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made reference to how she fosters creativity by challenging students to draw parallels 

between ideas: 

I think [creativity] does go hand in hand, especially with making- being able to make 

a connection to whatever lesson I'm teaching, or whatever the topic is. Science, we 

just did invasive species, and I had them do a comic strip to show what the problem is 

and how to solve it. Um, so then there's a creative outlet on how to - now - we had a 

science test and all of them - some of them bombed it, but the part that they all 

answered was they could all answer an invasive species, the name of a creature, right? 

So because they - either they shared them with each other, they shared them with the 

class, they visually saw that, or they were able to be creative besides just note-taking 

and that has to have connected to them, because they all got it. So next time we'll be 

like ok, how do I get them to remember like the classification system for next time I 

teach it? I have to think of something else that visually seems to click with creativity 

and remembering things. 

 Though Heather has an active desire to foster creativity in her students, it was noted 

that over the course of the observation and interview, she referred to art and design as the 

elements of creativity that could be brought into lesson structure, in this case a science 

lesson. This was not uncommon among participants, and many, like Heather, used the term 

‘creativity’ to explain an opportunity they found to have students visually present the 

contents of a project, or build, bake or enact a dramatic performance while studying what 

they considered to be a ‘non-creative’ topic like math or science.  

Ryan’s definitions of creativity were strongly related to engagement, finding your 

passion, and student choice. He felt that creativity was a process, and it became evident when 

students were genuinely interested and immersed in what they were doing. By defining 
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creativity as a personal construct related to high task engagement, Ryan’s ideas echo those of 

Csikszentmihalyi (2001) and his concept of creativity as a state of flow, wherein high task 

engagement and enjoyment leads to the output of novel and useful products.  

I believe in choice, and I believe in engagement and creativity. I think the kids have 

to have a choice in what they do, so I think I look at the collaborative learning 

structures, the project-based learning, that kind of stuff, as my sort of 21st century 

approach. I really try to put the ownership in their hands, and make it as one-on-one 

as possible, so at the table here or wherever they happen to be, whether that's online 

collaborating with the kids through their work, through that [electronic] pen, or 

through my Google Docs. My approach is summed up in three words: creativity, 

engagement, and choice. 

 By perceiving creativity as being fostered through engagement and choice, Ryan then 

deliberately provided his students with a variety of ways they could choose to present 

assignments or projects. By allowing the freedom to choose the means by which assignments 

were completed, whether through presentations, visual displays, essays, or reports, Ryan felt 

that the constraints that might limit creativity could be avoided. Writing a formal essay, for 

example, might reduce the students’ engagement in the task because of the constraints a 

traditional essay format puts on creative expression, according to Ryan. Instead, he allowed 

the students to come up with ways to use the appropriate forms of written language to convey 

their thoughts and ideas while still meeting the end goal of the activity or lesson. Ryan’s 

personal experience led to his more comprehensive understanding of what creativity is and 

how it could be fostered. Throughout the interview he made reference to 21
st
 century skills 

and the competencies his students would need for high school and beyond. Ryan’s personal 

interest in creativity and student development informed how he conceptualized and defined 
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creativity, and it was evident that this ‘human development emphasis’ influenced his 

teaching methods. 

Creativity was also viewed by teachers as tied to experiential learning and self-

exploration. Several participants indicated that creativity and creative thinking skills were 

tied to being able to think about the world outside of the classroom, about the repercussions 

of the actions people make, and learning to apply in-class learning to real-world problems 

and events. Sophia had a particularly rich view of what creativity was, informed, no doubt, 

by her more than 30 years of teaching experience. Sophia perceived creativity as linked to 

experiences and opportunities as well as problem-solving, confidence and persistence. She 

responded to a question in this way: 

If they are creative, so that they can try different things and they're not afraid to try 

different things, they get different ideas and creative ideas, then they almost always 

reach a solution, so it probably helps them in their learning because they - first of all 

when you get things right it fosters confidence, you know, when you perceive it to be 

right, or the teacher is obviously giving you the oh, this is great feedback, then it sort 

of- it's a vicious circle, you just ‘hey, I'm going to keep trying this, I know I can do it’ 

and, yeah, I would think that and they can imagine things, I mean, um, sometimes I 

guess it's with what they're background experiences are, you know, can you picture 

this happening in your head, can you imagine what the person must be feeling, and to 

me that must take some creativity and um, most kids can't do that unless they have 

not had those experiences before, I mean we can't really imagine- they can't really 

imagine what it would be like to be living as a girl in Afghanistan, for instance, I 

mean they hear about it, we talk about it, but um, the creative child probably could 

picture that a little bit, so I can see how that would also help, because it helps them to 
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relate to what is being read, or you know, putting their own spin on things. I'm just 

thinking you know in the past when we thought about creativity we always thought 

about it in an art form, you know, how creative are they when they're drawing 

something, but um, does that help their learning? I'm - it absolutely has to, I just don't 

know what the relationship would be. 

 Sophia’s experiences with the emergent and ever-broader use of the word creativity to 

mean ‘engagement,’ ‘imagination,’ and ‘trying different things’ speaks to the nature of the 

evolving meaning of creativity in schools as well as the different opportunities teachers feel 

they can bring into the classroom to foster creativity. In general, teachers were found to have 

a wide range of perceptions related to the nature of creativity, including what talents and 

traits make up creative children, and the ways that creativity is visible and evident in 

classroom situations. The perceptions that teachers had of what creativity is, and the 

characteristics of children who were creative likely influence the strategies they use to foster 

creativity in their students. Though very little is known about teachers’ espoused beliefs and 

the subsequent enacted classroom practices (Andilou & Murphy, 2010), having the 

opportunity to observe and speak to teachers about creativity confirms that in many ways 

perceptions and behaviours are, indeed, related. The next section of the analysis will outline 

the strategies that teachers described and used to foster creativity.  

Research Question 2: What specific strategies did teachers in this study 

demonstrate in order to foster creative behaviours in their students? Strategies that 

teachers use to foster creativity are often based on the perceptions and ideas they hold 

regarding the nature of creativity and the characteristics they believe that a creative child 

should demonstrate.  
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 Most teachers in this study were quick to identify a variety of strategies they used to 

support and enhance the creative thinking skills of their students. Since every teacher 

reported using multiple strategies, the strategies have been thematically grouped into four 

categories that represent and organize the specific techniques and approaches in the context 

of their association with the literature. The following strategies were identified as themes 

through the analysis of interview transcripts and field notes: differentiated instruction, 

regulation of the emotional climate, collaboration, and exploration. 

 Differentiated instruction: Differentiation is the process of modifying or adapting 

curriculum in a way to match “content, process and product based on student differences in 

readiness, interests, and learning needs” (Woolfolk, Winne & Perry, 2012, p.481). Many 

teachers in this study identified that their creativity-fostering strategies were based on 

adapted methods of differentiated instruction, oftentimes stating they used teaching and 

assessment strategies that were associated with their students’ individual learning 

styles/preferences
2
. Many teachers (8 out of the 12) indicated that during the first few weeks 

of the school year they dedicated large amounts of classroom time to finding out the 

dominant learning style of their students. In several of the classrooms bulletin boards were 

dedicated to learning style profiles of the students in the class, in some instances with 

students grouped according to learning style through an indicator of colour, animal, shape, or 

body part. Though each teacher took a different approach, many teachers indicated they 

were, or appeared to be using adaptations of Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences 

(Gardner, 1983, 1991). Multiple intelligences (regularly referred to as learning style or 

preference) inventories typically group students into between three and eight categories, 

                                                
2 The terms learning styles and learning preferences are contested as to which is most accurate. A full 

discussion of this topic is outside the scope of this paper. For more information on the debate see Woolfolk et 

al. p.125. For the purposes of this discussion, the terms are used interchangeably to best represent the words 

used by participants.  
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labeling students based on a highest and second-highest preference. An inventory frequently 

mentioned by teachers was Gardner and Hatch’s (1989) Learning Styles. The styles include: 

 Linguistic: Shows sensitivity to rhythm and sound in language. 

 Musical: Sensitivity and capacity to produce and appreciate rhythm pitch and timbre. 

 Logical/mathematical: Capacity and sensitivity to logical or numerical patterns and 

capacity for reasoning. 

 Visual-spatial: students who are highly visual, and think in terms of physical space. 

 Bodily-kinesthetic: Can use the body effectively and have a high sense of bodily 

awareness 

 Interpersonal: Understand and interact with others, and learn through interaction 

 Intrapersonal: Understand their own interests and goals, prefer to shy away from 

others 

 Naturalist: Ability to spot and understand patterns in nature.  

 

Though there are many iterations of this type of learning style division (see also: 

Canfield, 1992; Gregorc, 1982; Heffer, 2001; Myers & Myers, 1980), teachers used the 

differences between students as an organizing principal to tailor and position each of their 

students as unique, and in need of specialized learning opportunities. Teachers who 

participated in this study largely spoke of differentiation as a primary strategy that allowed 

them to see their learners as individuals, and helped them to communicate their 

understanding that the typical school atmosphere that places heavy emphasis on verbal-

linguistic and logical-mathematical systems may not be the approach all students are most 

suited for (Edmunds & Edmunds, 2010). When asked about the strategies they used to foster 

creativity in their classrooms, many teachers immediately talked about how recognizing and 
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attending to learning preferences allowed children to flourish and demonstrate their personal 

creativity. 

Trent spoke about the learning style inventory he used in order to help him create an 

environment in his class where he was able to foster creativity and recognize his students’ 

strengths. 

So it's called animal traits, so that's what I do with group work, I spend the first week 

of school I don't do anything academic. It's all get to know games, things like that, 

getting to know what type of person they are  [...]  I have done in the past where you 

chose an activity based on what your learning style is, but the flip side is it's hard 

because the one thing I am learning is that I used to think it had to be open-ended for 

kids to be creative. So if we told them exactly what to do that we were limiting their 

creativity. Now I feel like hey, if we do a project, like our science project, I feel this 

must be on it, and this must be on it, and this must be on it. But what I've done, if 

they're doing a project on different ways of generating electricity, [now some of them 

can] create a brochure that's supposed to convince the audience that their way is the 

best way. So to me, the research is making sure that the checklist tells everybody 

what's supposed to be on it [but they can change their approach]. So can you find the 

information, find it, make sure it's on there. But the creativity is how do you present 

it. 

 Trent went on to speak about and provide examples of the various opportunities he 

presented students with in order to complete an assignment in a way that best matched their 

strengths, including various forms of visual presentation (posters, PowerPoint, brochures, 

artwork), written work, or in some cases a dramatic presentation. He also spoke about his 

personal development as a teacher, in that he went through a long process of learning how to 
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foster creativity in his students within the demands he faced meeting the curriculum 

expectations. By differentiating based on learning styles, he felt that he was providing 

students with an opportunity to be creative while ensuring that his teaching expectations were 

also met. 

 Trent’s expressions were not unique. Brad also felt that differentiated instruction 

techniques were the key to getting students to express their creative talents and abilities, and 

he said that when the classroom teacher used differentiated teaching methods, students felt 

more successful, more confident, and more willing to take risks. All of these were positive 

benefits and strategies in themselves that Brad used foster greater creativity: 

I offer tons of differentiation, so students providing not just product, but you know, 

like to differentiate the end product, but also the means of  preparing, or the means of 

acquiring knowledge [...] because if you can give kids opportunities to [have that]  

experience, not only are they going to be more successful in those kinds of things, but 

they also have the confidence going forward to take risks, and move into areas that 

they may not have been exposed to before, but they're like, ‘yeah, you know what, I 

was successful doing this, let me give it a try’, and we create a cohort of students who 

are more likely to take some risks and more likely to come up with some new ideas, 

or to look at a different way of doing something, or develop something that's 

different, and that's what I think going forward, we want to try, and you always want 

to try and better yourself, and better the people and things around you. If you can 

have kids that are willing to take risks, and do that kind of stuff, then you know, 

[differentiation is] providing them the opportunity to do that. 

 Paige believed that differentiation was a key to student success as well as central to 

the creation of a stimulating environment in her classroom. By providing options for either 
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working in a group or independently and modifying the means of presentation, she clearly 

stated that she felt choice and differentiation allowed students to be creative and demonstrate 

their full capacity for learning and understanding.  

I try to always make sure for every subject, for every strand, that they get a chance to 

show their learning in different ways. So for example, say I have a kid you know, that 

- like I always try to do a reading, not a reading, but like a paper-pencil task, some 

sort of project that even has [differentiated instruction] in it, and or a test. Because 

some kids just function different ways. The project- almost always I give them 

different options on how to do it, so you know, you can do a PowerPoint, you can do 

an oral presentation, you can do a skit, you can do, so as long as you're telling me the 

same information, I don't care how you show it. And that - there’s a lot of freedom in 

that for kids. Kids usually embrace that a lot and really engage through it, so usually I 

let them embrace their creativity through those opportunities, So I try to embrace 

where they're at, and encourage it. I think I'm really comfortable.... they give me the 

cue about what they need, but also I think I'm really comfortable with creativity and 

some teachers aren't. So, I think there's that whole balance of you know, because I'm 

comfortable with it I can embrace it.  

 Theresa’s thoughts also highlight the idea that differentiated instruction and creativity 

are somehow linked. Throughout the interview and observation, Theresa seemed to express 

little of the excitement shown by the other participants, and only a somewhat vague interest 

in fostering creativity. When asked about her teaching strategies and differentiation, she 

indicated that she felt that it was better to take a traditional approach to teaching, and in her 

case she preferred to use a teacher-directed model, rather than differentiating instruction to 

meet student needs. Theresa’s classroom also looked different than the others- hers was the 
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only one of the 12 that had desks aligned in rows, and students were not asked to collaborate 

or work together in the time the researcher was present in the room. Her response to a follow-

up question about whether or not she uses any differentiated instruction practices was 

answered as follows: 

Yeah, I mean, I try to incorporate other learning styles as well, but my, my preferred 

learning style is how I teach- I'm a visual person an auditory person, that's the way I 

teach- I’m strong, I use visuals, and listening and teacher-directed lessons which I'm 

trying to cut back on too, but you know, you need a certain um, you need  a lot, like, I 

don't want to leave them to their own learning so that they're muffling around and not 

knowing what they're doing, so I like to be somewhat in control of that. You know 

what I mean? 

In many ways, Theresa’s perspective aligns with the literature (Edmunds &Edmunds, 

2010; Woolfolk et al., 2012) which states that students may not be the best judges of how 

they learn, and that children often benefit from developing new and more effective ways to 

learn rather than staying within the comfort zone of their own identified learning style. 

Similarly, creativity is known to be enhanced when individuals are pushed to take risks, to 

explore new ideas, and to encounter challenges (Cropley, 2001; Runco, 2007).  

 By differentiating the instructional techniques that they used in the classroom, most 

teachers in this study felt that they were providing their students with the opportunity to 

express themselves and come up with novel and original ideas. Differentiation and their 

willingness to adapt the curriculum expectation to meet the needs of the learners supported 

another major theme identified in the interview and observation data, namely that of 

regulating the emotional climate in the classroom, which included teachers’ attempts at 

fostering safety, trust and confidence in the learners.  
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Regulating the emotional climate. At some point during the observation and 

interview, most teachers spoke to the techniques they use to create a safe, trusting, and warm 

classroom environment where students felt that their ideas would not be judged negatively, 

they would not be bullied, and they would not be ostracized from group work or projects. 

When asked what the benefits of this practice were, often teachers said that emotions were 

strongly tied to confidence and empowerment, and students who were confident and 

empowered were less disruptive, happier, and ultimately more creative in their work. This 

was a common theme throughout almost all classroom visits. Ryan’s expression of how he 

creates a safe classroom environment to foster creativity sums up much of what was said by 

all participants: 

We really work a lot on this being a safe place. So you can say what you want, you 

can dance when you want, you can sing when you want, um, and if you don't have 

that sense of security, then you maybe not going to be as creative. It's going to close 

off some of your creative outlets because you're afraid of looking silly. So I will sing 

for  the kids, I dance with the kids, we write poetry together. We laugh and cry 

together over book reports.  

 Ryan’s emotional work with students was also evident during the observation period. 

During a recess break, he opened up a computer file full of student book report slideshows 

and presented a few that he identified as the best and most creative in the class. Emotionally, 

each of the presentations he showed was gripping, and clearly demonstrated that his students 

had a strong understanding of how music, images, and words can be used to elicit emotions 

in the viewer. During one of the slideshows Ryan commented to the effect that when students 

were presenting particularly emotional books, it wouldn’t be surprising to see himself or 

another student in the class actually shedding tears. By supporting a safe and trusting 
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environment, he allowed for students to not only express themselves creatively, but also 

overcome the trepidation and fear present when being judged or viewed by peers as overly 

emotional or, in his words, “weak”. The safety of the environment led Ryan to feel that he 

could encourage and expect his students to work at a higher level of understanding and push 

the boundaries of what was typically expected of that grade level.   

Safety and trust were also discussed by Sophia. First and foremost, Sophia indicated 

that her teaching strategy was to ensure that her students felt comfortable and that they knew 

they were respected in the classroom. She did this by breaking students into smaller groups 

and ensuring that she had one-on-one time with every student during the week. Student-

teacher conferences, directed attention, and deliberate and purposeful emotional support were 

important elements of her philosophy of education. Using this approach she felt she was able 

to develop creative strengths and talents. In reflecting on this technique, Sophia stated: 

My goal is to make every kid feel comfortable and liked because I think that's sort of 

the- you need that building block in order to get them- in order to teach them 

anything. In order for them to want to learn, they have to want to be there and they 

have to want to be engaged, so that's - I guess maybe a bit of a safe environment. 

 Sophia’s teaching style also relied on having students critique and support each 

other’s work. Though she indicated that students were nervous to have the class look at their 

work at the beginning of the year, by the end of the year students saw the class as a safe 

space where they understood suggestions for improvement that came from others were meant 

to be supportive and developmental rather than negative. Creativity for Sophia came out of 

trust and safety and removing barriers around judgment and fear of being teased or 

ostracized. 
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 Erin also spoke directly about the need to foster a sense of safety and trust in her 

class, linking it to freedom and confidence: 

… like I was saying before, the psychological part of it, I think just them feeling free 

to give any answer and not to be judged by it. Like just having, yeah, that opportunity 

to give their answer and feel confident about it and not to worry about if it's right or 

wrong.[…] maybe just a safe environment for them to share. And for - in the school I 

would say um, most kids would feel safe sharing in their classrooms, especially once 

they have a relationship with their teacher. It might not be right off the bat, but I think 

most of the kids in our school at least would feel comfortable sharing their ideas with 

teachers. 

 During one of the observation sessions, a teacher indicated in an aside to the 

researcher that the development of a sense of safety and trust in the class was essential to 

getting things done, because without them she would regularly be forced to go back and deal 

with any conflict before they could all move forward with an activity or get through a lesson. 

In this respect, her comment spoke to a wide range of opinions teachers held with regard to 

adopting classroom management practices that lead to a comfortable, safe and trusting space, 

which then becomes a precursor to creative thinking and behaviors. By establishing a climate 

where children can be free to express ideas, teachers in this study found that blocks to 

creativity are lessened, and the environment serves to motivate even while inviting 

constructive criticism and informative feedback. Most of the teachers who participated in 

Stage 2 of the research identified how important the maintenance of a positive and supportive 

classroom climate was to achieving goals and fostering creativity.  

 The words trust and confidence were frequently used as synonyms for teachers who 

were interested in developing creative behaviours in their students. Teachers often said that 
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they needed to build trust or build confidence through activities, through multiple 

opportunities for success, and through a number of strategic processes that allow inner 

creativity to shine through.  Allison saw that trust, confidence, and learning were key 

components of being able to do activities and she used deliberate strategies to foster 

creativity in her students. Allison regularly engaged her students in hands-on experiences 

using tools and materials that engaged students in meaningful ways with the expectation that 

hands-on learning would lead to a greater sense of empowerment and creativity. When she 

spoke about preparing the students for those kinds of learning opportunities, she made the 

following two remarks at different points in the interview: 

Before you can teach them, they have to trust you. And so we spend a lot of time in 

the fall getting - doing collaborative activities and teamwork activities, and trying to 

build up their trust because if they don't want to work for you, then it doesn't matter 

what level they are at. They're not going to do - they're not going to do well.  

[…] 

If they love you they will do anything for you, and if they don't love you, they will 

not do - they will resist. Right? Like a supply teacher- they don't like change because 

they don't know if they can trust that person, and so and they might not- the freedoms 

or the things that they value are not available to them because you're not there, and so 

I think that's one of the reasons teachers have problems with kids at this age because 

they are resistant to - they like what they like and they don't like what they don't like, 

but once they trust you and they feel that they have ownership over their domain, with 

little things, right, they will respect you. 

 Earlier, Brad spoke about fostering confidence and risk-taking as part of his strategies 

to differentiate instruction and encourage creativity (p.66). In addition, Brad stated that 
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trusting his students was an important element of being a creativity-fostering teacher. To trust 

students, in Brad’s experience, means to allow students to take the lead, and when they do, 

great things can happen: 

You have to take that leap of faith, to trust that if you set it up right, it will work. [...] 

If you put [the right] structures in place and use the vocabulary and reinforce it with 

kids and do all that stuff, it becomes normal for them and they become more 

sophisticated learners. They become more able to lead themselves and work through 

those things, and you know, if you trust them to do it, if you trust yourself to give up 

the - to give up the reigns, then uh, then yeah, the results are really powerful, and you 

can, you see amazing things it blows your mind when you say ‘that kid who is 11 just 

did that’. And there's not a lot of places in the world where someone would ever 

expect an 11 year old to come up with that idea, or that particular product, or that 

whatever, and ever believe that came from a kid. We just don't give kids enough 

credit, you know, because kids are - we still are we're still not ready to trust them you 

know, [trust] what they're capable of in many cases. 

Within the context of this study, teachers frequently reported emotional safety, trust, 

empowerment, and confidence as components of the strategies they use to foster creativity in 

their classrooms. In most cases the development of the emotional climate was viewed as 

more important than the end product, because by creating a sense of safety, teachers saw that 

children were more free when they were unencumbered by the burden of emotional 

challenges and the class could work together as one, rather than relying on behavioural and 

classroom management techniques. Though most teachers indicated that it took a great deal 

of time and effort to learn about their students and establish classroom parameters and 

enforce behavioural rules, the end product was that creativity and student engagement levels 
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were higher, and students experienced less stress and fewer negative behavioural challenges. 

Moreover, by establishing a trusting and safe climate, teachers could draw upon the strengths 

of group work and collaboration among students, again heightening their creative thinking 

skills and motivation to learn.  

Collaboration. Teachers in this study used collaboration as a tool to build an 

inclusive space in their classroom and to foster healthy relationships and child development. 

Teachers also discussed the ways they used collaborative group work as a strategy to foster 

creativity and help students draw on each other’s strengths. In many ways, collaborative 

learning activities seem to be related to the methods teachers used to differentiate instruction 

for students who were interpersonal and like to talk through their ideas, but they are also a 

means to establish a positive emotional climate. The value of collaboration is in the 

connections students can make to more ideas and the substantial opportunity it offers 

students to take on a leadership role and be self-directed in the way they navigate 

conversations and problem-solve with peers.   

Allison discussed her teaching philosophy using the words collaborative 

differentiation. To her, this described a merging of both differentiated instruction and 

collaborative learning teaching strategies. She employed this technique to foster a sense of 

togetherness in the class (building a sense of trust and safety) while meeting the learning 

needs of her students. 

 Collaborative differentiation. That was my new term, because I believe that kids the 

age I teach - and probably any age really just want to belong to their peer group more 

than anything else, and kids who struggle in learning, they get pulled out for this, that, 

and the other, and sometimes they lose their sense of belonging to the group. So, I try 

to create activities where the end goal is something that everybody will do together, 
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like the gingerbread houses, or the baking, or we do algebra pizza in the spring, and 

we do all these little things um, like so that everybody feels like they're part of the 

activity, but then I teach the skills that go underneath it, that's when I differentiate by 

ability or by modified programs or whatever, so that the little girls in my class who 

were only able to find surface —  not even surface area, area of a rectangle and a 

square are doing their math, and the rest of the class are doing their trapezoids, or 

whatever, so they all feel like they're working toward the same goal which is to build 

their gingerbread house, but they're not- they don't feel separate from it. 

Here Allison speaks to her strategies to get students engaged and learning together, 

and she also references activities she used to get students thinking differently, like coming up 

with new ways of doing math and science projects. By baking, or building gingerbread 

houses, Allison wanted students to be creative and think about the subject matter from a 

different perspective. In this case, instead of doing math with worksheets or integer tiles, she 

used raw materials such as food to promote knowledge and understanding as well as allowing 

students to learn from the ideas and understandings of others in the class. Allison saw each 

activity or exercise as providing opportunities for high levels of engagement, and through 

that, students could work to the level at which they were most comfortable. Similarly, Brad 

saw collaboration as a tool to foster engagement:  

I know that when my kids come- when these kids come to me they understand what it 

means to work collaboratively, and what a group sounds like, and what a group is 

supposed to work like, and the kinds of roles that people will be expected to take and 

those kinds of things. To be able to do that — to have that understanding first of all, 

and then to be able to apply that for whatever it is we are doing, in this case it is 

proportional reasoning, or you know, it could be any kind of math problem-solving 
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that we're doing, in that situation then students can take what we’re working on and 

hopefully apply it to something that has some real-life connections. […] In this 

particular case it is an opportunity where they can take what they know, apply it, and 

then, you know, have that conversation at the actual, on-task conversation about what 

they're doing. ‘Well, I like that idea, maybe we can do this’. One of the things we did 

today was do the spy— where you send somebody out to take a look [at what other 

groups are doing], and you know, that's another strategy where it's not about keeping 

your ideas to yourself, it's not about, you know, ‘this is mine, you can't have any of 

this’, like ‘this is my understanding, and you're not allowed to have any of this’. It's 

like: let's share, let's get this out there, let's have as many people have a piece of this, 

and more to improve it rather than to you know, you don't distort it or dilute it in any 

way, you actually improve it as the more hands that touch it, often. So with these 

kinds of things if the kids can get some ideas and it's not  me saying ‘you need to 

divide by this’ or you need to add this, you need to whatever, they look and they say 

‘wait a second, how'd you do that?’, and then have the conversation and then say, ‘oh, 

geez, why didn't I think of that?’ and it's that kind of learning that experiential 

learning. Working through those problems, having you know, peers do that do 

instruction rather than me, I mean, the research we've seen says yeah, of course, that 

makes them learn better because then it's not somebody yakking at them, it's them 

figuring out for themselves and working through it themselves. 

Brad touches on many reasons why he feels that collaborative learning and group 

work are an effective strategy and tool for promoting creative thinking and practice in his 

classroom. In structuring his class so that students can work together, he allows them to teach 

themselves, learn from each other, and draw on the best ideas. He is firm in his belief that 



82 

 

 

teaching and learning are not about keeping ideas to yourself, but require instead sharing and 

building on ideas in order to improve your own learning and outcomes. Students then 

enhance their creativity because they can make connections between the ideas of others, and 

much like John-Steiner (1997) wrote in her work examining the role of famous 

collaborations, Brad sees the creative discourse as a process that includes disagreements. For 

the teachers in this study, collaborative, creative discourse involves taking a position and 

arguing for it, because when the end is reached, the ideas have become stronger and the 

creative products are more original because of the challenges and re-developments that 

happened along the way. In the creative collaborative space there is room for discord. In 

Brad’s classroom, the activity that he is referencing in the quote involved students racing 

around the room and competing for “resources” in order to build and trade puzzle pieces as 

part of a social studies lesson. Some groups were given fewer resources than others, and 

conflict occurred as a natural consequence of this. The strength of the exercise and the 

creative collaboration was not only in the highly-engaging activity (students racing around 

the room), but also in the post-activity reflection wherein students were encouraged to 

discuss their disagreements, their reasoning for certain actions, and what they would have 

done differently. In Brad’s classroom, novel and appropriate ideas and behaviours were 

fostered through collaborative networks as well as reflection on action.  

Drawing on many of the same themes, Heather frequently used collaboration and 

group work as a means of engaging students and getting them to think about topics and 

issues. Heather’s teaching philosophy was geared towards encouraging creativity in her 

students, and collaborative activities was a way she felt she nurtured this goal. Not unlike 

Brad’s perspective, Heather’s view of collaboration is tied to conflict, and the idea that 

through the resolution of conflict, relationships can grow and learning can happen in a 
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variety of ways. In reference to building a classroom where collaborative practice is valued, 

Heather stated: 

I like group work a lot, lets them work together, collaborate, so makes them problem-

solve, because lots of problems happen, right? They have to be taught how to go 

through and figure out a solution when they have problems with each other, 

especially. So I really focus on positive words to each other […] and then, I don't 

know, from the start in September as well, I just kind of talk to them about respecting 

each other and not expecting that they're all going to be best friends who go skipping 

down the hall hand-in-hand, that's not what needs to happen with each other, but they 

still have to respect each other. Right? And then they have to understand that, and we 

try to make real-world connections, like when you go and have a job, yeah, you're 

going to be friends with some people. Some people you're not- you still have to work 

with them. So you have to sort it out. 

 Heather’s activities encouraged students to think through problems and discuss issues 

related to what they were studying. Collaboration and group-work activities provided 

students with an opportunity to demonstrate what they have learned in a meaningful way 

while working through and discussing issues with a group before coming to a mutually 

agreeable conclusion. When Heather indicates that these are skills that students will need for 

the workplace, she communicates an understanding that the material is not necessarily the 

most important component of the lesson: the learning that comes through conflict resolution 

and problem-solving (two essential elements of 21
st
 century skills) are what will be carried 

forward and used by the students in the future. 

Marilyn, a teacher who acknowledged that she herself had struggled in school, also 

felt that life skills learned through collaboration and group work were essential for the future 
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success of her students, indicating like Heather that the future included preparation for the 

world of work. In her Grade 6 class, Marilyn discussed why she felt group work was 

important and why she purposely built her lessons using strategies to encourage collaborative 

learning. She made the following remark after discussing what she considered to be the 

importance of understanding her students learning styles, during which she noted that most of 

her students primary learning preference was kinesthetic. Marilyn stated: 

These kids do way better working with a group than they do by themselves. So... and 

that's really what it would be like working in a working place anyway, like they might 

as well get working with other people, because whether they're a nurse, or a teacher, 

or a farmer, like no matter what, they need to know how to work with people.  

 Teachers gave many reasons why group work was an important aspect of their 

classroom and why they encouraged group work and collaborative activities in order to foster 

creativity. Seeing it as part of a holistic learning process, teachers in this study placed a high 

value on collaborative group work and often tied the benefits of collaboration to other 

elements of learning and personal development. While acknowledging that conflict 

sometimes occurred, teachers largely indicated that conflict was a part of the creative 

struggle, and that taking on roles and positions promoted a broader understanding of human 

nature and could lead to compassion and understanding.   

Exploring, experiencing, and making connections: Though one of the foundational 

theories of this research project is experiential learning theory (Kolb, 1984; Mainemelis, et 

al., 2002; Martinez Casanovas et al., 2010), only a few teachers explicitly identified 

experiential learning as a deliberate strategy they used to foster creativity, even though many 

teachers such as Erin stated that “creativity is using like hands-on things a lot of the time.” 

Teachers were far more likely to identify experiences and events (that could be considered 
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experiential learning), as activities that they felt were interesting, or different, and/or were 

highly engaging for them as teachers. In this respect, teachers saw experiential learning 

opportunities as a way of demonstrating their own personal creativity, in that what they were 

doing as teachers was different or unique, more so than they perceived the activities as 

strategies for fostering the creativity of individual students. Despite the fact that teachers do 

not explicitly name experiential learning as one of their creativity-fostering strategies, it is 

easy to see the parallels between the experiences they did talk about and the desire teachers 

in this study had to foster creativity as a general competency in their students. Several 

programs and experiences stood out. 

When teachers spoke about the experiences they provided their student with, they 

typically spoke about the opportunities they had to go somewhere, or do something that 

involved bringing in someone from outside of the school. Both Colette and Paige discussed 

the value of participating in a program called Teaching Shakespeare School that takes place 

yearly each summer in Stratford, Ontario (see Stratford Festival, 2012). During this program, 

Grade 4-8 teachers from across Ontario have the opportunity to work together with 

professional actors and learn hands-on, drama-based strategies for teaching Shakespeare to 

their students. As part of the program, a trained professional actor comes to the participating 

teachers’ classrooms to co-facilitate a workshop during the school term, and subsequently 

teachers and their students attend showings of a play at the Stratford Festival as part of a 

school trip (Stratford Festival, 2012). Both Colette and Paige spoke highly of the program, 

and the unique way in which it engaged their students in learning Shakespeare. Paige had 

participated in the program “about three or four times.” She emphasised that the Teaching 

Shakespeare program was highly engaging for both students and instructors. By working 

together with a professional actor, she felt the program made Shakespeare’s plays accessible 
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to a young audience, and by using dramatic techniques to work through the story of the play, 

the antiquated language and customs, that are typically barriers to Shakespeare, were less 

prominent, and the students were better able to understand the meaning of the story. 

Colette also expressed her enthusiasm for the program, and she was one of the few 

participants to explicitly state the high level of importance she placed on experiential 

learning for both herself and her students. In reference to the Teaching Shakespeare program, 

she stated: 

And studying Shakespeare, who does that in elementary school, right? You often 

don't. We tore Twelfth Night to bits, we studied all of that, then our actress came in 

and we did all this character development and we had great fun- she was awesome, 

great fun with her, and then at the end you go to Stratford and you see their 

production, and the kids loved that! How many kids get the experience of going to 

Stratford to the Festival? […] So yeah, we did that, it was great. Truly awesome.  

Both Paige and Colette saw the opportunity to combine language arts with drama as a 

unique and valuable opportunity to get students thinking differently about reading, producing 

text, and the nature of theatre. They both identified this learning opportunity as one which 

was beneficial and brought forth unique and creative ideas in all of their students. 

Colette also made connections between the experiences her students had and positive, 

creative learning outcomes. Reflecting on another expedition in which she and her students 

participated, Colette indicated that creativity was enhanced when students were outside of 

their typical environments. In discussing a class trip to the Ontario Museum of Archeology, 

Colette highlighted how such experiences lead to creative and divergent thinking: 

So we were at the Museum of Archaeology and we did a lot of creative learning that 

entire week. Interesting to see my one fellow who is not a pencil-paper boy, take a 
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piece of clay and mold into this beautiful pot, and to add such detail. He took forever, 

and he focused on that, and this is a child who honestly if you gave him paper and 

pen, like first off the pen usually flies over his shoulder, the paper comes back to you 

looking like a dog got to it, right, and there's maybe a sentence on it with no capital, 

no period, so it's not even really a sentence, it's a thought, and that's it. So to see him 

be creative doing that is great! They did a lot of journaling and they did a lot of going 

to their own spot within the museum, and just writing their thoughts, or drawing their 

thoughts, or like giving them the opportunity to do whatever they felt was necessary 

for forty minutes. And they did. They worked, they produced. They didn't sit there 

and think. They did things, you know like sometimes you'll say to them ‘what are you 

doing? Do something’ [indicating typical student response] ‘I'm thinking.’ they 

weren't doing that. They were all doing something, and of course they're thinking, but 

they weren't saying ‘I'm thinking.’ 

By highlighting the child’s ability to focus and engage in a task, Colette recognized 

that children’s creativity and her strategies for fostering creativity rely on the production of 

something novel and interesting, not just thinking about creativity. In presenting students 

with the opportunity to explore and experience elements of the environment, Colette and 

other teachers in this study saw that there were a wide range of opportunities available to 

foster creativity outside the boundaries of the classroom environment. In the excerpt from the 

transcript above, it is interesting to note that Colette also speaks about the opportunities 

experiential learning presents students with different learning style preferences (she mentions 

a student who didn’t respond well to paper-and-pencil tasks). In addition, her observation 

regarding the importance of independent work time fits well with Cropley’s (2001) 
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recommendation that creativity-fostering teachers “encourage students to learn 

independently” (p.138).  

Part of the process of having experiences, many teachers felt, was giving the students 

enough time to really explore and engage in an element of the curriculum, rather than push 

students to accomplish a task within a single lesson period. Taking time and thinking deeply 

were concepts teachers discussed with regards to experiences that made a difference in 

fostering children’s creative behaviours. Often, during the observation periods teachers 

mentioned either to the researcher or to the students that there was not enough time, or that 

they would have to hurry because they needed to move on to something else. In addition, 

during the interviews many teachers indicated that they wished they had more time, and that 

the curriculum they were expected to cover had so much in it. Some teachers indicated that 

they would not get through everything they had planned to get through in a year, and others, 

especially those who were interviewed in the late spring- closer to the end of the school year, 

indicated that they were scrambling to finish up all the work they needed to before school 

was out for the summer. As a whole, teachers seemed to wish they could give students more 

time to work on projects that would provide them with an opportunity to take their time, and 

think deeply. Two teachers spoke directly to this issue. Trent stated: 

So I'm always struggling with-  I want to do these creative divergent things, 

but at the same time it's a pen and paper task and we've got to practice how they 

answer questions, and we do, because sometimes you- or sometimes you want to be 

more creative with reading and get them thinking deeply and all that, but ultimately if 

they're just doing that- you may be getting into it, but to get it to show up on the paper 

is a whole other challenge, so that's the biggest thing I struggle with, or usually, 

anything that is more creative takes more time.   



89 

 

 

Theresa spoke of feeling similar pressure: 

And I hate teaching that way. I really do, but I feel I don't have a choice sometimes. 

And that's why I try to incorporate these websites on my class page that they can 

explore and um, I don't know, what else do I do? I you know, I used to play a lot 

more games but I don't play games anymore, I just don't have the time. And that 

sucks, because that really - they learned because it was like drills, it was practice, it 

was revisiting things daily, but we don't do that anymore, I can't, I don't have time. I 

don't know, I just get bogged down with the curriculum, I feel like I can't teach the 

way I used to. 

 Allison had 25 years of teaching experience, and indicated that her perspectives on 

how she would get all of the material covered had changed with time. Her perspective was 

that creativity takes time, and in order to foster creativity students should be given as much 

time as they need to engage in a project and work on it until they are satisfied. Though all of 

the teachers in this study indicated that more time would make a difference in how they 

fostered creativity in their students, Allison indicated that when she gave students the time 

they needed in order to think deeply, they were able to make meaningful work. Allison 

stated: 

So by not rushing students, by not saying ok, I'm going to address every expectation 

in the curriculum in this art curriculum, half of which I don't understand anyway, [I 

say] let's focus on this, and let's create until you're satisfied, so they can do many, 

many copies, and at first when they get art you get those kids who do psht! and just 

get it done- there's no creativity at all, and it's just like ok, give me the rubric, knock 

that one off, so it takes a little while to get them to think— it's not just about getting it 
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done, because sometimes they don't get it done, and that's ok too. You don't 

necessarily need to have a finished project. 

Similarly, Laura indicated that creativity was encouraged when student’s creative 

ideas were praised and celebrated, and though there were constraints, she would modify her 

lessons in order to allow her students to stay engaged in a project. During the interview, 

Laura said: 

Well the children in my class know that if something gives me goose bumps, that 

that's the wow factor and that was something unique and different, um, my schedule 

that I have on the board there is on magnets, because if we're doing something and we 

come up with something more exciting to do, we walk over and we change what 

we're doing that day — as much as I can within time constraints of them having to go 

somewhere else, but if it's just in my class I can say ‘you know what boys and girls, 

we're working so hard on this math problem we're going to skip this today and we're 

going to keep working on it’ to show them that that's important to do. [So] depending 

on which class I have my schedule, it's very flexible. Like if it's a class like the one I 

have in there that I can just change that, I do that. And like I usually have two or three 

alternative plans of what I'm going to do for the day, because I find that I read the 

kids. So, if they're into something where they're going to work, like some days they 

would sit and work on novel study for over an hour and you could hear a pin drop, 

right? Well if the next day I feel like that's not going to work, then I don't do that day, 

we'll do the novel study the next day.  

 Lastly, Marilyn who was relatively new to teaching had a unique perspective on 

education and child development from a holistic point of view. She drew on her own life 

experiences, and what she had learned as a mother and grandmother. Marilyn had a strong 
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interest in fostering creativity, and stated throughout the interview that because of the 

pressure to accomplish the curricular goals, the students needed to have unique learning 

experiences that were highly engaging, but they also needed to take their time and work at 

their own pace. During Marilyn’s interview, she stated that her approach encouraged students 

to be free, think deeply, and take their time.  

We don't take enough time to stop the school work and just let them think, just let 

them lay in the grass, like give them a really really higher-order thinking question, 

and just let them go out and lay there, all by themselves. [...] If you first get them in a 

different place, like where they can just relax and take deep breaths, there will be 

better creativity for them, right.  

 In the school context, these kinds of opportunities for experiential learning such as  

allowing students the time and freedom to work slowly and make connections is also strongly 

influenced by the teacher-colleague-administrative relationship. Several teachers indicated 

that they either were, or were not, able to engage their students in particular experiences 

because of the costs, the challenge of organizing travel, or administrative pressure to focus on 

test results. Those who spoke about their strategies and the opportunities they used to provide 

their students with experiential learning opportunities quickly credited their principals and 

their colleagues for the support they provided in putting a program together. The last research 

question investigates the environmental factors that influence creativity-fostering behaviours 

in teachers.  

Research Question 3: What environmental factors influence teachers’ desire or 

ability to create and maintain a creativity-fostering classroom? Cultural, perceptual, 

intellectual, emotional, and social blocks to creativity exist in business, education, and our 

own personal lives (Runco, 2007). These barriers influence our ability to problem-solve, but 
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also may act as distractions when one is engaged in a task or working through a particular 

idea or concept. The school environment can be filled with distractions, and always hosts a 

wide variety of events and occurrences. Without exception, every interview conducted for 

this study was interrupted at least once by a person who required information or assistance, 

such as administrator, student, custodian, or parent, or an event — children banging loudly 

on an opposing wall, a loudspeaker announcement, the delivery of milk for lunch programs, 

or in once case, a fire drill. Several teachers who had indicated a willingness to participate in 

Stage 2 of this research study regretfully chose to decline participation because of an 

ongoing labour dispute between the Elementary Teachers Federation of Ontario and the 

Provincial Government. During the later stage of data collection, teachers were experiencing 

pressure to scale down or eliminate extracurricular activities and cancel holiday pageants 

that would require attendance outside of the normal hours of the workday. Environmental 

factors such as these, which individual teachers have little control over, appear to have a 

direct impact on the strategies teachers are able to use and the behaviours they feel they can 

demonstrate in the classroom towards fostering creativity. It may be impossible to calculate 

to what extent daily interruptions and the general busy pace of school life changes 

creativity-fostering behaviours in teachers, though it is a topic that deserves further 

investigation. Environmental variables certainly influence the relationships that teachers 

have with the administration and their colleagues within the school as well with students and 

their parents. When these collaborative and mutually-supportive structures experience 

stress, it is natural to expect that teachers’ perceptions and beliefs will be reciprocally 

affected. 

 Some of the following factors have already been mentioned briefly because the 

elementary school environment is a dynamic and shifting community of students, teachers, 
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administrative staff, parents, and members of the public. Teacher perceptions and strategies 

do not exist apart from the environmental resources that teachers have access to and the 

constraints that they experience. Broadly conceived, three primary environmental themes 

have been identified, and they are understood to influence the ways teachers perceive and 

support creativity. These  include: the resources they have access to; the support (or lack of 

it) that teachers receive from colleagues, administrators, and parents; and accountability 

measures, such as EQAO testing, that, depending on the school, will have a stronger or 

weaker influence on teachers’ behaviours and desirable teaching outcomes/goals. Each will 

be discussed in turn, using the voices of teachers to provide narrative context for the direct 

ways their behaviour and opportunities are influenced. 

Resources. Teachers mentioned time and money as the resources that were most 

likely to influence their creativity-fostering behaviours. Heather, who was currently working 

in an urban school, indicated that she had previously worked in a remote northern community 

with access to very few material resources in the school. In discussing the issue of resources 

and fostering creativity, she indicated that a lack of resources sometimes encouraged teachers 

in remote northern schools to be more creative, as they would not be able to rely on the same 

access to technology or materials as teachers in southern schools. With reference to a 

question where Heather was asked about how her experiences fostering creativity in these 

two different schools differed, she replied: “You have to be a little more creative when you 

don't have everything you need. It's almost like more things come out when you have less, 

somehow.” Conversely, Colette strongly identified a lack of monetary resources as a barrier 

to fostering creativity in her classroom. Money, to Colette, signified freedom, and a lack of 

money “interfered” with her ability to give students experiential learning opportunities 

outside of the classroom. At one point Colette stated, “There's no money for anything. It 
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always comes back to money.” With more money, Colette felt that field trips would be more 

accessible to students and she would be able to bring in higher-quality resources for her 

students to use. Marilyn, identifying the same financial challenges, also strongly valued the 

creative process as well as the creative work of her students. In order to foster this creativity, 

Marilyn spent her own money on high-quality artist’s paper for students to use as part of a 

project. This expensive purchase demonstrated Marilyn’s feelings about how access to 

resources influences students and the reason she felt it made a difference in their learning. 

When asked why she spent her own money on the paper, Marilyn stated: 

I just feel things like that make the kid also try harder and appreciate their own work 

so much more. I forget what the name of that movie is, but it's like where she works 

so hard at all these part-time jobs and after she actually bought them their brand-new 

books. Um, um- what was? It was Anne- the Anne Frank book, and she had bought it 

for all of her really low-leveled students, and just knowing that they smelled these 

books- like they couldn't even believe they had this brand-new little book - and I 

think it really makes a difference with kids, that if you give them the right stuff, they 

do appreciate it and they are more creative.     

 During the observation period, Marilyn showed the researcher the artwork that the 

students in her class had created on the heavy paper, indicating that she had brought in a local 

aboriginal artist to work with the students. He had showed them how to use natural materials, 

such as plants and charcoal to create images on the paper while discussing the rich 

symbolism contained within indigenous art. Marilyn indicated that she now expected the 

students to bring the artwork home to their parents, who could frame and hang it with pride 

in the family home.  
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 Overall, resources were a point of discussion for teachers, but rarely stood in the way 

of getting the work done and did not prevent resourceful teachers from finding ways to 

access what they needed. Several teachers indicated that they had accessed grant money for 

class trips or to purchase classroom laptop computers, or that they had taken advantage of 

school board-supported trial programs to gain access to specialized technology such as iPads 

or computer programs that facilitated face-to-face video chats with students in other schools. 

Other teachers said that they found free or very low-cost opportunities within their 

communities that students could participate in, thereby accomplishing their own goal to 

provide their students with meaningful opportunities to learn in new and unique ways.   

Support. Individual differences in the ways that teachers support and nurture 

creativity in their students are a function of the extent to which the social and contextual 

factors in which teachers work support the creative process (Carayannis & Gonzalez, 2003). 

Within the school environment, students, colleagues, administrative staff, parents and 

community members each offered a different kind of support toward teachers and their 

creativity-fostering behaviours. These social/environmental factors can be interpreted as 

either encouraging or discouraging creativity-fostering behaviours. Most teachers in this 

study indicated that they received very high levels of encouragement and support for 

creativity-fostering from their school principals and colleagues. In many cases during the 

observation periods, the researcher had the opportunity to meet school principals, and these 

meetings were undeniably positive. Every principal who inquired about the study indicated 

their own personal interest in fostering creativity in students, and three principals mentioned 

a board-wide push to infuse the curriculum with learning opportunities related to adaptive 

21
st
 century skills (Bellanca & Brandt, 2010; Trilling & Fadel, 2009). Though these meetings 

were all short and welcoming, the principals’ genuine interest in the subject matter of this 
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report was generally confirmed by participants during their interviews and observation 

sessions.  

Colette indicated that her principal was especially supportive of activities related to 

creativity in the school because her principal was also an artist. Colette stated:  

Whether is it supported depends on who admin. is, right? I do think here, absolutely 

supported, our principal's wonderful, and she's an artist herself, first off, an artist 

before all this, right, so she's into creativity and trying new things, absolutely, so 

that's good. Not all admin. is the same, right, it always depends on where you are.  

Marilyn shared a similar experience:  

Our principal here is very, very creative. And so, she - she likes putting the arts into 

the curriculum, and every subject- just throw the arts into it, so she's been a real help 

for that because I think if I had an administrator that was very um, academic, I might 

feel like they're probably thinking that I'm too fluffy, that I'm not getting my - my 

work done, right?  

 Both Colette and Marilyn spoke to the ways in which their principals encouraged the 

infusion of creativity-fostering activities into the curriculum. By having a supportive 

principal, they each found that they had more opportunities to present their students with 

creativity-building activities. It is important to note that Marilyn refers to her concern as 

being seen as “too fluffy,” which in some cases was how teachers in this study were 

concerned about seeming to parents, colleagues, and principals. The fear of the words 

creativity and fluff being converged indicates a subconscious understanding in teachers that  

academic work is somehow different than work that fosters creativity in students. Fluff is 

related to “not getting my work done,” which could be interpreted as an indication that the 

work to be done involves test preparation and covering all of the elements of the curriculum. 
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That creativity might be synonymous with fluff, or is anti-academic even in the minds of 

teachers who deeply value creativity is troubling, and speaks to an issue within the formal 

education system where traditional, bounded subjects such as math and English still hold 

positions of importance while others are relegated to positions of less value. Theresa 

indicated during her interview that she found less support from the principal in her school, 

and she stated that “coming down from the administration in my opinion, it's very 

prescriptive and there isn't a whole lot of room for creativity.” Her experience, though rare in 

this study, referenced her school’s stated goal of increasing EQAO scores as well as an 

intense focus on Professional Learning Cycles (see EduGains, 2012). These, Theresa felt, 

stifled creativity and focussed more on results than authentic student learning and 

experiences. 

 Most other teachers spoke very highly about the support they received from their 

colleagues. Almost every teacher in this study had a positive story to share about a 

collaborative experience or a school-wide initiative that demonstrated a commitment to 

fostering creativity in students. Though, as indicated earlier, many of the experiences 

teachers shared referenced arts, music, or drama, others spoke to the inspiring creative 

possibilities that came out of collaboration and cross-subject learning opportunities. Laura 

shared many examples of how the teaching staff, supported by the principal, fostered 

creativity in positive ways and in many subject areas throughout her school. Laura stated: 

We have a really great music program. We are one of the few schools that has a 

music teacher, so he's fabulous and in Grades 4, 5, 6 he does a huge operetta like 

three or four nights, and he has a video on our school website that you might want to 

go see. So that is huge in this building. Our principal is very supportive in wanting 

that done, she has things like author circles on Friday where she'll take two kids from 
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each grade and they'll get together with a plate of cookies and share their stories. So 

we have those sorts of things, that's great, um, I guess that and just working with 

other teachers that are creative, right? The more people you can get together that are 

going to work at that inspiring, we have one teacher who is very much into the 

environment and nature things, and she is responsible for putting the butterfly zone 

out there. 

Brad also shared several positive experiences that came out of school-wide 

collaborative exercises and activities. 

As a staff, we've tended to embrace more collaborative structures as far as students 

developing ideas together and a staff developing ideas together, working at it that way 

and modeling it that way for students and providing them with structures that are 

more conducive to that kind of creative output, but I think that there certainly are - 

there are environments that exist where rote learning and copying notes off of 

blackboards and, you know being tested on facts and figures and those kinds of 

things- that still exists and that's still part of what's there and it's because I think what 

happens is people are not comfortable giving up completely the control of that part.  

Lastly, Sophia found a similar collaborative atmosphere in her school, discussing the 

many ways that teachers support each other and share creative ideas: 

You know what, I think we have at this school in particular, we have really pushed 

for [creativity], I think we really encourage it. First of all, as teachers we're 

encouraged to do that, and I mean we have music programs, we have art programs, 

and we display the kid's work, and oftentimes now you're melding those kind of arts 

with the language arts, that creative thinking with the mathematics, I mean it's all 

really being - I guess we see that there's a blend and a balance, it's not one or the 
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other. [...] Once you're here you don't want to leave. The teachers are awesomely 

supportive of each other. Like yesterday I got an email from somebody who got a 

great Remembrance Day site, so they - they just send that out to everybody and 

whatever - like everyone shares here. There's no one who kind of hordes it to 

themselves, thinking ‘I'm going to look better if I do this’. Awesome environment in 

every way.  

The experiences teachers discussed with regards to collaboration supporting creativity 

were for the most part very positive and demonstrate close, collaborative relationships 

between teachers in the school. Many teachers, like Sophia, spoke to the frequent sharing of 

resources, ideas, and opportunities in order to best support the students in the school. This 

sense of a shared responsibility to create a community that values student development, 

learning, and creativity was overwhelmingly positive. However, it was also indicated by 

some participants during interviews or the observation time, that not all teachers shared the 

same view or perspective as they did. Some teachers indicated that they had colleagues who 

were stuck in the past or who were described as following the curriculum like the Bible, 

tending to favour a strict division between subjects and rote learning as compared to their 

personal preferred style of more individualized teaching and open classroom management. 

When teachers who shied away from creativity-fostering activities were mentioned, they 

were thought of as being different and standing apart from the dominant ideology of the 

school. 

Finally, teachers saw parents as an integral part of the classroom, and a key element 

in supporting and fostering creativity in students. Though only about half of the participants 

in the study mentioned the impact parents had, their influence was undeniable, and in many 

informal conversations with teachers during observation periods the topic of parental 
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influence came up. Teachers largely saw parents as a supportive element in the school, 

providing volunteer classroom assistance, helping to drive students on field trips, and 

participating in school-wide events like plays or concerts. This kind of support was highly 

regarded by teachers, and in some cases viewed as the only way that some things would be 

possible. In speaking to the role of parents, Sophia stated that “we never have trouble getting 

volunteers to help us do things, and they'll come in our classrooms to help, and it's really 

supportive. Parents have a really strong role here and they are the ones who sort of initiate 

that.” Marilyn also spoke to the collaborative relationship she had with the parents of her 

students and how parents helped give her ideas about the kinds of opportunities that were 

available in the community that the students would appreciate. Marilyn stated: 

The parents are the ones that are also bringing me ideas whenever they hear of 

anything they'll tell me about it and I will then look into bringing in other people. 

Because I can't know everything, and once I've had- now I've had all this exposure, so 

now I do know this stuff, right, so I can run this and so it's just- and kids love 

listening to other people, and their stories.”   

Parents also came up as a key supporter of children’s creative activities outside of 

school. When identifying the characteristics of a creative student, some teachers in this study 

indicated that creative students often have parents that provide them with multiple 

opportunities to experience new things, such as books, music, or travel, and they make 

learning meaningful and fun. Teachers spoke of the parents of highly-creative children as 

engaged in their child’s learning and education as well as active participants in their child’s 

personal and academic development. Teachers perceived creativity-fostering parents as those 

who made an effort to expose their children to cultural experiences such as museums and art 

galleries or involved them in travel and household decisions. However, the high level of 



101 

 

 

support and involvement that teachers saw creativity-fostering parents demonstrating 

occasionally came at a cost, as those parents were also perceived to be strongly interested in 

the complete social and cognitive development of their children. Some teachers indicated that 

highly-involved parents were concerned about and placed critical emphasis EQAO scores 

and school-wide performance data. The last environmental variable that teachers reported 

influencing their ability to foster creativity in their classrooms was the administration of 

standardized achievement measures, referred to here as EQAO testing. 

Accountability. Accountability measures such as EQAO testing have taken on greater 

prominence in recent years, and now exert a strong influence on teachers due to the 

expectations of parents and politicians concerning outcome measures from public education. 

Though some teachers in this study brought up the impact of EQAO measures on creativity-

fostering without being asked, each participant in this study was directly asked to share their 

perspective with regards to how accountability measures affect their ability to foster 

creativity in their students. Responses teachers gave were mixed, and ranged from fully 

supportive of EQAO and the goals of the assessment, to explicitly hostile and strongly 

against the thought of EQAO having anything to do with nurturing creativity in students. 

Teachers who were in support of EQAO testing often indicated that it was in preparing 

students for the assessment, rather than the test itself, that basic skills and increased 

meaningful foundational language and math knowledge could be promoted. Teachers who 

drew from items on the test to design lessons appeared to teach using techniques that 

encouraged children to master the basics and clearly explain the reasoning for the answers 

they gave. Teachers who felt the assessments were primarily negative often spoke to the 

amount of time it took to prepare students, the pressure and stress students felt around the 

end-of-year examination, and how little importance EQAO had in measuring or predicting 
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life success in students in that it provided a limited measure of a child’s true potential and 

variety of skills. Though most of the teachers indicated that EQAO testing had little direct 

connection to creativity, it was acknowledged that the testing process and preparation 

activities influenced their practices with regard to creativity-fostering behaviours. As there 

were numerous perspectives and opinions regarding the strengths and weaknesses of EQAO 

testing, this section is divided into three themes directly related to the research question. 

Those themes fall under the sub-categories of: time, incongruity, and foundational skills.  

Time. Some teachers in this study indicated that time pressure was a factor they felt 

limited their ability to engage children in creative activities. Theresa referenced the time 

pressures she was feeling with regard to preparing students for EQAO testing. When asked 

about how EQAO influenced her ability to provide students with creative or non-traditional 

learning opportunities, she stated that: 

 “[my lessons are] more prescriptive because you have to show that growth, and you 

have to do the same activity at the beginning as we do at the end, but if you had time 

to extend you know, you could be creative with that. I'm just trying to be creative 

within the means that we have, you know, I've got the use of technology, um, I try to 

do hands-on science, I encourage many ways of thinking, lots of choice, but again I 

just - I don't - I would love to have more time and more ability to do that.”  

Marilyn indicated feeling similar pressure with regard to the time she was required to 

spend moving through pre-testing activities provided to her by her principal a few days 

before the interview occurred. Throughout the interview and observation, Marilyn repeated 

her concerns about the volume of EQAO-related material she had to get through before 

testing, and how that would take away from her students’ time to learn in-depth and engage 

in activities that she felt would be more relevant to them later in life, such as debating social 
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issues and working together in groups. In reference to the preparation activities she was 

expected to do before EQAO testing began in her classroom, she stated the following:  

“EQAO sucks. It really does suck. Because I already told you before- I've had to 

change my last three weeks of teaching because of what was proposed to me- that I 

need to administer to them and so all this other stuff that would have been very 

beneficial I think for them, for their future, there's no time - all those hours are going 

to be gone. It's going to take six hours to administer. Because there's sections and you 

only give them one section at a time, and you need a double block for each section. 

As she became more comfortable in the interview setting, Marilyn also began to 

comment more on what she felt students really needed to know, which was grounded in her 

teaching philosophy of child agency and independence. Throughout the observation period 

she pointed out time and labour-intensive projects she and her students had engaged in that 

she felt fostered not only their creativity but also a sense of community. She lamented the 

end of these projects as test preparation was about to begin in earnest. Several times during 

the observation and in the interview Marilyn questioned rhetorically, “Are they going to 

remember this when they’re 25?” in reference to the important social and developmental 

skills children were gaining in school rather than the content or curriculum material. 

 Trent stated that he recognized the value in EQAO testing, but he was regularly 

discouraged by how he had to “turn off” his usually vivacious and highly-engaged class in 

order to get them to complete the EQAO tests. Before this response, Trent discussed his 

conflicting views on EQAO, and responded to the follow-up question in which he was asked 

how often he felt he had to change a lesson because of the amount of time that was required 

to prepare students for EQAO testing by saying “So I would say it's pretty much daily. That 

sounds really negative and whatever, but it's true.” Trent’s typical teaching approach then 
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had to change to allow for EQAO testing to be implemented. When he thought about 

implementing EQAO testing activities, he felt that he needed to change the kinds of activities 

or material the class would cover, and that he would have to assess it in a way concurrent 

with EQAO testing, rather than encouraging divergent thinking or allowing for alternate 

forms of completion, such as a visual or auditory presentation. 

Paige’s school was built using a pod design, an architectural style popular in the 

1970s. The classroom was part of an open room plan with fabric walls, meaning that even 

students who are not participating in EQAO testing are affected. The time at which the 

testing occurred then influenced not only the lesson planning for the Grade 6 class, but the 

entire division, causing scheduling changes and requiring students to do activities with 

minimal noise or movement so that the students being tested would not be distracted. When 

asked how EQAO testing influenced her classroom environment based on the unique layout 

of the rooms in her area of the school, Paige stated:  

They did it over five days, as opposed to over three, because they have research that 

groups do better over five, whatever, they do better over five days, so that's what we 

did this year, and again, I don't know if that was great, especially up in that pod 

setting, because [the other teacher] next door, was doing the Grade 6 testing, her fives 

were down in the library and the entire pod had to be quiet during that time, right? 

Like really quiet, which was hard so we were switching Frenches and switching 

things so we could keep it as tomb-like as possible for those kids to write, which is 

not a reality... 

 The pressure teachers felt to meet the preparation expectations for EQAO set for them 

by the school administration and the Board of Education seemed to influence the ways in 

which teachers felt they had to run their classrooms and changed the methods they used in 
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order to foster creativity in their students. Some teachers spoke of EQAO testing as a barrier 

to creativity throughout the school year as they tried to incorporate EQAO-style testing into 

their regular classroom assessments and activities. Several teachers mentioned that they 

needed to set aside large blocks of uninterrupted time during the testing period and adjust the 

regular classroom schedule in order to insure that students were able to perform at their 

highest ability. In all of these settings, teachers indicated that EQAO testing was 

incompatible with creativity-fostering because of the amount of time it took away from the 

activities and exercises they would rather have been engaged in. 

 Other teachers, who did not see EQAO as a negative influence on creativity, had little 

to say or spoke of EQAO as “a nothing” like Colette, who rarely thought about the 

assessment until late in the year before it was to begin. She indicated that it took no time to 

prepare because she felt it simply represented a snapshot of her class at one point in time and 

nothing more than that. It was not something she felt that she needed to base her teaching 

practice on. Similarly, Erin stated “all the stuff that's in that test is stuff that is curriculum-

based, and we have to teach them anyways, so I'm like, what's the problem? I don't know.” 

Erin’s experience also indicated that she felt that EQAO testing placed very few demands on 

her time as EQAO test preparation was incorporated into her curriculum. Through building in 

opportunities to practice throughout the year, instead of directed EQAO preparation, she felt 

that the test did not take away from her deliberate creativity-fostering strategies. 

 Time is undoubtedly a factor that influences what teachers feel they are able to 

accomplish in the classroom, but EQAO testing preparation may or may not take time away 

from creativity-fostering activities, depending on the perspective of the teacher. As shown 

here, teachers perceptions of the purpose and meaning of EQAO testing may influence the 
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strategies they use to prepare students as well as the classroom time they dedicate to practice 

or preparatory lessons.  

Incongruity. Some teachers indicated that they felt there was a lack of fit or an 

incongruity between the demands placed on them by EQAO testing and their own desire to 

nurture and foster student development and creativity. When asked about how creativity and 

EQAO testing are related, Allison succinctly stated that: “I don't really see where creativity 

and EQAO fit. I don't see how they are on the same plane, actually, I just- ...  totally 

different.” This sense of poor fit, or incongruity, was evident during the observation period 

with Allison as well. She identified that students needed creative independent time to learn 

about subjects that interested them, but then set aside large sections of the day to drill test 

items. She indicated, and it was obvious to see, that EQAO preparation activities had a very 

different and more formal tone than her preferred teaching method and normally relaxed 

classroom management style.  

Paige also felt a sense of incongruity, but when speaking about the Grade 6 class she 

would be teaching next year, resigned herself to teach the class in the best way she saw fit 

rather than bowing to administrative pressure to increase EQAO scores. During the interview 

she reflected on the stress she saw other teachers experiencing with regards to EQAO and 

stated: 

 I just think I'm going to do my best in the time that I have with those kids, and I'm 

going to teach them the best way that I can, and if that means you know, they don't do 

as well on [EQAO], well, maybe they'll do better in life. 

This dichotomy reflects a subtle, but common perception among some teachers in this 

study that the test is invalid, requiring skills that are not relevant to life outside of school. 

When other teachers echoed this sentiment, they often clarified it by identifying creativity as 
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a life skill, one which requires academic engagement and the ability to make connections 

between disparate ideas and think deeply. Math and literacy skills taught without context, 

they felt, ultimately benefitted students on the test but not in their daily lives.  

Other teachers bemoaned the limited value placed on creativity within the test itself. 

Ryan reflected on his experiences preparing students for EQAO testing and stated, “It 

dictates some of the things that I'm expected to do in my program because EQAO says it's 

got to be five lines or less.” Ryan’s sense of incongruity was explained in more detail when 

he discussed providing students with writing and reading response activities. Instead of 

letting students write to learn and explore their thoughts in as much space as they needed, he 

felt that he needed to constrain their writing in order to make it match the testing 

expectations. Similarly, Laura felt that the test did her high-achieving students a disservice 

and did not allow them to demonstrate their true potential. When asked about EQAO testing, 

she discussed a former Grade 3 student who had what she identified as a gift for writing and 

whose talents would not be recognized within the EQAO testing format: 

[on the test] she was supposed to write a one-page story on finding a key on an 

adventure, well that child's writing a fifteen chapter book at home - an adventure 

story, right? So how do you tell her that she's got to fit a story on one page? Like she 

can't even do her opening in there, and she's not a kid who was writing blah blah blah 

blah, and you're thinking oh my God, there's no story here. She would have written an 

introduction so you were sitting in the setting and you knew the character. Like she 

would have done all of that where we talked about ‘the reader has to be able to 

visualize’, she would have created the scene, and all she would have had down [on 

one page] was an opening.  
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 In this quote it is obvious to the reader that Laura struggles with the way the testing 

process measures someone she clearly identifies as a gifted writer. Laura found the test to be 

a misrepresentation of the child’s strengths and she feared that student would get a lower 

EQAO test score because of her talent for writing, punishing what Laura identifies as 

creative thoughts and behaviours. The incongruity between the test and creativity for Laura is 

the way it constrains how individuals display personal creativity by placing limits on space 

and content.    

Brad also felt constrained with regard to creating a creative environment because of 

what he was expected to prepare his students for during the testing process: 

 “... you know, it's a known thing going into it, we know those are limitations, you try 

to encourage kids to work within the parameters, but again, are you stifling authentic 

expression of whatever by saying no, you must write it in one line. You must write it 

in three lines, you must whatever. You can do whatever you want. It's your life, it's 

your thoughts, it's your abilities, right, but somebody's saying, no, no you're not 

allowed to do that- you only get three lines. 

Brad’s sense of having to constrain his students was also influenced by his strong 

philosophy of differentiated instruction and his acknowledged difficulty in school as a child. 

By recognizing his students’ unique individual strengths, he usually provides his students 

with multiple opportunities of expression. His frustration with the test is in response to not 

being able to see how students’ different creativity and learning styles are recognized and 

rewarded. 

 When asked about the role EQAO testing plays in influencing his ability to foster 

creativity in his students, Ryan, also provided the strongest and most visceral reaction. He 

first asked if the researcher would like an honest answer, and once he received an affirmative 



109 

 

 

response, Ryan yelled his response directly into the audio recorder while lifting out of his 

chair and hitting  both of his hands on the table. Ryan opined, “I HATE IT! Standardized 

tests- there is no place for standardization in the world of creativity! That is an oxymoron. 

Standardization and creativity- GONE!” This extremely strong reaction spoke to Ryan’s 

personal beliefs about how to best teach his students. Throughout the observation period, 

Ryan demonstrated concerted engagement with each of his students, and fostered the 

learners’ autonomy while working on projects and classroom activities. His teaching 

philosophy is grounded in both compassion and high expectations for each of his students 

while allowing a great deal of space and a large volume of resources for fostering self-

direction. He later added during the conversation that if he ever had to teach Grade 6 and thus 

be responsible for preparing students for EQAO testing again, he would quit his job.  

When each of the teachers spoke about the constraints of the test or the limits the 

accountability measures place on what students were allowed to demonstrate, they often 

reflected back to their own differentiated instruction methods, indicating that students with 

different learning styles may be more or less naturally capable of writing answers that met 

the testing criteria. As discussed earlier, many teachers in this study stated that children were 

most creative when they were working on an activity that reflected one of their dominant 

styles, whereas they struggled when faced with an activity that was not one of their natural 

capabilities. EQAO testing, most of them believed, tested students inaccurately on content 

material that may or may not be their strongest subject. After an interview had been 

completed, one of the research participants forwarded a cartoon to the researcher, indicating 

that it was a visual representation of how they envisaged EQAO testing. The image can be 

found in Appendix F, and provides a succinct summary of the views of several participants in 

this study.  
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Foundational skills. Some teachers in this study indicated that they had a positive 

approach to EQAO testing because it served an important purpose in helping students build 

and develop their foundational (basic) skills in literacy and numeracy. The previous research 

on the topics of innovation and creativity are clear in presenting the importance of language 

and math skills and knowledge in contributing to the development of creative adults. 

Thinking creatively depends heavily on having strong content knowledge, and higher-level 

thinking requires students to have not only a great deal of factual content knowledge but also 

a variety of domain-specific cognitive skills (Baer & Garrett, 2010). Though several teachers 

reported that they felt constrained in some ways by EQAO testing, they also described the 

ways that students benefitted from having to focus and exert concerted effort to become 

experts in reading and analyzing text and mathematics. Many of the teachers interviewed in 

this study expressed a conflict between developing content knowledge in students through 

test preparation and using what they considered to be more authentic and engaging activities 

that prompted students to learn deeply and become engaged with the material.  

Trent indicated that his thoughts on EQAO testing had evolved over the course of his 

teaching career. He explained how and why he experienced a change in his beliefs about 

EQAO testing from those he had held as a novice teacher compared to his experience now 

ten years in the profession. He stated: 

So that's what I've learned, is no, because we do a lot with success criteria and 

checklists, and do this- this is how we go about doing it, and five years ago even, I 

would have been this is ridiculous, we're pigeon-holing kids, and we're stifling 

creativity, and now I kind of look at is, no, we're giving them a framework to 

succeed, and then they can be more creative. 
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Allison echoed Trent’s evolution in thought, and now sees EQAO testing as able to 

provide a starting point for her students with regards to both their creativity and future 

potential for innovation: 

One thing that my students have that they didn't used to have, and I'll say this is 

probably because of EQAO, is they have very good basic skills, most of them, 

coming in, and so I guess that is a launching place for creativity, if you know that 

your students coming in, mostly know their times tables, and mostly know how to sit 

down and do seatwork, um, that does give you a place - it does give you a launching 

pad, because when I sit my kids down with a sheet of integers or whatever to work 

on, they have no trouble understanding what sit down and do independent seat work 

looks like. So when I ask for that I can usually get it. 

When Allison was prompted to expand on her answer by asking if this referred to her 

seeing EQAO testing as having utility, she responded: 

Right, you have to have the underpinnings, just like anybody who's in a- think of  

people who research - like Stephen Hawking, people like that, they have to have 

underlying understanding of the principles of physics in order to be able to be - they 

have to be able to say to themselves, ‘test this against my understanding of this is, and 

know whether what my pursuit is reasonable’, and if it's not- abandon it, instead of 

getting locked into an approach that’s not going to get you anywhere. 

Laura was also able to find utility in EQAO testing, in that it she felt it accomplished 

its goal of keeping her accountable. She stated, “I mean it keeps you in check, it makes you 

go back and make sure that this is what we're doing, some of the math problem-solving 

questions I like.” Similarly, Heather also felt she derived some benefit from EQAO testing, 

in that it helped her to explain to her students how to improve answers as well as prompt 
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metacognition about their own work habits, including building creative-thinking skills. Using 

questions from previous versions of the EQAO test, she provided students with goals and 

objectives for their own work, allowing them to see where they could do a better job in 

explaining their ideas and answers. Heather’s stated teaching style was to encourage students 

to try and find commonalities between ideas and subjects rather than keeping them separate 

in silos, so she used EQAO testing as another tool to foster creativity and learning across the 

curriculum, and used techniques derived from EQAO testing to prompt student performance 

in other domains. In reference to this, Heather stated: 

I think I think it can promote creativity if you approach it in that way, and because 

there's, you know, the question and then there's a kid who will just minimum answer 

it, and I said, ok, ‘how about if you strive towards a level 4 answer, what would it 

look like? What about beyond level 4?’ Some of them are, you know, ‘I'm done’ in 2 

seconds. ‘Ok, what about what could you change about the question, maybe?’ I don't 

know you have to be thinking, especially for those guys [pointing to a section of the 

classroom]. So I think it promotes creativity more so than anything, but only if you're 

willing to work with it, right, with the questions, because I don't know if you know, 

you can go on the EQAO site and pull up all the old tests, right? And then get the 

answers for them, and that's what the beauty of it is, I think as a teacher you should- 

that's how you should be using it as ok, this is - this is how they're assessing it, first 

off, but um, for them to see - for them to kind of legitimize what their own answers 

are, right? 

 Finally, Erin also identified some positive outcomes from EQAO testing as she saw it 

as a means to help students identify and understand problem-solving in math. She spoke to 
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the importance of problem-solving and creativity and how the two concepts support and 

reinforce each other. 

I actually don't mind EQAO at all because a lot of it is problem-solving and I think 

problem-solving is making kids think creatively, like think, “how do I solve this?” 

And “how do I explain it in different ways?” So, I actually use EQAO questions a lot 

as my questions and so that also helps take anxiety away from them when it comes 

time to do [the test] because they're familiar with the types of questions, they're 

familiar with the format of it, and with the space that they have to write in it, 

Sometimes closer to the tests I'll give them more of that, but I'll give them the actual 

questions and then they can solve it.  

 From these discussions it is clear that teachers have mixed feelings and experiences 

regarding how they can foster a creative classroom environment. Though there is benefit to 

be gained from helping students learn the basic skills and develop strong literacy and 

numeracy abilities, sometimes teachers feel constrained in the types of activities they can 

offer and depth of learning they can foster within their students. What is important to 

remember when discussing the influence that the environment has on an individual within it 

is that different social and environmental settings have different impacts on people (Runco, 

2007). No two individuals react in the same way to the same constraints or environmental 

factors because life experiences and expectations differ. This is clearly evident in the wide 

variety of perspectives teachers offered with regard to EQAO testing, and broadly evident in 

the wide range of strategies and approaches teachers take to foster creativity in their students. 

Referencing Lewin (1931), behaviour is best understood a function of the person and the 

environment – and it is in the combination of teaching experiences, expectations, and 
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environmental factors that the idiosyncratic ways in which teachers foster creativity are 

defined and understood.  

Summary 

This section provided an in-depth overview of the major themes identified through 

examination of the interview transcripts and field notes. Together, the survey, interview, and 

observation data present a compelling and nuanced view of teachers who are interested in 

fostering creativity in their students. In general, it was found that teachers who participated in 

this study tended to demonstrate higher levels of creativity-fostering behaviours toward their 

students as they gained more experience in the classroom. This finding was confirmed by 

interviews with and observations of participants who discussed the nature of that change, 

indicating that as they became more comfortable with the curriculum and better understood 

the needs of their students, they were able to adapt and create a classroom environment 

tailored to the needs of their students.  

 Drawing on the research questions, three major concepts were analyzed that 

examined teachers’ perceptions and strategies, and the environmental factors that influence 

creativity-fostering behaviours. Teachers in this study felt that creativity was innate in all 

children, but that some children have a special talent or creative skill. Challenges related to a 

learning difficulty or disability were often associated with creativity. Creativity as a general 

construct was often thought of as either artistic, musical, or dramatic talent, but was also 

perceived to be a part of what helps students to make connections, stay engaged, or undertake 

self-exploration. Teachers identified numerous strategies that they adopt to foster creativity 

in their students. Many identified differentiated instruction, and an understanding of learning 

styles was used as a primary way of engaging and tailoring instruction to allow for creative 

expression. In addition, regulation of the emotional climate through safety, trust, and 
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confidence building were seen as psychological variables the teacher could control and 

regulate in the classroom to build and sustain a creativity-fostering space. Building on that, 

teachers viewed collaboration and experiential learning as key elements of creativity-

fostering classrooms, allowing students to work together and experience both the good and 

the challenging aspects of life learning.   

Lastly, three primary environmental factors were identified that influenced the ways 

in which teachers were able to implement their creativity-fostering strategies. Resources such 

as time and money, support from colleagues and administrators, and a balanced approach to 

the requirement to prepare students for EQAO testing were key elements that factored into 

teachers creativity-fostering behaviours. Most teachers felt that they lacked sufficient time 

and money, though they felt they had an abundance of support for creativity-fostering 

activities in their classrooms. Attitudes towards EQAO testing were mixed, with some 

teachers indicating that it required them to take time away from what was perceived to be 

more meaningful classroom activities, and that it is incongruous with developing creative 

students. Most teachers did agree that the EQAO test preparation process helped students to 

build basic skills, seeing mathematics and literacy as essential elements of creativity later in 

life. 

 In analyzing and synthesizing the thematic analysis together with the relevant 

literature on the topic, a more comprehensive picture of the interconnectedness of the school 

community can be formed. Teachers who aim to foster creative thinking and behavioural 

skills in their students have different perceptions of what creativity is, as well as the best 

strategies with which to foster it. In addition, teachers face a variety of environmental 

variables – many of them uncontrollable – that must be dealt with at the same time as 

meeting the students’ basic learning and safety needs. As a whole, this summary presents a 
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clear picture of the nature of creativity-fostering in the classrooms that were visited, and 

provides a starting point to investigate many of the successful actions as well as expressions 

of concern brought to light by participants.  
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Chapter 6: Discussion, Conclusions, and Implications 

"The key question isn't 'What fosters creativity?' But it is why in God's 

name isn't everyone creative? Where was the human potential lost? How 

was it crippled? I think therefore a good question might be not why do 

people create, but why do people not create?" - Abraham Maslow 

 

 This chapter will consider the topics and themes generated from the participants’ 

voices and discuss the relevance and applicability of the conclusions drawn from this study. 

First, a brief summary of the study that was conducted will be presented. This is followed by 

a discussion of the major findings, their relation to the academic literature, and the 

implications those findings have for future educational practice and training. Finally, the 

limitations of the study will be outlined as well as some considerations for future research on 

this topic.  

Summary of the Study 

The aim of this research study was not to judge individual teacher’s creativity or the 

value of specific classroom practices, but rather to strive for a better understanding of the 

myriad factors that influence teachers’ creativity-fostering behaviours. Teachers who 

participated in this study indicated that they saw both their role and the purpose of fostering 

creativity as tied to preparing students for the eventual world of further education, work, and 

success in life, a perspective that embraces the concept of human capital (Rudowicz; 2003; 

Schulz, 1961). Participants explained that in order to reach these stated goals, they directed 

their practice toward providing students with hands-on learning opportunities, fostering 

collaborative working relationships, and ensuring their classroom was an environment where 

emotions were valued, students felt safe, and trust was established. Outside of the bounded 

space of their classrooms, teachers discussed the ways in which they navigated relationships 
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with colleagues, school principals, and parents. Balancing the demands of accountability, 

collegial relationships, and the changing availability of resources, teachers experienced 

various challenges and opportunities while doing their best to meet their stated teaching and 

student development goals. This study provides a broad overview of the perceptions teachers 

hold towards creativity, the strategies teachers use to foster creative thinking and behaviour 

in their students, and the environmental challenges and opportunities teachers navigate along 

the way. 

Significance of the Study 

 This study uses a mixed-methods approach to examine and investigate creativity-

fostering behaviours in teachers. In Andiliou and Murphy’s (2010) review and synthesis of 

teacher’s conceptualizations of creativity, only three studies out of the 17 they examined used 

a methodology which made use of questionnaires, interviews and observations. Twelve used 

only questionnaires to measure teachers’ beliefs and behaviours, while the remaining two 

used only interviews. The present study is significant in part because survey data is presented 

along with interview and observation data, thereby describing a more comprehensive view of 

the situation and demonstrating with greater precision the dynamic and reciprocal nature of 

the learning environment inhabited by teachers and students.  

Though a great deal has been written about how to foster creativity (Cropley, 1992; 

1997; 2001; Fasco, 2001; Guilford, 1967; Isaksen & Treffinger, 2004; Karnes, et al. 1961; 

Millar, 2012; Parnes, 2000; Patton, 2011; Renzulli & Reis, 2003; Torrance, 1963), it is 

valuable to understand the actual perceptions of teachers as well as the specific strategies that 

teachers feel can be used to allow their students to demonstrate creative strengths and 

tendencies. Moreover, it is critical to understand how these perceptions and strategies are 

bounded by an environment that differentially rewards and punishes behaviour based on 
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social desirability, and constraints around time, money, and access to resources. By 

examining the ways teachers are affected by the social, physical, and psychological systems 

at play in formal educational environments, it sets this research study in a specific context, 

and also provides an important opportunity for the voices of teachers to be heard. Again, if 

the only request this study made of teachers was to respond to a Likert-scale/ forced-choice 

questionnaire, we would have a limited understanding of the many ways in which the 

environment and the people in a school influence teachers’ creativity-fostering behaviours. 

The flexibility provided by the mixed- methods approach allowed for a comprehensive 

illustration of teachers’ perceptions and behaviours. For example, it is now clear to see the 

extent to which teachers attend to and emphasize the creation of a positive emotional climate 

by promoting trust, safety, and confidence. Moreover, we now know that teachers see these 

psychological-environmental variables as the essential elements of a classroom where 

students’ creative talents are nurtured.  

 Lastly and importantly, standardized testing was not seen as the barrier to creativity 

that some authors have suggested (Firestone, 2001; Fusarelli, 2004; Neill, 2008; Ravitch, 

2010; Sacks, 1999; Salutin, 2011; Volante, 2004). Certainly, there are problems with the 

ways in which standardized achievement tests are administered, however there are ways, as 

indicated by some teachers in this study, that tests such as the one developed by the EQAO 

can be used in a positive, and integrative way to encourage the development of basic skills, 

which are a key aspect of developing truly novel and useful ideas. Thus, this study is 

significant because it adds another voice to the conversation about standardized achievement 

testing in Ontario. By thinking critically about the purposes of and practices used to prepare 

students for EQAO testing, there may be ways to mitigate the negative effects indicated by 

teachers, which include the stress it places on students and teachers, the demand of preparing 



120 

 

 

for testing, and the artificial and negative ways in which it can alter the classroom 

environment. If anything, teachers demonstrated that they identify resourcefulness as a key 

component of the teaching profession, and that educators have a strong commitment to 

developing the future talent and success of all their students, even within systems where 

constraints and undesirable tasks and behaviours persist.  

Findings 

 This study examined the perceptions, strategies, and environmental factors that 

teachers use and encounter when attempting to encourage and foster creative thinking and 

behaviours in their students. The study findings are organized in association with the three 

research questions posed at the beginning of the study and discussed in light of the relevant 

literature where appropriate. 

What perceptions regarding creativity do teachers have? Teachers have a variety of 

perceptions regarding creativity and the nature of creative students. These perceptions are 

guided by past experiences, by expectations, and by their preferred teaching methods. In 

general, this study demonstrated that teachers often view students with a special talent or 

skill, or who think differently, as creative and see many children who are creative struggle in 

some other way, often with a diagnosed disability or perceived learning challenge. As a 

construct, teachers often identified creativity as associated with drama, art, and music, and 

defined creativity in their curriculum as making connections and engaging students in the 

learning material. Several teachers mentioned that hands-on learning and self-exploration 

were fundamental elements of what constitutes creativity in that students could be most 

creative when working with their hands or when physically engaged in a task where they 

could learn at their own pace and control the outcome.  
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The ways in which teachers identify students who appear to struggle or have some 

creative conflict with the academic world has been clearly identified in the literature (Kottler, 

2006; Plucker, Beghetto & Dow, 2004) and is a popular part of our culture’s typical way of 

defining some characteristics and the life experiences of creative people. We sometimes 

expect that creativity comes at a cost, and that in order to produce great things one needs to 

have struggled with a significant challenge. Moreover, it is frequently assumed that in order 

to be eminently creative there must be a deficit in some other area to compensate for 

exceptional strength (Kottler, 2006; Plucker et al., 2004). Examples of this are found in 

cultural mythology surrounding the creative acts of individuals who are heavy drug users, 

living in extreme deprivation or poverty, have suffered from abuse, or are lone geniuses 

(Koestner, Walker & Fichman, 1999; Plucker et al., 2004; Stillinger, 1991). Further, this 

perception is consistent with work by Scott (1999) who found that teachers perceived 

creative children to be more disruptive and demanding of their time than average children. 

Teachers in this study explicitly indicated the way that particularly creative students struggle 

in keeping with our cultural perceptions of creativity. It is unknown whether teachers change 

their behaviour or perhaps diminish the concerns of creative but struggling students because 

of this common social perception, although it may be a risk students experiencing challenges 

may face.  

Teachers also perceived creative students as being both confident and willing to take 

risks. Both confidence and courage to take on challenges and risk without fear of failure are 

key elements of Cropley’s nine creativity-fostering behaviours (Cropley, 2001) as well as 

Starko’s description of the personality characteristics of creative people (Starko, 2010). 

Teachers in this study also indicated their creative children demonstrated a willingness to 

persist, which was identified by Torrance (1972) as a key element of creativity. Torrance 
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refers to this as resistance to premature closure and participants in this study seemed to 

notice their creative students’ desire to keep going after a project could be finished, in 

conjunction with their students’ sense of safety, confidence, and personal agency or 

empowerment. Often it seemed that personal variables were a key component of what 

teachers saw as creativity in students rather than any objective evaluation of product or 

process.  

Generally this tends to replicate an understanding of creativity as a positive aspect of 

human development, that is desirable and of benefit to student learning. However, this stands 

in strong contrast to earlier research with teachers which has suggested that their perceptions 

regarding the tendencies of creative children are primarily negative and strongly related to a 

belief of intelligence, or that teachers see creative children as trouble-makers who challenge 

teachers and flaunt the rules (Alughaiman & Mowrer-Reynolds, 2005; Andiliou & Murphy, 

2010; Beghetto, 2997, Moran, 2010;  Runco & Johnson 2002). When asked to describe what 

a creative child looks like or how they act, no teacher in this study indicated that the more 

creative children in their classroom were the most challenging unless they had significant 

learning or behavioural challenges that had often already been labelled. In every case, a 

diagnosis of a behavioural or learning challenge was identified as something distinct from the 

child’s creativity – the child was never said to be creative ‘because’ of the challenge, but the 

child experienced a challenge which made them require more attention or special 

accommodations. It was common to hear that the child had a behavioural challenge or 

learning disability and that he or she was also very creative. 

What specific strategies did teachers in this study demonstrate in order to foster 

creative behaviours in their students? The literature states that teachers need to be able to 

accurately assess the learning needs of young children in order to provide them with 
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developmentally appropriate challenges (Saracho, 2011). In this respect, teachers need to use 

the appropriate strategies to foster creative thinking skills and behaviours in order to 

encourage and support student learning and engagement (Saracho, 2011). Regrettably, if 

teachers have inaccurate perceptions about what creativity constitutes, as noted by 

Aljughiaman and Mowrer-Reynolds (2005), the strategies teachers use to foster creativity 

will be misaligned with the provision of effective and positive supports. 

 Cropley (2001) succinctly outlined several strategies that teachers should use in order 

to best promote and foster creativity in students. In understanding that modern life requires 

the ability to adapt to rapid change and that we lack foreknowledge regarding the skills that 

will be required for success in the future, Cropley advocates  “learning activities that 

emphasise branching out, finding out, or inventing such as discovery learning, learning under 

play like conditions and learning with the help of fantasy can be more effective than 

traditional methods such as face-to-face lecturing or rote learning” (Cropley, 2001, p.136). 

The strategies teachers use to foster creativity in students should then emphasise the well-

rounded and imaginative development of children, while tolerating behaviours associated 

with creative production. Depending on the lesson and stated learning goals, teachers in this 

study adopted a wide range of strategies to foster creativity in their students. These strategies 

tended to fall into one or more of four categories: differentiated instruction, emotional 

variables, collaboration, and experiential learning.  

Differentiated instruction techniques are proactive, and assume that each student has 

differing needs so that all students, regardless of their abilities, must be able to become 

involved and progress through the education system (Tomlinson, 2001). Interestingly, 

research about effective methods of differentiated instruction replicates much of what has 

been written about developing creativity in students. According to Fasco, creativity may be 
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stimulated by the provision of information sources and adapting to student interests and ideas 

in the classroom as much as possible, while “encouraging divergent learning activities” 

(Fasco, 2001, p. 320). By adapting the processes and products of the classroom to match the 

students, teachers promote a creative learning environment while also increasing students’ 

motivation to learn. Though very few formal research studies appear to have been conducted 

explicitly linking differentiated instruction with creativity-fostering behaviours (none were 

found using extensive library and database searches), there are many parallels in the literature 

indicating that the two concepts share common and desirable outcomes (Beghetto, 2010; 

Fasco, 2001; Runco, 2007; Tomlinson, 2001).  

Despite the lack of formal research on the topic, most of the teachers in this study 

identified differentiated instruction techniques, typically based on the identification of 

children’s learning styles/ preferences as a primary means of fostering creativity. Teachers 

saw children who preferred to learn kinaesthetically were more creative in their preferred 

domain, while others who had a linguistic learning style/preference were more creative in 

their speech patterns and verbalizations. Teachers identified teaching strategies that 

embraced the learning styles of their class as a primary means of facilitating creative 

development.  

Another unexpected finding of this study was the extent to which teachers 

emphasised the importance of regulating the emotional climate of the classroom in fostering 

creative behaviours. Trust, safety, and confidence were significant emotional variables that 

teachers felt were essential to maintaining and encouraging creative thoughts and behaviours. 

Several teachers indicated the importance of maintaining a positive and safe classroom 

environment that allowed students to be themselves without fear of reprisal and to discuss 

their ideas freely. These ideas regarding a safe and trusting classroom environment that can 
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foster a sense of confidence and engagement can be traced back as early as Maslow (1954) 

and the development of a hierarchy of needs. Maslow (1954) states that in order to be self-

actualized, that is in order to have the capacity for creativity, spontaneity, expressive, and 

diminished self-criticism, we first need to satisfy our basic physiological needs (food, water), 

safety needs (protection, stability) and needs for love and belongingness (loyalty, friendship). 

Only when those are satisfied can one move on to developing higher potentials such as 

creativity, divergent thinking, and freedom (Feist & Feist, 1998; Maslow, 1954). Cropley 

(1992) also emphasizes that creativity requires a climate or atmosphere in the classroom that 

is supportive and inspires confidence and motivation in students without invoking fear of 

rejection or ridicule. 

Participants in this study also viewed collaboration among students as a key strategy 

they used to foster creative relationships. Building on both differentiated instruction 

techniques and the regulation of the emotional climate, teachers saw group activities and 

problem-based learning shared between students as a way for students to engage with each 

other and with the material, learn to work together in a positive way, and come up with novel 

and meaningful ideas. Cropley (1992, 2001) does not identify the promotion or use of 

collaborative learning activities as one of the strategies of creativity-fostering teachers, 

however many other researchers have discussed the origins of creative thinking with regards 

to its emphasis on the social sources of creative development (John-Steiner, 1997, 2000; 

Runco, 2007; Sawyer, 2006; Starko, 2010; Stillinger, 1991; Tan, 2001; Vygotsky, 2004), and 

they detail the multifarious ways in which creativity is enhanced and can grow through 

meaningful partnerships. Collaboration is seen by these researchers as a means to deepen the 

pool of information that can be drawn from, and test out ideas before they are presented and 
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complete. This is again confirmed by the classroom teachers in this study who saw it as an 

effective teaching strategy and a tool to foster creativity. 

 Teachers viewed field trips and other opportunities for experiential learning as a 

meaningful part of their roster of creativity-fostering strategies. These activities, they felt, 

promoted inquisitiveness and curiosity, exposed students to new events and people they 

might not have a chance to see on their own, and broadened their minds to new ideas and 

possibilities. Guided by the theoretical framework of this dissertation, it is clear that 

opportunities for students to experience events, emotions, and situations in real-life 

environments is a key element of creativity, and significantly enriches student engagement 

and skills. Though some teachers in this study indicated the benefits of experiential learning 

opportunities, most teachers did not speak about how experiences shaped or fostered 

creativity in their students. It is currently unknown why participants in this study did not 

place a higher emphasis on experiential learning, and whether the omission was deliberate, or 

because the interviews and observations took place within the school building. It can be 

inferred that some of the environmental barriers teachers indicated, such as time, money, and 

EQAO testing limit the ability of teachers to plan and engage in large-scale experiential 

learning opportunities, and that there can be more work involved in planning and organizing 

these kinds of student experiences.  

Finally, it is interesting to note that few teachers explicitly discussed the use of 

technology as a strategy for fostering creativity in their students. Though most teachers 

mentioned that they use technology, and that SMART Boards, iPads, laptops, and computer 

labs might be available for them to use, information technology seemed to be viewed more in 

terms of useful (or burdensome) infrastructure rather than as a means or a tool for students to 

demonstrate or enhance their personal creativity or teachers to foster novel and original ideas. 
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Certainly, technology is changing rapidly and has become an ubiquitous part of the 

classroom environment, so it is therefore worthy to note the relative lack of emphasis with 

which teachers indicated the role technology played in the creative development of their 

students.  

 

What environmental factors influence teachers’ desire or ability to create and 

maintain a creativity-fostering classroom? The environment in which teachers work and 

students learn is comprised of many factors, some of which are dynamic and shift through the 

course of the school year, or even yearly as the student population changes. Environmental 

factors that have an impact on the teaching and learning environment include the people, 

space, and physical resources available for students and teachers. Teachers in this study 

identified resources, support, and accountability measures as the three primary environmental 

factors that influenced how and whether or not teachers were able to implement creativity- 

fostering strategies.  

Though little has been written about the ways in which resources available to teachers 

influence the way they choose to foster creative behaviours in students, much has been 

written about the influence access to resources such as time and money has on innovative 

practices and behaviours in the workplace. Amabile and Gryskiewicz (1989) as well as other 

researchers investigating organizational creativity (Carayannis & Gonzalez, 2003; West & 

Rickards, 1999) have identified human and material resources as key components of creative 

and effective environments. Amabile and Gryskiewicz (1989) discuss the importance of 

appropriate resources to get a task accomplished, and emphasise the need for sufficient 

resources and enough time to complete a task. In addition, West and Rickards (1999) state 

that a sufficient, but not an overabundance of resources, is a key driver of productivity and 



128 

 

 

innovation in organizations. They argue that an under- or over-abundance of resources 

decreases an employee’s ability to innovate, as an over-abundance of resources can cause 

confusion or a sense of being overwhelmed, while too few resources may constrain the 

number of workable and effective ideas that are possible. Stokes (2005), however references 

a number of studies that show how constraints in the environment, including limited access 

to resources and natural barriers can influence, and in many cases encourage, creative 

thoughts and behaviours. A certain amount of environmental stress, such as lack of resources, 

can spur action and increase motivation in the short-term. In discussing access to resources 

with Heather, she identified this lack of material resources not as a barrier to creativity, even 

though frustrating, but instead positively identified it as a challenge and an opportunity.   

Specifically, teachers in this study identified money, materials, and time as the primary 

resources that they were lacking. Overall there was little money to purchase resources or to 

use to provide students with meaningful creative opportunities. Time was identified as a 

factor because fostering creativity takes time, and the teachers perceived the demands of 

meeting the curriculum goals as too high to be able to allocate what they saw as enough time 

to implement effective creativity-fostering activities. This is regretful, and a concern that is 

worth noting when government agencies suggest creativity and innovation is a high priority, 

while concurrently pressing for a stricter curriculum.  

Teachers in this study viewed parents, co-workers, administrative staff, and members 

of the community as meaningful support that influenced their creativity-fostering behaviours. 

Most teachers identified that they had high levels of support from administrative staff, 

colleagues, and parents, and several drew on community support to help implement programs 

or to provide their students with experiences. Without support, many of them felt they would 
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not be able to implement meaningful opportunities or make use of the resources to which 

they had access.  

Lastly, accountability measures, including the administration of EQAO testing in the 

spring of each year, was seen by some teachers as a barrier to fostering creativity, although 

other teachers saw it as an opportunity to build and develop students’ basic skills. Though 

many teachers viewed the time preparation for EQAO testing took, as well as the prescriptive 

response format the testing requires, as incongruous with their creativity-fostering goals, 

several teachers stated that EQAO testing helped students strengthen literacy and numeracy 

skills. Those teachers who stated the benefits of EQAO testing often indicated that they built 

EQAO preparation into their curriculum, or used EQAO-type language throughout the year 

to help students feel comfortable with the testing language, and also to promote self-

awareness around strengths and weaknesses. An alarming finding was the casual mention 

some teachers made of the severe stress reactions a few of their students had had with regard 

to the EQAO testing process. Though not a significant finding of this study, nor the purpose 

of this research, it certainly merits further study and attention.  

In sum, the findings of this study demonstrate that teachers care, and have a genuine 

interest in the development of children’s creative potential. Though the results of this study 

are sub-divided into three research questions for clarity, there is tremendous crossover in the 

perceptions and behaviours of teachers and how the environments in which they work 

differentially reinforce or punish specific behaviours. It is clear that emotional variables such 

as trust, safety, and self-esteem are an essential focus of teachers’ practice. By creating an 

environment where students can share their ideas openly and trust that their experiences are 

important and valued, teachers can allow creativity to flourish. By providing their students 



130 

 

 

with meaningful opportunities to learn through experience, teachers can identify the diverse 

learning needs of students as well as the unique ways in which all students are, and can be, 

creative.                                                                 

Limitations  

All research is formed by the scope and the nature of the research questions. To be 

practical, qualitative research involving interviews and observations must be limited to a set 

number of participants within specific geographic boundaries. The purpose of this research 

study was to examine the perceptions, strategies, and environmental factors that influence 

elementary teachers’ creativity-fostering behaviours. Therefore, this study is limited to a 

small group of teachers within the restricted range of Southern Ontario, Canada, who chose 

to participate in the research. It is expected that those teachers who chose to participate may 

have already had pre-existing interests in creativity, and/or were more interested in 

consciously thinking about, or improving their teaching practice, thereby agreeing to 

participate. The study is also limited by its size. Though a concerted attempt was made to 

recruit a large number of teachers for the initial survey (Stage 1), the number of participants 

remained low, limiting the kinds of analysis that could be completed with the survey data. 

Though 12 Stage 2 participants is considered to be a sufficient number for data saturation 

(Guest, Bunce & Johnson, 2006; Lincoln & Guba, 1985) more participants from a wider 

variety of locations may have provided additional insight into the themes that were identified.  

Due to the difficulties inherent encountered using a 45-item observation questionnaire in a 

classroom setting for a relatively short period of time, the intended triangulation process was 

also not completed as proposed.  

Through the narrative description of multiple cases, readers can learn about a topic or 

area of interest, but this kind of research is not generalizable to the entire population in the 
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same way as large-scale statistical analysis (Merriam, 2002; Stake, 2005, Yin, 2006). From 

these “bounded systems” (Merriam, 2002, p.179), it is possible to add, subtract, or modify 

personal experience, as well as information that has been learned from other research in this 

area. Though this research study is not generalizable in the traditional sense of the word, 

there are concepts and ideas explored in this document that discuss the lives and realities of 

the participants who contributed their voices. From this, we are able to gain a better 

understanding of overarching themes, such as the ways in which the school environment is 

shaped by multiple, interconnected systems, and how those systems differentially influence 

creativity-fostering behaviours in students.  

Future Research 

 Teachers’ perceptions, strategies, and the environments in which they work is a rich 

topic ripe for further research. Based on the findings of this report, three suggestions for 

further research are proposed. The first draws from the limited number of responses on the 

survey questionnaire. As Soh’s (2000) Creativity Fostering Index is not widely used but 

seems to address an important applied element of the research that examines only teacher 

perceptions and implicit beliefs (see Aljughaiman & Mowrer-Reynolds, 2005; Bamburg, 

1994; Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968; Runco & Johnson, 2002; Saracho, 2011; Scott, 1999), it 

is recommended that future research expand the scope of this study to include more teachers 

from a wider range of school districts and grade levels. This would provide a strong basis 

from which to compare and analyze the nature of the scale as well as develop stronger 

empirical data related to teacher characteristics, such as the preliminary finding shown in this 

report, namely, that teacher experience is related to increased creativity-fostering behaviours. 

Only with a larger and more diverse sample can any generalizable conclusions be drawn 

from this data. With regard to participant recruitment, it is strongly recommended that 
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incentives be put in place to encourage participation. Gifts such as monetary rewards or 

offering a draw for a highly-desirable gift may be perceived as enough of an incentive for 

teachers to dedicate time to responding to a somewhat lengthy questionnaire. 

 The second recommendation for further research involves the wider use and 

collection of lesson plans and curricular goals from teachers to further understand the 

deliberate strategies they use to foster creativity in their students. By identifying and 

analyzing artefacts related to the teaching profession, it is expected that outstanding 

exemplars can be given which more fully describe the ways in which teachers bridge content, 

creativity, collaboration, and emotional resilience within a single lesson. Analysis and 

discussion of these documents would provide researchers and educators with a stronger 

understanding of how, exactly, teacher perceptions are directly tied to teaching strategies and 

specific approaches to student development. 

 Lastly, very little has been written in Ontario with regard to EQAO testing and the 

nature of the classroom environment. Most of the research on this topic is adopted from 

American sources and draws insight from NCLB legislation and research that has been 

conducted in the United States, and exists in a very different political and social context from 

the schools in Ontario. This research study has shown that teachers view both challenges and 

opportunities as part of  EQAO testing in Ontario, therefore further research into ways to 

maximize opportunities and minimize challenges seems to be warranted. In surveying the 

material written on this subject, most authors appear to be on one side or the other of what 

has been conceived of as a strongly polarized issue. It is recommended that a more positive 

approach, similar to the work of Baer and Garrett (2010), that analyses the issue from the 

standpoint of what is best for teachers, students, and the public demand for accountability, is 

adopted. This does not suggest taking the middle ground, but rather taking an informed 
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stance conducive to approaching the topic with an open and non-partisan mind. By looking at 

the process from both the student level, as well as the teaching level, it will be possible to 

gather a better understanding what ramifications assessment practices have on a positive, 

safe, creative, and inclusive school environment.  

 Ultimately, it is hoped that this research will inspire future research into the nature of 

creativity and the environments and behaviours that foster and support the development of 

creativity in formal systems of public education. Based on the responses of the teachers who 

participated in this study, there is every reason to be optimistic about the future of public 

education. The caring teachers who dedicate time and resources to student development, and 

who see their students from a holistic perspective as interesting, dynamic, and growing in a 

positive direction speak to the strengths of the system. What remains to be seen are the ways 

in which modern accountability measures, cost-cutting strategies, and labour disputes 

between teachers and the government affect student learning, engagement, and positive 

personal growth. 

Conclusion and Summary 

 This study has presented further compelling evidence to suggest that creativity is a 

complicated and poorly defined construct that encompasses a wide range of behaviours, 

skills, and ideas. Teachers in this study defined creativity in idiosyncratic ways, and reported 

fostering creative thinking skills, behaviours, and ideas in their students and classrooms using 

numerous strategies and techniques. Though creativity tends to be defined based on personal 

experience and expectations, teachers in this study strongly identified creativity as a positive, 

and desirable trait that they wanted their students to demonstrate, indicating that it leads to 

higher levels of engagement, development, and knowledge. Even though individual means to 

achieving an encouraging emotional tone in the classroom may differ, teachers were seen to 
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be actively working towards the promotion and development of positive and safe 

environments in which their students could learn. In closing, is important to acknowledge 

that very few teachers reported that their creative students, or traits related to creativity, were 

undesirable, disruptive, or negative, as has been reported in earlier quantitative research. It is 

hoped that this research has led the reader to a better understanding of the ways in which 

teachers understand, support, and develop creativity in their students, and how the school 

environment acts on teachers to promote and prevent creativity-fostering behaviours. 

Moreover, by illustrating the positive and inclusive approaches teachers take toward fostering 

creativity, this dissertation provides further impetus for advancing the meaningful integration 

of 21
st
 century skills into public schools.  
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Appendices 

Appendix A 

Definition of Terms 

 

Creativity: Creativity is a uniquely human trait that reflects our ability to adapt to changing 

circumstances, and our effective cognitive abilities to combine and improve upon 

ideas to which we are exposed (Runco, 2007). 

Educational Quality and Accountability Office (EQAO): EQAO designs and implements a 

program of student assessment in math and literacy in selected grades. It oversees the 

Ontario Secondary School Literacy Test required for a secondary school diploma. 

The office promotes research in assessment and accountability. Their website 

maintains an extensive archive of test results that allow for the comparison and 

ranking of schools in the Province of Ontario. The EQAO reports to the Minister of 

Education, the public and the education community (EQAO, 2012) 

No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB): The purpose of this American act is to ensure that all 

children have a fair, equal, and significant opportunity to obtain a high-quality 

education and reach, at a minimum, proficiency on challenging State academic 

achievement standards and state academic assessments (Bush, 2001). 
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Appendix B 

Online Survey 

Teacher Demographic Form 

Age ____________ 

Sex _____________ 

Years of teaching experience ___________ 

Grade you are currently teaching _______________ 

Is your school in an urban or rural area? ____________ 

CFT Index 

Different teachers have different teaching styles. They also handle students' ideas and 

learning problems differently. What, then, is your style? Please read each statement 

below and circle one of the six codes to indicate how often you do it. 

All the time   6  5  4  3  2  1  Never 

 

1. I encourage students to show me what they have learned on their own. 

2. In my class, students have opportunities to share ideas and views. 

3. Learning the basic knowledge/skills well is emphasized in my class. 

4. When my students have some ideas, I get them to explore further before I take a 

stand.    

5. In my class, I probe students' ideas to encourage thinking. 

6. I expect my students to check their own work instead of waiting for me to correct 

them.    

7. I follow up on my students' suggestions so that they know I take them seriously.    

8. I encourage my students to try out what they have learned from me in different 

situations. 

9. My students who are frustrated can come to me for emotional support. 

10. I teach my students the basics and leave them to find out more for themselves. 

11. Students in my class have opportunities to do group work regularly. 

12. I emphasize the importance of mastering the essential knowledge and skills. 

13. When my students suggest something, I follow it up with questions to make them 

think further.   

14. I encourage my students to ask questions freely even if they appear irrelevant. 

15. I provide opportunities for my students to share their strong and weak points with the 

class.  

16. When my students have questions to ask, I listen to them carefully. 
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17. When my students put what they've learnt into different uses, I appreciate them.    

18. I help students who experience failure to cope with it so that they regain their 

confidence.    

19. I leave questions for my students to find out for themselves. 

20. Students in my class are encouraged to contribute to the lesson with their ideas and 

suggestions. 

21. My students know that I expect them to learn the basic knowledge and skills well.    

22. I do not give my view immediately on students' ideas, whether I agree or disagree 

with them. 

23. I encourage my students to think in different directions even if some of the ideas 

might not work. 

24. My students know that I expect them to check their own work before I do. 

25. My students know that I do not dismiss their suggestions lightly. 

26. My students are encouraged to do different things with what they have learned in 

class.    

27. I help my students to draw lessons from their own failures. 

28. I teach students the basics and leave room for individual learning. 

29. I encourage students to ask questions and make suggestions in my class. 

30.  Moving from one topic to the next quickly is not my main concern in class. 

31. I comment on students' ideas only after they have been more thoroughly explored.    

32. I like my students to take time to think in different ways. 

33. In my class, students have opportunities to judge for themselves whether they are 

right or wrong. 

34. I listen to my students' suggestions even if they are not practical or useful. 

35. I don't mind my students trying out their own ideas and deviating from what I have 

shown them. 

36. I encourage students who have frustration to take it as part of the learning process.    

37. I leave open-ended questions for my students to find the answers for themselves.    

38. Students in my class are expected to co-operatively work in groups. 

39. Covering the syllabus is not more important to me than making sure the students learn 

the basics well. 

40. I encourage students to do things differently although doing this takes up more time.    

41. I allow students to deviate from what they are told to do. 

42. I allow my students to show one another their work before submission. 

43. I listen patiently when my students ask questions that may sound silly. 

44. Students are allowed to go beyond what I teach them within my subject. 

45. I encourage students who experienced failure to find other possible solutions. 

  



154 

 

 

Appendix C 

Creativity Fostering Teacher Index Observation Form 

Date_______________________ 

Teacher_______________________ 

School_______________________ 

Grade _______________________ 

Number of students (Female) ________  (Male) ________ 

Desk arrangement  (columns, groups, circle) ___________________________________ 

Classroom activity/ lesson topic _____________________________________________ 

 

 

Creativity-Fostering Teacher - Observation Form 

 

6: Often,  1: Rare   N/O: Not observed 

The teacher... 6 5 4 3 2 1 N/O 

Independence        

1.encouraged students to show what they have learned on their 

own 

       

2. taught students the basics and left them to find out more for 

themselves 

       

3. left questions for students to find out for themselves        

4. taught students the basics and left room for individual 

learning 

       

5. left open-ended questions for his/her students to find the 

answers for themselves 

       

Integration 6 5 4 3 2 1 N/O 

6. gave students opportunities to share ideas and views        

7. gave students opportunities to regularly work in a group        

8. encouraged students to contribute to the lesson with their 

ideas and suggestions 

       

9. encouraged students to ask questions and make suggestions        

10. had students who expected to work co-operatively in groups        

Motivation 6 5 4 3 2 1 N/O 

11. emphasized learning the basic knowledge/skills well        

12. emphasized the importance of mastering the essential 

knowledge and skills 

       

13. expected students to learn the basic knowledge and skills        
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well 

14. main concern was not moving from one topic to the next 

quickly 

       

15. showed that covering the syllabus was not more important to 

him/her than making sure the students learn the basics well 

       

Judgment 6 5 4 3 2 1 N/O 

16. encouraged students to explore their ideas further before 

he/she took a stand 

       

17. followed up suggestions with questions to make them think 

further 

       

18. did not give his/her view immediately on students' ideas, 

whether he/she agreed or disagreed with them 

       

19. commented on students' ideas after they had been more 

thoroughly explored 

       

20. didn't mind his/her students trying out their own ideas and 

deviating from what he/she had shown them 

       

Flexibility 6 5 4 3 2 1 N/O 

21. probed students' ideas to encourage thinking        

22. encouraged students to ask questions freely even if they 

appear irrelevant 

       

23. encouraged students to think in different directions even if 

some of the ideas might not work 

       

24. liked his/her students to take time to think in different ways        

25. had students who knew that he/she expected them to check 

their own work before he/she did 

       

Evaluation 6 5 4 3 2 1 N/O 

26. expected his/her students to check their own work instead of 

waiting for him/her to correct them 

       

27. provided opportunities for students to share their strong and 

weak points with the class 

       

28. encouraged students to do things differently although doing 

this takes up more time 

       

29. allowed students to have opportunities to judge for 

themselves whether they were right or wrong 

       

30. allowed his/her students to show one another their work 

before submission 

       

Question 6 5 4 3 2 1 N/O 

31. followed up on student suggestions so that they know he/she 

takes them seriously 

       

32. listened carefully to student questions        

33. had students who knew that he/she do not dismiss their 

suggestions lightly 

       

34. listened to the students' suggestions even if they were not 

practical or useful 

       

35. listened patiently when students asked questions that may 

have sounded silly 

       

Opportunities 6 5 4 3 2 1 N/O 
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36. encouraged students to try out what they have learned from 

him/her in different situations 

       

37. appreciated students when they put what they've learnt into 

different uses 

       

38. encouraged students to do different things with what they 

have learned in class 

       

39. allowed students to deviate from what they were told to do        

40. allowed students to go beyond what he/she taught them 

within the teacher's subject 

       

Frustration 6 5 4 3 2 1 N/O 

41. permitted frustrated students to come to them for emotional 

support  

       

42. helped students who experience failure to cope with it so 

that they regain their confidence 

 

       

43. helped students draw lessons from their own failures         

44. encouraged students who had frustration to take it as part of 

the learning process 

       

45. encouraged students who experienced failure to find other 

possible solutions 

       

 

Notes: 
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Appendix D 

Semi-Structured Interview Questions 

1. Can you tell me about your teaching style/ philosophy? 

2. Can you tell me about how the lesson/ activity that was observed reflects your 

teaching style and goals for your students? 

3. What are some of the strategies that you use in your classroom to nurture of foster 

creativity? 

4. What do you think the role of creativity is in learning? Do you think being creative 

makes a difference?  

5. Can you describe to me what a creative student looks like? 

a. How do creative students behave in the classroom? How can you tell they are 

creative? 

b. Do any of your students stand out as particularly creative?  

6. Do you think that the school environment encourages creative children? 

a. What about the school environment might discourage creativity? 

7. Do you believe that standardized testing, like EQAO plays a role in changing the way 

teachers teach? 

8. Do you feel EQAO testing has ever influenced your lesson planning? (If yes- in what 

way? If no- why not?) 

9. Does EQAO testing promote or detract from encouraging creative students? 
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Appendix E 

Participant Characteristics (Stage 2) 

Pseudonym Gender 
Years of teaching 

experience 

Community 

Type 

Number of 

Students 

Classes 

Observed* 

Allison Female 25 Rural 25 M, SS 

Brad Male 13 Town 21 L, M 

Colette Female 12 Rural 10 L, SS 

Erin Female 10 Town 20 M 

Heather Female 10 City 23 L, S 

Laura Female 11 Town 23 L, PE 

Marilyn Female 4 Rural 14 L, PE,  SS 

Paige Female 10 City 28 L, S, SS 

Ryan Male 10 Rural 25 L 

Sophia Female 33 Town 24 L 

Theresa Female 16 Town 22 L, S 

Trent Male 11 Town 29 L, M, SS 

 

* Classes observed: M=Math, L=Language (reading, writing, storytelling), S=Science, 

SS=Social Studies, PE: Physical Education 

 

Teacher Profiles 

Allison. Allison had a tidy classroom with walls filled with students’ work and 

projects. During the interview she reflected mostly on teaching music and math to her 

students, and I watched students during math lessons and work in the computer lab 

completing some combined math/ social science activities. Students who finished early 

engaged in math games where they would compete against children around the world in real-

time. Allison also coined the terms collaborative differentiation to refer to the ways she 

designed lessons to meet the needs of her learners. Through the observation with Allison it 

was clear that she valued collaboration among her students, but also spoke highly about the 

ways teachers in her school collaborated and worked together to create a supportive 

environment. 



159 

 

 

Brad. Brad’s classroom was filled with technology. He hosted a class website, blog, 

and Twitter account, and while I was in the classroom was participating in an iPad trial 

program that allowed every student in the class to have their own tablet for the integrated 

lessons. Brad’s philosophy of using technology stems from being a disengaged student 

himself and wanting to keep his class moving. He likes the constant accessibility of working 

with a SMART Board and the flexibility it gives him to engage students and pull up 

information at a moment’s notice. One of the first teachers interviewed who explicitly 

mentioned learning styles, Brad indicated that his students were primarily kinesthetic and 

interpersonal, so he tried to keep them engaged physically and through collaboration and 

communication. Drawing on skills he saw as required on EQAO testing, Brad also focussed 

many of his lessons on problem-solving, facilitating conversation and encouraging students 

to find multiple ways to approach a solution.  

Colette. Colette was an energetic young teacher who had most of her teaching 

experience in rural schools. Her classroom was full of light, and had reference material and 

children’s artwork covering the walls. Though her class had few students, which she 

identified as presenting unique challenges, it was close-knit and allowed for flexibility when 

planning class trips and parent volunteers. During the observation period, I found her to have 

numerous connections to experiential learning and the personal benefit students could derive 

from experiencing the world on their own. During a language lesson, she encouraged 

students to explore and create at their own pace while working together to troubleshoot and 

problem-solve. Colette’s philosophy towards children spoke to her desire to teach the whole 

child and a her holistic sense of child development. She prioritized compassion, manners, 

respect, and social justice, and saw the curricular teaching goals as important but secondary 

aspects to behavioural and life skills.   
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Erin. Erin’s classroom was bustling with energy when I arrived, but during the 

observation period it was clear that she had a clear and organized plan for her students to 

follow, that enabled each of them to take responsibility for a part of the daily routine. During 

the observation, Erin indicated that she placed a heavy focus on keeping her students 

engaged, and finding ways for them to enjoy their learning, especially in math. Her lessons 

were structured, but frequently collaborative, and they often required students to teach or 

coach each other through problems. Erin orchestrated the collaborative activities, deciding 

who should work together depending on the activity or the need to disrupt tension or conflict 

in the room. During the math lesson, students were so engaged in what they were doing that 

not one moved when the bell rang for the first break. Erin indicated that this was typical in 

her room. Also, as the year progressed students began to realize and  appreciate that instead 

of coming to her for help with problems, they could find ways to problem-solve on their own, 

thereby growing their problem-solving and investigative skills.  

Heather. As one of only two teachers at urban schools in this study, Heather was 

faced with a number of environmental challenges and opportunities, mostly stemming from 

her involvement at a very large school with students from a variety of income and ethnic 

groups. The observation time in her classroom was also influenced by ongoing labour unrest 

in the Province, as further work-to-rule sanctions had just been put in place, eliminating the 

provision of extracurricular activities by teachers. Heather’s classroom was warm and bright, 

and walls were covered with activities, lessons, and charts. During the observation period 

Heather had her students engaged in work with students sitting  together at tables, and 

verbally encouraged students to keep going with their ideas when discussing questions they 

had about a book the class had just read. During the science lesson, students were putting the 

finishing touches on a project they had already completed. This opportunity to go back and 
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revise what had been completed gave students an opportunity to extend and express 

themselves, rather than remain content with the first presentation.                                                                                                       

Laura. Students in Laura’s class were very excited and full of energy on the very hot 

spring day when I visited their classroom. Programming her lessons based on the changing 

needs of the students, Laura decided to eliminate an activity she had been planning to do that 

would have required the students to sit still and listen, and implemented  a centre-based 

activity where the students paired up and moved around the classroom to different tables, 

answering questions and agreeing on answers. This activity seemed to provide students with 

an outlet for their energy while still meeting the lesson plan which involved reading and text 

response. Within Laura’s school, there was a strong indication that the arts were prioritized 

— Laura pointed out rooms that had been converted by the teachers and students into a 

jungle and castle setting, and she discussed with obvious pleasure and pride the drama, art, 

and music programs in which the students in her school participated.   

Marilyn. Drawing from her own experiences as a disengaged student, Marilyn valued 

learning and engagement, and encouraged students to find their passion and strengths. Many 

of the lessons that I saw while observing Marilyn’s classroom were designed to help students 

take on multiple perspectives, answer challenging questions, and determine what information 

was missing in an article or story. What surprised me during the observation period was the 

ease with which Marilyn drew her students into friendly debate, discussing challenging ideas 

and pointing out how information could be used to persuade people in one direction or 

another. Marilyn also prioritized authentic experiences as a means of teaching her students. 

She discussed with pleasure the opportunities she had presented her students with, including 

a large number and variety of field trips, expert guest speakers who engaged the class in a 

craft or skill, and other forms of hands-on learning opportunities.   
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Paige. The other teacher who was observed teaching in an urban school, Paige, had a 

unique classroom arrangement, in a pod of four classrooms divided by thin, ceiling-high 

moveable walls that allowed the sound to filter through. This setup provided a partial sense 

of seclusion, however students from the other three classrooms had to use Paige’s classroom 

as a corridor to go into the hallway, to the office, or visit the washroom. This created a great 

deal of traffic and noise, which contributed to the general environment of the class. Physical 

space aside, the space was well-used, and during the lessons I saw, the students were 

frequently moving around, making use of all available floor and table space for activities and 

discussions. This was also one of the largest classrooms I visited, with 28 students present 

when they were all in attendance, several of whom had Individual Educational Plans (IEPs). 

Paige indicated that in spite of these challenges, she could almost always design her lessons 

to engage students physically and in an active way, and pay strong attention to her students’ 

learning styles. Dramatic arts were a priority, as well as authentic self-expression. Though 

these activities, Paige felt that she could connect with students, manage behaviour, and 

encourage collaborative and positive group-work. She clearly had high expectations for her 

students to manage their work, as well as share their own ideas and opinions.  

Ryan. Ryan was clearly passionate about engaging students through technological 

literacy. He identified technology as a 21
st
 century medium as well as a key way of engaging 

students in text and discourse. Using collaborative and interactive teaching methods, Ryan 

frequently had his students working together in order to compose videos, presentations, and 

‘movie trailers’ for books they were reading. Because of his comfort with technology, he was 

able to have his students post questions to a class Twitter stream while he was reading to the 

class from a book, and he intermittently stopped to respond to the questions students had 

about the text, clarifying and defining terms as he went. Reaching out to his students’ 
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different learning styles, through his teaching style he recognized that not all students were 

able to listen and concentrate, therefore actively writing questions or reading the questions 

others posted helped them to engage with the material. It also helped them to understand that 

everyone has questions when they read, not just those who may be weaker readers or have a 

smaller vocabulary. During the interview, Ryan referenced Bloom’s Digital Taxonomy, a 

reframing of Bloom’s original Taxonomy of Educational Objectives, which in its revised 

form attempts to account for new behaviours and actions emerging as technology advances 

and becomes more ubiquitous.  

Sophia. Though she had already passed the eligible age for retirement, Sophia was 

full of energy and clearly loved being in the classroom with her students. There was an 

abundant sense of joy in her classroom, and the students appeared to respond with equal 

pleasure to her requests and directions. Sophia started each day by actively engaging her 

students, whether with a math or language activity, as she saw the first part of the day as the 

best time for students to concentrate. This also provided an opportunity to get the day going 

in a positive direction. During the observation period Sophia indicated that the teaching staff 

at her school were all highly engaged and positive, and that there was a tremendous sense of 

collegiality among teachers and staff in the school. With a large variety of extracurricular 

activities, sports, and social justice groups at Sophia’s school, it appeared that there was a 

school-wide push to develop the whole student and create a welcoming and inclusive 

environment. Sophia spoke to her years of teaching experience and indicated that for her, the 

creation of a safe and welcoming classroom environment was paramount to engaging 

students and allowing them the freedom to express themselves creatively. 

Theresa. Located in a mid-sized community, Theresa’s school was large and diverse. 

Her classroom was very neatly arranged, though sparsely decorated, and she indicated when I 
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met her that she had planned to put up some artwork in advance of my visit, but had not yet 

had the opportunity to do so, thus explaining the empty bulletin boards.  During the interview 

Theresa seemed a bit shy and hesitant to speak about her experiences. She did open up about 

some of the pressures of teaching, and especially what she felt to be divisions in the school 

among teachers, and administration, and between students who traveled in from rural areas 

and those who were from the local community. Though the interview was a bit stiff, her 

classroom demeanour toward students was warm, and Theresa was serious about her 

students’ success and performance. She indicated, and it was clear to see, that she prioritized 

strong development of basic skills, precision, and guided practice to help students to improve 

their vocabulary and asking text-based questions. Theresa had some opinions regarding 

creativity which were mostly limited to what she viewed as the importance of art in schools. 

She encouraged her students to engage with art and design, and tried to infuse a sense of art 

appreciation in her classroom.  

Trent. With a background in drama, Trent felt that a large part of his role as a teacher 

was to infuse the classroom with opportunities to connect to life through movement, public 

speaking, and discussion. His classroom was bright and airy, and the only one to be arranged 

in a ‘U’ shape, without assigned seats. Students frequently gathered in the middle of the ‘U’ 

to receive instructions or reflect on activities, and then during my time in the classroom 

appeared to be permitted to work in any space they found comfortable that met their learning 

needs at that moment. Trent’s teaching philosophy was really about giving students 

individual learning opportunities and freedom to explore in a differentiated way. In 

demonstrating this commitment, he had pinned images of each of his students on one of the 

classroom walls, alongside each of their unique learning styles. Activities and lessons also 

showed a commitment to differentiated instruction. Some of the students in the class had 
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taken on a large-scale windmill project, investigating the role of power-generating windmills 

in a nearby community. They had been involved with writing letters to the editor at the local 

newspaper, reading research reports, and building windmills. This ‘team’ was made up of 

students who worked on their project together, and who were relating problems to the real 

world. Trent used terms like “structured flexibility” and “administrator of learning 

opportunities” to describe his teaching approach, which provided students with opportunities 

to engage at their own level, and manage their own learning goals and outcomes. Based on 

the observation session, this appeared to be a highly successful and particularly empowering 

strategy for the students. 
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Appendix F 

Standardized Testing Cartoon 

 

This is a cartoon forwarded to the researcher indicating the participant’s perspective on 

EQAO testing. The meaning of this image reflected the participant’s views on the importance 

of differentiated instruction and recognizing the individual potential of each student. 

 

Image credit: Bern Dibner Library of Science and Technology (2012)   
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Appendix G 

 

Ethics Approval Notice 
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Appendix H 

An examination of Ontario teachers’ conceptualizations, experiences, and creativity 

fostering behaviours at the intermediate grade levels 

                      

  LETTER OF INFORMATION (Survey) 

 

My name is Catharine Dishke Hondzel and I am a PhD Candidate at the Faculty of Education 

at the University of Western Ontario. I am currently conducting research on the topic of 

teaching styles and the concept of creativity in teachers of grade 5, 6, and 7 students.  

 

The aims of this study are to capture a broad range of teacher styles, experiences, and 

attitudes toward creativity.  

 

If you agree to participate in this study you will be asked to complete a 50-item online 

questionnaire, which will take approximately 15 minutes. At the end of the questionnaire you 

will be asked if you would like to participate in the second portion of this research, which 

will consist of a classroom observation session and one-hour interview with the researcher at 

your convenience. 

 

The information collected will be used for research purposes only, and neither your name nor 

information, which could be used to identify you, will be used in any publication or 

presentation of the study results. All information collected for the study will be kept 

confidential. All data collected will be kept in a secure location in the Faculty of Education at 

the University of Western Ontario and will be destroyed no later than five years after the 

study has been completed and published. 

 

There are no known risks to participating in this study. Participation in this study is 

voluntary. You may refuse to participate, refuse to answer any questions, or withdraw from 

the study at any time with no effect on your employment status. Should you decide to 

withdraw, all of your data will be destroyed and not used in the study. You may choose to 

only participate in the survey, or to participate in the survey, the observation and the 

interview. 
 

Completion and submission of the survey indicates your consent to participate in this part of 

the study. 

 

Questions 

If you have any questions about the conduct of this study or your rights as a research 

participant you may contact the Manager, Office of Research Ethics, The University of 

Western Ontario at [redacted for publication] 

 

Thank you. 

https://rabbit.vm.its.uwo.ca/Surveys/default.aspx?surveyID=771 

 

 

 

 

https://rabbit.vm.its.uwo.ca/Surveys/default.aspx?surveyID=771
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An examination of Ontario teachers’ conceptualizations, experiences, and creativity 

fostering behaviours at the intermediate grade levels 

 

  LETTER OF INFORMATION (Interview) 

 

My name is Catharine Dishke Hondzel and I am a PhD Candidate at the Faculty of Education 

at the University of Western Ontario. I am currently conducting research on the topic of 

teaching styles and the concept of creativity in teachers of grade 5, 6, and 7 students.  

 

If you agree to participate in this study you will be asked to have the researcher come 

observe a regular classroom activity or program you feel engages students in any aspect of 

the curriculum (writing, mathematics, art, drama, music, social studies etc…). This may take 

place over one or a few days time depending on the nature of the activity and your 

availability. During this time the researcher will act as a non-participant and take notes about 

the classroom interactions that take place. Following this observation, you will be asked to 

participate in an interview of up to an hour where you will be invited to discuss your 

experiences and perceptions of teaching and creativity.    

 

The interview will be audio-recorded to ensure that I am able to accurately capture your 

thoughts, feelings and experiences. The audio-recording will be transcribed into written form. 

You will have the opportunity to review your transcript in order to confirm the accuracy of 

our conversation and to add to or clarify any points that you wish.  

 

The information collected will be used for research purposes only. I will not disclose your 

name or any personal information that could identify you. No identifying information about 

you, including any specific details about your location or activity will be used in any 

publication or presentation of the study results. All information collected for the study will be 

kept confidential. Transcripts of the interviews and observation notes will be kept in a secure 

location at the Faculty of Education, The University of Western Ontario, and will be 

destroyed no later than five years after the study has been completed and published. 

 

There are no known risks to participating in this study. Participation in this study is 

voluntary. You may refuse to participate, refuse to answer any questions, or withdraw from 

the study at any time with no effect on your academic or employment status. Should you 

decide to withdraw, all of your data will be destroyed and not used in the study. 

 

Questions 

If you have any questions about the conduct of this study or your rights as a research 

participant you may contact the Manager, Office of Research Ethics, The University of 

Western Ontario at [redacted for publication] 

  

This letter is yours to keep for future reference.  

Thank you. 
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