priority placed on creativity. One of her 
recommendations stated:

Rethink creativity. Research and experience tell us that our older notions of 
creativity simply will not serve us now. Constructivist research indicates that we 
are continually creating meaning; researchers who study creativity argue that it 
is tied to deep knowledge and group cognition. Each of these bodies of research 
supports the idea that art education should be based, at least in part on stu-
dents’ interest and concerns. (Freedman, 2007, p. 216)

Zimmerman, in a 2009 article, underscored points about creativity that were simi-
larly raised by Freedman concerning the need for a new creativity perspective. She 
stated:
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85Denise l. stone Art Teachers’ Beliefs about Creativity

In the 21st century, it is apparent that students need to be prepared for a new 
information age and that educational interventions in art education for all 
students that foster creative thinking, imagination, and innovation are impor-
tant in generating solutions to real life programs both now and in the future. 
Creativity in the visual arts can no longer be aligned only with conceptions 
about creative self-expressions. Researchers and practitioners need to conceive of 
creativity as multidimensional with considerations of how cognitive complexity, 
affective intensity, technical skills, and interest and motivation all play major 
roles. (Zimmerman, 2009, p. 394)

The economic urgency and importance given to creativity by Richard Florida 
(2004, 2005) and Kerry Freedman (2007) and the need to expand the definition 
of creativity for all, as pointed out by Enid Zimmerman (2009), are messages that 
must be addressed. Indeed, the field of art education is at an important juncture 
with respect to creativity. However, art teachers, while they value creativity, may 
lack adequate knowledge for promoting its development. To date, there is little in-
formation about how these educators understand creativity or how they promote 
it in their day-to-day teaching. Educational researchers, however, have taken a 
specific look at how classroom teachers define creativity (e.g., Fleith, 2000; Fryer 
& Collings, 1991; Kaufman & Sternberg, 2007; Mack, 1987; Mayfield, 1979). For 
example, these researchers noted that classroom teachers have theories about cre-
ativity, which lead to expectations, performance standards, and instruction (Runco 
& Johnson, 1993). Fleith (2000) found that educators’ ideas about creativity and 
their related instruction were ill-informed, and Mayfield (1979) discovered that 
classroom educators had difficulty distinguishing intelligence from creativity and 
ability. Fryer and Collings (1991) reported that 89% of educators considered cre-
ativity to be “imagination,” 80% “original ideas,” and 73% “self-expression,” while 
only 56% thought it to be “divergent thinking,” an important trait frequently 
discussed by creativity experts (Kaufman & Sternberg, 2007). Mack’s (1987) study 
highlighted that teachers did not receive adequate course material about creativity, 
though the sample viewed it to be very important. Such research does not have 
parallels in art education.
 Art teachers may conceptualize creativity in unproductive ways. Sawyer, 
in his book Explaining Creativity (2006), stated: “The scientific explanation of 
creativity has found that many of our beliefs about creativity are inaccurate or 
misleading. . . . [T]hese creativity myths are so widely believed that they some-
times seem obvious, common sense” (p. 18). He stated further that “when artists 
and scientists in European countries or in the United States are asked about their 
own creativity, they often repeat creativity myths, even though scientific studies of 
those same individuals later find that it didn’t actually happen that way” (p. 18).
 To explore Sawyer’s (2006) claim, the author administered a seven-item 
survey to a convenience sample of University of Kansas (KU) students enrolled 
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86 Visual Arts Research Winter 2015

in fine arts and art education programs (Stone, 2011). The survey contained five 
statements discussed by Sawyer that considered creativity as innate, the result of 
spontaneous inspiration, unplanned and stemming from the unconscious, or that 
it entailed hard work and was produced primarily by good students (Stone, 2011, 
pp. 18–26). Resulting data showed that just more than half of art education ma-
jors (54%) viewed creativity as innate, associated it with spontaneous inspiration 
(56%), and believed it originated from the unconscious (39%). These results echo 
Sawyer’s point and call into question whether practicing art teachers hold unin-
formed notions about creativity.

Method

Design

This study employed a survey to investigate the definitions and perspectives of 
practicing art teachers concerning creativity, the factors that might influence 
them, and how they promoted it in the art room. Open-ended and closed-ended 
questionnaire items requested general and specific information, which supplied 
qualitative and quantitative information.

Participants

A total of 319 K–12 art educators teaching in urban, suburban, and rural districts 
in a midwestern state were solicited to be in the study. The researcher employed 
a list of school districts within a 25-mile radius of a university’s campus to se-
lect participants. The sample was invited to participate to the survey via e-mail. 
Ninety-three art specialists responded to the survey, yielding a response rate of 
32%. Participants’ teaching experiences ranged in years from 1–9 (20%), 10–19 
(29%), 20–29 (27%), and 30–40 (14%). The majority of teachers (74%) taught in 
suburban districts, followed by districts in rural areas (10%), and schools situated 
in small to medium-sized towns (15%). Forty-eight percent were at the high school 
level, 27% at the middle school level, and 43% at the elementary level. See Table 1 
for additional demographic information.

Procedure and Materials

The questionnaire. The instrument consisted of 14 questions; the first five were 
Likert scale items that represented beliefs discussed by Sawyer (2006) as “creativity 
myths.” Five additional questions were inspired by Aljughaiman and Mowrer-
Reynolds’s (2005) study about general educators’ perspective concerning both cre-
ativity and creative students. These asked respondents to identify their definitions 
of creativity, students’ creative behaviors, and their instructional strategies for pro-
moting creativity in the classroom. Remaining items requested demographic data. 
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87Denise l. stone Art Teachers’ Beliefs about Creativity

The questionnaire was pilot-tested with a sample comparable to that of the study’s 
participants; it was modified according to feedback. The survey was designed us-
ing Qualtrics, an online survey tool.

Data collection. The questionnaire was uploaded to the Internet using Qualtrics; 
all participants received an e-mail message inviting their participation, and a link 
to the questionnaire. Two follow-up reminder e-mails were sent to the sample.

Data analysis. The results of closed-ended items were analyzed using Qualtrics soft-
ware, which provided descriptive statistics such as frequencies and percentages. The 
open-ended responses were examined and analyzed using a qualitative content analy-

TABLE 1. DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION

Classification  f %

Teaching experience
 1–9 years 20 22
 10–19 years 29 32
 20–29 years 27 26
 30–40 years 14 15
 40+ years 1 1
 Total 90 
District location
 Urban 12 13
 Suburban 69 74
 Rural 9 10
 Small to medium-sized town 14 15
 Other 3 1
 Total 94
Grade level
 Elementary 40 43
 Middle school 25 27
 High school 45 48
 Total 93
Gender
 Female 74 80
 Male 19 20
 Total 93
Highest educational degree(s) earned
 Bachelor’s 12 13
 Beyond bachelor’s 4 4
 Master’s 63 68
 Beyond master’s 13 14
 Total 93

n = 96
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88 Visual Arts Research Winter 2015

sis approach as discussed by Strauss and Corbin (1990). The responses were read and 
reread multiple times to identify patterns of responses, repeated words, statements, 
and phrases to identify emergent categories. These categories were further examined 
though axial coding, which led to the identification of subcategories.

Results

How Do Art Teachers Conceptualize Creativity?

To understand how the sample conceptualized creativity, I asked the art teachers 
to respond to two statements about creativity and to provide a definition for the 
word. The results below provide art educators’ perspectives.

Teachers’ opinions about creativity. Respondents were presented with five asser-
tions about creativity and were asked to respond to them using a Likert rating 
scale that consisted of the following options: strongly agree, mildly agree, neutral, 
mildly disagree, and strongly disagree. Three of the five items contained wording 
issues and were excluded from the study’s results; remaining responses are dis-
cussed. When asked to react to the statement “Hard work is required for creative 
expression,” over three-quarters of art teachers concurred. Table 2 shows that 78% 
strongly and mildly agreed, and 11% mildly and strongly disagreed. Ten percent 
were neutral. A second statement, “For the most part, creativity is unplanned and 
comes from the unconscious,” prompted interesting results. Just over one-quarter 
(26%) strongly to mildly agreed, and over half (56%) mildly to strongly disagreed. 
And, some (19%) checked neutral. These results represent slightly contradictory 
perspectives.

TABLE 2. FREQUENCY OF RESPONSES TO CREATIVITY STATEMENTS

Statements  f %

Hard work is required for creative expression.
 Strongly agree 40 42
 Agree 35 36
 Neutral 10 10
 Mildly disagree 10 10
 Strongly disagree 1 1
For the most part, creativity is unplanned  
 and comes from the unconscious.
 Strongly agree 0 0
 Mildly agree 25 26
 Neutral 18 19
 Mildly disagree 39 41
 Strongly disagree 14 15

n = 96
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89Denise l. stone Art Teachers’ Beliefs about Creativity

Teachers’ opinions in relation to education and years of teaching experience. Pear-
son Correlations of creativity statements and education level and years of teaching 
experience yielded no significant results. Since the correlation coefficients were not 
significant, the averages of the sample’s responses were included to provide a per-
spective of the data (see Tables 3 and 4). When responding to questionnaire item 
“Hard work is required for creative expression,” those with a bachelor’s degree and 
just beyond indicated a neutral position with values of 3.17 and 3.25, respectively 
(strongly disagree is a value of 1, and strongly agree, a 5). Those with a master’s de-
gree mildly disagreed with the assertion, resulting in a higher value, of 3.53. Years 
of teaching experience values were similar. Teachers with fewer years in the class-
room tended to be neutral about the assertion (mean = 3.39), whereas those with 
just a bit more experience mildly disagreed (mean = 3.56).
 Education seemed to have a slight influence in how teachers reacted to 
the item “For the most part, creativity is unplanned and comes from the uncon-
scious.” Teachers with a bachelor’s degree had a score of 3.92 (strongly agree is a 
value of 1, and strongly disagree, a 5) and were just above neutral with this state-
ment, and those with a bachelor’s education and beyond, a lower score of 3.75. 
However, those with a master’s degree revealed general disagreement overall, and 
therefore, a higher mean of 4.20. Experience appeared to influence the sample to 
disagree with the remark; all teachers were just above neutral and mildly disagreed 
with this item. The values indicate that education and experience did not greatly 
affect teachers’ opinions concerning creativity requiring hard work, or that creativ-
ity is unplanned and springs from the unconscious.

TABLE 3. BREAkDOWN OF EDUCATION LEVEL

Education level Question 3 mean Question 4 mean

Bachelor’s 3.17 3.92
Beyond bachelor’s 3.25 3.75
Master’s 3.53 4.20
Beyond master’s 3.23 3.54

n = 93

TABLE 4. BREAkDOWN OF TEACHING ExPERIENCE

Years of teaching Question 3 mean Question 4 mean

1–9 years 3.39 4.30
10–19 years 3.45 3.97
20–29 years 3.56 4.04
40+ years 0 0

n = 93
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Definition of creativity. The sample was given an open-ended item that asked: 
“What does the term creativity mean to you?” Several themes were apparent. Most 
of the respondents said creativity meant perceiving differently (45%) (Table 5). 
One teacher said: “Creativity is the process of seeing things in a new and different 
way from the standard thought process. A creative person can find many different 
answers to a single question and many different questions to a single though [sic].” 
Similar statements were: “Responding to things in ways that are outside the box.” 
“Being able to see new possibilities in the mundane.” “The term generally refers to 
a richness of ideas and originality of thinking.” “Creativity is the ability to think be-
yond the expected, and apply unique and individualistic ideas to the task at hand.” 
A second theme that emerged from the data analysis was solution development 
(43%). One teacher stated: “Creativity is breaking free of the prescribed recipe and 
experimenting, exploring and finding solutions of expression and creation.” Also: 
“Creative minds are problem solvers.” Similarly, a participant said: “The ability to 
come up with a solution to the same problem given others, with an answer that is 
different and unusual.” Self-expression was equated with creativity by 25% of the 
sample, and described as “being able to express your thoughts and feelings in artistic 
form” and “expression without judgment.” And, according to the sample, creativity 
can cross different types of activities, “either through writing, building, singing, act-
ing, experimenting, etc. a human has the ability to express their [sic] own individual 
concepts.” According to 11% of the participants, connecting and exploring ideas 
reflected creativity. For example, one respondent said: “Creativity means going one 
step further, taking concepts and ideas to a higher level, and expressing things in 
a more holistic way. It means examining things in depth and making connections 
across a broad spectrum of ideas.” Likewise, a participant described creativity as 
“making uncommon connections to otherwise disparite [sic] things.”

How Do Art Teachers View the Essential Traits of Creative Students?

I asked participants to respond to the following open-ended item: “Identify the 
five most essential traits of creativity.” Numerous themes emerged from their 
responses (see Table 6). The top five were as follows, in descending order of im-

TABLE 5. QUESTIONNAIRE ITEM: WHAT DOES THE TERM “CREATIVITY”  
MEAN TO YOU?

Themes f %

Connecting and exploring ideas 9 11
Solution development 35 43
Seeing and thinking differently 37 45
Self-expression 20 24

n = 81
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portance: determined (54%), open-minded (30%), risk taker (26%), problem solver 
(22%), and inquisitive (19%). Educators described “determined” in various ways, 
but a common thread surfaced: persistence. For example, comments included: 
“FOCUS, Positive ENERGY, ability to problem solve, neatness, and pride in their 
work (no matter the project or activity).” Similarly, one teacher said: “Driven/
passionate about creating.” A telling statement declared: “Creative students don’t 
need a lot of extra instruction or discipline, once they get started on something, 
they can work for hours without encouragement. Creative students will always 
give you more than you asked for.” The sample also equated determination with 
dedication, as one educator relayed: “willing to take as much time as necessary 
to complete work.” Words repeatedly used to express “determined” were “focus,” 
“disciplined,” and “perseverance.”
 The next important theme, “open-mindedness,” related to students who 
were generally broad-minded. According to one teacher, they have an “openness to 
new ideas, methods, materials, cultures, people, and ways of doing things.” Anoth-
er participant remarked that these students are “willing to take criticism/advice.” 
Not only are these learners open to critical comments, but they are also poised to 
transform criticism into action. Likewise, they are “able to listen to others’ ideas” 
and they are “open to new topics.” Overall, the kind of student who exemplifies 
this trait has the capacity to look for connections, take into account various points 
of view, and defer judgment.
 The third theme of importance is “risk taking.” Striking depictions of such 
students portrayed them as “fearless” and “not deterred by failure.” They are the kind 
of learners who were “willing to fail by trial and error when attempting to do some-
thing new.” It would be expected that failure is not an issue for such learners, as they 
are confident with the outcome, whether positive or not. As one teacher relayed, 

TABLE 6. QUESTIONNAIRE ITEM: WHAT DOES THE TERM “CREATIVITY”  
MEAN TO YOU?

Themes f %

Determined 44 54
Diligent 10 12
Explorer 8 10
Imaginative 9 11
Independent 14 17
Inquisitive 15 19
Open-minded 24 30
Problem-solver 18 22
Reflective 10 12
Risk taker 21 26
Unique 10 12
Miscellaneous 19 24

n = 81
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92 Visual Arts Research Winter 2015

they are willing to “experiment and fail along the way.” Finally, one participant 
stated that students have the “confidence in one’s self to go against the norm.”
 Surprisingly, the sample relied on a very narrow range of words when de-
picting “problem solver,” the fourth trait of importance. In fact, teachers persis-
tently used the term “problem solver,” or a slight variation thereof, rarely deviating 
to other types of related expressions. Examples are “easily solves problems,” “good 
problem-solving skills,” “problem-solving ability,” “practiced creative problem 
solving,” “use knowledge to create solutions,” and “can formulate a solution from 
combining previous knowledge and skills.”
 “Inquisitive” represents the fifth theme regarding creative students’ traits. 
For the most part, such learners questioned everything on a routine basis. For ex-
ample, one teacher declared that “these students never accept the status quo, they 
always search for a new way to express themselves.” Likewise, these learners have 
“the ability to ask questions and wonder ‘why.’” The participants did not discuss 
this trait beyond these two types of statements, and relied exclusively on the words 
“curious” and “inquisitive” when identifying this trait.
 Teachers’ responses to the top five essential creativity characteristics encom-
passed additional traits. Independence was frequently (17%) mentioned. Their 
statements were revealing. One educator said: “Wants autonomy—doesn’t want 
someone else to do it for them.” Another commented: “Don’t pay attention to 
what others are doing—totally block out what is going on around them when 
they are working.” Comparable responses were “doing their own thing,” “free 
thinking,” and “independent thinkers.”
 A final attribute that is worthy of mention is “diligence,” which is described 
as a strong work ethic. An illustrative comment is “[w]illing to persist, endure and 
exhibit the tenacity necessary until they get ‘it’ right.” According to the sample, 
these learners worked with resolve, as they had “the persistence necessary to pro-
duce works of quality.” One teacher provided an adage as a way to refer to these 
persistent learners: “If at first you don’t succeed, try again attitude.” Additional 
words and phrases included: “Hardworking, self-motivated (do not copy), fo-
cused.” “Diligence.” “Perseverance.” “Don’t give up.” “Personal drive.”

How Do Teachers Promote Creativity in the Classroom?

To identify how teachers promoted students’ creativity, I posed two related ques-
tions. The first was: “List the general instructional strategies you use to support 
creativity.” The second requested: “Discuss one classroom lesson that you consider 
to be important to facilitate creativity.”

General instructional strategies The most important ways teachers supported cre-
ativity development involved making curricular choices (83%) and providing cre-

VAR 41_2 text.indd   92 9/29/15   11:53 AM

This content downloaded from 
�������������129.180.1.217 on Sun, 14 Mar 2021 04:13:17 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



93Denise l. stone Art Teachers’ Beliefs about Creativity

ativity techniques instruction (77%) (see Table 7). These strategies were followed 
by teacher practice (63%), the use of artistic inspiration (46%), and the teaching of 
specific dispositions (43%). In terms of teachers’ curricular approaches, the most 
important was providing students with choices that cut across a variety of dimen-
sions from the selection of materials, media, and projects. For example, one re-
spondent said: “Choices—give the students as many choices as possible while still 
achieving standards and objectives.” Another stated: “I give students lots of ideas 
. . . provide lots of resources to look at . . . provide a variety of art materials and 
demonstrate how to use them in different ways.”
 Teachers’ creativity techniques were primarily problem-solving and brain-
storming tactics. One respondent supplied the following:

Creative problem-solving strategies that solicit confidence to move forward in 
the process, my middle schoolers [sic] need the somewhat linear path to help 
them begin to explore what they are capable of and within this thread they can 
begin to experience elevated levels of creativity.

Another expressed the notion of teaching solution finding, which comprised: 
“Letting high school students problem-solve what an artwork should look like 
when given a set of parameters. Given [sic] several tips and techniques so that stu-
dents can experiment and explore prior to creating a final product.” Developing 
creativity capacities was also expressed as “[t]each them about the steps of the ‘cre-
ative process.’ Allow for multiple solutions to any problem . . . Give students time 
to work in journal to generate solutions.”
 The third type of instructional strategy used, teacher practice, represents a 
pedagogical mind-set that pervaded educators’ perspectives. For instance, one art 
educator explained: “I make sure that my classroom environment is a safe place 
for people of all kinds to learn. . . . I generate classroom discussions and require 
my students to ask lots of questions. I don’t spoon-feed them answers.” Also: 
“Questioning—helping the students find their own answers instead of just telling 
them.” In addition to these approaches, the sample talked about the use of dem-
onstrations, organizing critiques, and giving students feedback.

TABLE 7. QUESTIONNAIRE ITEM: LIST THE GENERAL INSTRUCTIONAL STRATEGIES 
YOU USE TO SUPPORT CREATIVITY

Themes f %

Dispositional instruction 35 43
Use of artistic inspiration 37 46
Curricular approaches 67 83
Creativity techniques instruction 63 77
Teacher practice 51 63

n = 81

VAR 41_2 text.indd   93 9/29/15   11:53 AM

This content downloaded from 
�������������129.180.1.217 on Sun, 14 Mar 2021 04:13:17 UTC������������� 

All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



94 Visual Arts Research Winter 2015

 Artistic inspiration, a fourth important instructional strategy, varied from 
the presentation of art historical information to the showing of artists’ work, proj-
ect examples, and student pieces. Concerning this approach, a teacher explained: 
“Exposing students to a wide range of artwork that relates to the matters of concern 
for the current project. In HS [sic] students researched artist and directions in their 
sketchbooks/research workbooks. I would comment on these and make suggestions 
for further inspiration.” Related to this statement is “[c]omparing and contrasting 
many works of art—from famous artists, our own, strereet [sic] art (etc.).”
 Dispositional instruction was a final tactic used by art teachers in the 
sample. This theme figured generally across multiple comments and statements. In 
other words, there was not one prevalent avenue for teaching dispositions. Rather, 
dispositional instruction was comprised of a medley of attitudes and inclinations 
inculcated by teachers targeting creativity development.
 Educators’ comments encompassed prompting students to persist, helping 
them see “happy accidents,” encouraging their independence and uniqueness, as 
well as urging them to generate multiple ideas. One educator made this represen-
tative statement:

I usually tell my students to think beyond what they normally think of as ‘nor-
mal.’ I always encourage them to take a risk. I always tell them to stop worrying 
about what I think, and do what they want to do. I tell them to stop worrying 
what other people think and be assertive in promoting their own thoughts, be-
liefs, attitudes, and perceptions.

One classroom lesson. Teachers’ lessons provided yet another lens through which 
to examine how they fostered creativity. Table 8 shows that most (45%) described 
instruction that emphasized medium (18%), stylistic emulation (8%), or themes 
(16%). Clay projects were mentioned most often as medium-focused lessons; also 
described were clay rattles, pinch pots, and vessel creations. Besides these, teach-
ers reported teaching lessons about altered books, Matisse paper cut projects, and 
papier-mâché. Examples of stylistic emulation instruction were creating Pop Art 
sculptures, making a work that evokes a scream similar to Edvard Munch’s The 
Scream, and a “Three Musicians” lesson inspired by Picasso. Themes were varied. 
“Map of My Day” is an example, which required students to provide an hourly 
overview of their activities and insert what they had seen in the process. Addition-
al illustrations are totem poles, African masks, skulls in art, and name logo project.
 Less than one-quarter (20%) of respondents did not furnish a lesson descrip-
tion. Rather, these participants’ comments indicated that, overall, their instruction 
prompted creativity development. For instance, one teacher wrote: “Think, Plan, 
Create, Evaluate. These are the 4 vocabulary words on my wall I most refer to ev-
ery day. Adding brainstorming, research, analysis, possible solutions, and multiple 
evaluations along the linear pathway.” Another stated:
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Engage the students from the very beginning—allow them time to make connec-
tions and “own” the lesson before production begins. Allow them time to solve 
their own problems; students tend to push themselves more, work on a higher 
level of thinking and problem solving. This process takes longer—projects often 
take 6–9 weeks as opposed to 2–4 as before. I feel their projects are more involved, 
they want to use more materials, work longer and create on a more personal level. 
This has shifted my focus of a lesson from the product to the process of creativity.

One of the participants stated clearly that creativity was prevalent throughout her 
teaching. She reported: “I don’t think there is just one, I feel I give students the op-
portunity in all of the lessons, I always encourage them to go beyond the criteria for 
the assignment.” Similar comments were: “All lessons are important in facilitating 
creativity because they all build on each other and show different perspectives. As 
educators we need to teach in many ways to reach all of our students.” “Any lesson 
that gives students the opportunity to think for themselves.” Finally, a few respon-
dents provided a combination of teaching strategies, with inspiration being the most 
important, which entailed the showing of artists’ work and/or art objects.
 Creativity takes time to develop, and teachers may not feel the flexibility to 
provide such instruction due to large classes. One teacher commented:

It is becoming more and more difficult to do the types of lessons that truly en-
courage and promote creativity due to class size and budget cuts. To teach a les-
son that is ‘open-ended’ in its outcome means more behavior issues will occur. I 
used to be able to teach by presenting a topic and give parameters or guidelines 
they must stay within, and then allow the students to come [up] with solutions 
by trying several techniques before they decided on how they will go to finish 
on their solution.

How Many Students Do Teachers Consider Very Creative?

I asked teachers: “Of the number of students you have taught in the past five 
years, how many would you consider to be highly creative?” A total of 94 teachers 

TABLE 8. QUESTIONNAIRE ITEM: DISCUSS ONE CLASSROOM LESSON  
THAT YOU CONSIDER TO BE IMPORTANT TO FACILITATE CREATIVITY

Themes f %

Lessons 36 45
 Medium-specific 15 18
 Stylistic emulation 7 8
 Thematic focus 13 16
Inspiration as trigger 8 1
Miscellaneous applications 16 2
Permeates curriculum 16 20

n = 81
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responded to this question. The majority of art educators (68%) answered “some,” 
whereas only 20% said “most,” 2% reported “all,” and 10% checked “very few.” The 
questionnaire provided the chance for these respondents to provide an explana-
tion. Twelve teachers explained their responses, touching on various issues. There 
was not an outstanding pattern of remarks with the exception of the mention of 
testing by three teachers, one of whom stated: “I am seeing a decrease in creativity. 
I think it is partly because of the emphasis on No Child Left Behind and the con-
centration on memorization in elementary school and minimization of those fun 
creative projects the kids used to do.”

Discussion and Recommendations

Overall, the study’s results indicate some overlap between the sample’s creativity 
beliefs and the literature on the topic. Interestingly, many of the teachers’ ideas 
aligned with those of the action theorists who proposed that a work of art in itself 
results from a blend of improvisational actions (Sawyer, 2000). For example, an 
artist who faces a canvas and begins work in creating a composition may suddenly 
veer off in another direction. This new direction, then, leads to additional ideas, 
possibly triggering a flood of editing and reworking of the painting. In essence, 
there is a kind of improvisational dimension to creativity that refutes the notion 
that a product is strictly a function of inspiration that preceded it. Those teachers 
in the sample who thought creative behavior was the result of hard work, deliber-
ate planning, and required effort were aligned with the action theorists (Sawyer, 
2006). By contrast, there were others in the sample who thought of creativity as 
primarily residing in the product. This perspective is associated with the philoso-
phers Croce and Collingwood (Sawyer, 2006). Creativity for these philosophers 
resided strictly in the product, without a link to the creative process. These same 
teachers who were in agreement with such views held that creative ideas were un-
planned, originated in the unconscious, and entailed little work. In effect, creative 
products were separate from the creative process itself. Overall, the teachers in the 
sample held contradictory perspectives about creativity—a conflict that has been 
discussed in the literature. According to Sawyer (2006), creative outcomes are a 
function of consistent work over long periods of time, and scientific studies have 
shown this to be true. Chuck Close once stated on Charlie Rose’s (2007) Creativ-
ity Series that “[i]nspiration is for amateurs. The rest of us just show up and get to 
work.” The fact that teachers’ education and years of teaching experience were not 
statistically correlated to creativity assertions reinforces the apparent lack of agree-
ment in their perspectives, pointing to possible inaccurate knowledge and the fact 
that, in general, there is not a consensus about the definition of creativity overall 
(Zimmerman, 2009).
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 The sample’s perspectives also echoed the literature about creativity traits. 
Respondents’ top five creativity traits of students reflected much of what has been 
documented in terms of creative personalities by theorists working in psychology 
as early as the 1960s, in particular, descriptions of learners as divergent think-
ers (Sawyer, 2006). One important type of creative student mentioned by many 
teachers and noted in the literature is the very focused and motivated learner who 
generates multiple solutions for any set problem. According to Pitri (2013), such a 
drive is an important key “for a creative life” (p. 42). Agreement with the literature 
also extends to teachers’ instructional practices, such as the use of questioning 
strategies and encouraging risk taking. These are foundational for prompting cre-
ative behavior, but they were discussed over 50 years ago. It is worth mentioning 
that the sample did not mention the use of rewards to highlight creative behavior. 
This is surprising, because reward systems are in place in public school education. 
According to Amabile (1989), rewards provide a familiar way to support students’ 
creativity. In other words, brief verbal rewards for creative outcomes and ideas 
would not only remind learners that such work is an important aspect of art in-
struction, but they would also positively reinforce such efforts.
 The sample’s lesson examples revealed additional surprises. First, only a very 
small percent of respondents reported that creativity permeated their curriculum. 
Second, just over one-third of the teachers’ lessons reflected a traditional art edu-
cation orientation, revolving either around artistic styles, media, or themes. These 
art specialists relied on typically accepted practices in art education when present-
ing a lesson example that promoted creativity, such as using a style of art to create. 
Examples are making a sculpture in the style of Pop Art, or creating a realistically 
rendered object much in the same way as Surrealist artists. In effect, the sample 
considered the lessons as automatic gateways for creative outcomes. The teacher 
who presented the Pop Art-inspired sculpture lesson offered a comment that was 
typical of the sample’s collective thoughts:

Students learn about Pop Art and are then given the task to create their own 
Pop Art sculpture of a snack wrapper, candy wrapper or box, or snack drink. . . . 
Students usually try to do something that not many people do or have done, so 
that theirs will be unique. This allows students to really dive into their creativity 
and develop something that is one-of-a-kind and special to them.

It is highly likely that the teachers in this sample have not thought about creativ-
ity in an in-depth fashion. In some ways, these teachers believe that creativity is 
a natural outcome during art instruction, and that the emulation of artistic styles 
or artists’ works is an important gateway to creative behaviors. Finally, it is also 
possible that participants thought of uniqueness as equivalent to creativity. More 
research is needed to further explore these possibilities.
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 Participants’ pre-service training may not have supplied them with general 
information and procedural knowledge for promoting creativity in the art room. 
The NAEA’s (2009) Standards for Art Teacher Preparation does not mention cre-
ativity as part of teacher preparation. It appears to be taken for granted. However, 
art teachers need specific and up-to-date knowledge about creativity. And research 
is needed to discover how these educators define creativity and how they have 
acquired their perspectives. Teacher beliefs can have a profound impact on art in-
structional outcomes and the learning of students. Learners, in order to be at their 
peak performance for creating art, must have productive and accurate conceptions 
of what creativity is, what it takes, and at the same time, must feel the confidence 
for deploying the required skills to achieve it. Perhaps, like Judith Burton (2009) 
suggests, we should revisit Viktor Lowenfeld’s ideas discussed in his 1960 publica-
tion, “Creative Intelligence,” to frame what is currently needed in art education. 
In his article, Lowenfeld underscored the importance of “creative intelligence” as 
humankind’s need for developing relational knowledge, which is knowledge root-
ed in creative practice, expressed in visual form, and tied to the development of 
tolerance and harmony (p. 25). Lowenfeld’s idea, while idealistic, offers a perspec-
tive with which to think of students’ capacity for creative work. Students, in their 
artistic practice, need to have a full repertoire of beliefs that will allow them to be 
fully engaged in exploring and understanding their worlds. In this way, as art edu-
cators, we can think of promoting students’ creative intelligence rather than just 
their creativity. In Veon’s (2014) words, “creativity is a sophisticated mindset that 
needs to be consciously taught, learned, and developed no less than the complex 
mindsets needed in other intellectually challenging disciplines” (p. 20). Indeed, 
creativity is very complex; it is a way of thinking that encapsulates various atti-
tudes, skills, and dispositions. And, as art educators, we need to begin approach-
ing creativity as multifaceted, and search for ways to assist students in adopting 
this view so they will understand that, on any given day, creative potential can 
expand, in the same way as any other type of capacity that humankind has avail-
able. It is this type of art education that can offer students the greatest opportunity 
to express themselves to their fullest potential.
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