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Abstract 

 This qualitative narrative inquiry explores how four educators look at past, present, 

and future experiences with creativity in constructing their own space for student 

creativity. The goal is to see how participants use experience and creativity in teaching. 

 This study begins with self-narrative of the researcher. I explore both positive and 

negative experiences in a series of vignettes, from childhood stories as a student and 

adulthood stories of becoming a teacher. In wondering how my perceptions of my own 

creativity were shaped by and continue to be shaped in classroom interactions, led me to 

wanting to explore other teachers’ experiences around creativity. Three pre-service 

teachers were chosen, at a moment in time where they are each imagining their own 

classroom based on experiences as students and as student teachers. In looking at these 

three teachers and my own stories, the goal is to illuminate characteristics and 

idiosyncrasies within imaginative spaces found in the telling of our narratives as opposed 

to merely comparing four people’s stories. 

 In the literature review I frame learning as multi-directional growth, linking the 

aspects of postmodernist and constructivist frameworks of knowledge where learning is 

seen as a continuous shifting and synthesis of information as opposed to an absorption of 

factual universal truths. Knowledge then is personal and culturally constructed from ones 

context and the ability to decipher and synthesize new information within that 

construction is invaluable. Imagination will be proposed, as a shared space for inviting 

students to experiential inquiry, where encouraging their own creative interpretation of 
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their learning is the goal.  

 My qualitative methodology is a mixture of narrative and art, stemming from dual 

interviews from each of the three participants. Art is used not as accessory to the research 

but as a way of thinking through the research. With Dewey’s (1997) continuity of 

experience in mind, the narratives are constructed along Clandinin and Connelly’s (2000) 

dimensions of looking backwards, forward, inward and outward. This allows for 

meaning making in stories by connecting them to the past and future and incorporating 

the emotions, motivations, situations, and people by which they occurred. Creativity can 

be as important to teaching as it is to learning. 
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CHAPTER ONE - INTRODUCTION 

 “For all we can discern the sole purpose of human existence is to kindle a light of 

meaning in the darkness of mere being” (Jung 1989, Chapter 11, para.81).  

 

Figure 1. To kindle a light of meaning.   

 This quote has been with me for a very long time, and I haven’t been able to shake 

it regardless of its clichéd glory (Figure 1). The following questions are not questions 

guiding the research but mere musings that inspired it. What if education could teach 

students to kindle a light of meaning in their own learning and eventually in their lives? 

What if teachers could make the unknown something exciting to be explored instead of 

feared? The darkness becomes a canvas for light, an opportunity to reach out and make 
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something happen, a space awaiting change.  

  This study will explore the educational process through modes of exploration 

existing on the fringes, where the light of knowledge meets the dark of the unknown.  

Our mode of exploration will be imagination blossoming into creativity, and how these 

tools can assist learning. 

This study will consider the stories of the researcher and three pre-service 

teachers, considering their educational experiences and how imagination and creativity 

have been a part those experiences. In retelling those experiences, looking at how they 

affect future teachings. Context is extremely important to this research; thus it will be 

qualitative in nature using a mixture of interviews, journaling, and explorative media 

(artwork). Narrative research methodologies will be used to delve further into the 

experiences of the participants as a way to connect seemingly disparate experiences.  

A Personal Timeline 

2005 Mr.L.  

Uno smiles, a quiet and genuine smile (Figure 2). His goatee is a fountain of curly 

white hair, which gets pointier as the skin around his mouth pulls upward. His wiry 

cream-colored hair curls all over, even down to his shiny black hooves. A singular golden 

horn spirals up from his forehead, with empty space in the center, like a calcified upside-

down tornado. 

  “Hey Mr. L, whatchoo drawnin’?” an inquisitive twelve year old, Bella, asks. 

  “You tell me…” I reply as I finish shading the warm colors in Uno’s eye. 

  “Well, it looks like a unicorn, but it’s kinda ugly like a goat…” another student, 

Ingrid, chimes in. 
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  The crowd around my desk is slowly growing, as students file in wanting to know 

what project this drawing will become. They know every drawing I do at my desk is an 

indication of the next class adventure. 

  “Make him fatter!” says Bella, which causes a small wave of laughter from the 

others. 

  “That’s a great idea. How much fatter though?” I ask. 

  “Aww, he’s cute and tiny. What’s his name?” a squeaky third voice inquires. 

  I answer with, “his name’s Uno.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  “Put some bright blue speckles in his eyes. It will look awesome with the 

orange!” 

  These were my fellow artists. My classroom was our studio. The sixth graders’ 

energy was electrifying and they loved venturing into the unknown. Over the course of 

the next month many other mythical creatures were designed on paper and brought to life 

 Figure 2 Leerkamp's drawing of Uno. 
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as sculptures in the classroom. It was a zoo of mythic proportions.  

1992 Small Cavan 

 “Looking at line 38 of her poem, does anyone know how the poet Helen Keller 

uses symbolism?” said Mrs. Finch, after having carefully picked apart the first 37 lines. 

I raised my hand apprehensively and the words that followed are completely lost to me, 

along with her real name. The only thing I learned is that I shouldn’t raise my hand again 

unless I had the answer she wanted. For a very long time I never considered looking at 

poetry again because of this, until another teacher convinced me otherwise. 

2008 Leerkamp 

Hurricane Ike hit Houston very hard, especially in southeast Houston where my 

students resided.  The devastation was visible for weeks and months after it hit. Entire 

trees and fences, branches, and leaves were everywhere. A fellow teacher of mine 

mentioned wanting to have her students do some work on some fence pickets she had 

brought from home. I loved the idea and immediately felt that every student should have 

this opportunity to work their way through the experiences they had just endured. 

  Within a week we had a fence picket for everyone who wanted to be involved, 

which amounted to over 300 students. Eventually, we constructed a new fence in the 

courtyard of the school. These same pickets soon after transformed into a house that was 

displayed in the Contemporary Art Museum of Houston (Figure 3).
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Figure 3. Hurricane Ike Project. 

1983 Little Cavan 

  “Cavan this is not how you write the letter ‘p’. Your handwriting looks like 

chicken-scratch.” I looked at my journal. It looked like a murder scene…there was red 

everywhere, but not my own. It was the teacher’s red ink. Hmmph…there were no 

comments about my story, just commentary on my handwriting and my use of 

punctuation.  

2003 Leerkamp 

I didn’t always want to be a teacher. My first degree was actually economics and I 

quickly discovered after several interviews the business world was not a place I could go 

with any sense of conviction. Before getting my economics degree I studied architecture, 

design, short story writing, and painting. These classes gave me a purpose I hadn’t felt 
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since I was a child. They gave me a way of deconstructing and exploring the events of 

my life. When it rains it pours and these outlets made the rain something I could deal 

with. The day came, months after turning down jobs in the business world, where I was 

standing there in my room with paintings, many paintings surrounded me. I asked myself 

why I wasn’t doing something with this mode that I was now more comfortable in than I 

had ever known.  

  I went into teaching as an artist wanting to give my students the opportunity to 

feel comfortable with their own voice. I went into the classroom as an artist wanting to 

inspire others…and I failed, miserably. It was to too much.  I was in a program getting 

my masters and my certification to teach. I was spread too thin and felt as though I wasn’t 

fulfilling any of my roles well. I wasn’t prepared to teach because I hadn’t taken enough 

of my courses to be effective and organized. I wasn’t able to create my own art because I 

was too busy with coursework and attempting to teach. By the end of my first year I 

wanted to walk away and never come back… I didn’t though. I told myself I would put 

everything into finishing my masters, and come back to teaching in a year and if I didn’t 

feel successful, then I would walk away. 

  My second year teaching was completely different. My art was not something 

separate I tried to keep up with at home, it was something I thought I should always be 

sharing with my students. My assignments were all something I would do first not just as 

an example for students, but to show how much I valued the process of giving students 

projects that I truly enjoyed. My desk was always covered with artwork that students 

knew I wanted them to engage with and question. My classroom was a studio where art 

was always happening, not exclusive to anyone. 
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2007 Leerkamp 

  Tess apprehensively handed her sketchbook to Mrs. Pheersom, a veteran art 

teacher, in hopes of getting into an art class. Upon looking at Tess’s personal sketchbook, 

Mrs. Pheersom scrunched up her nose and said, in a not-so-pleasant tone, “What is going 

through your head to be drawing things like that?!” Crushed…Tess left the art room. 

 Some time later two girls stood at the door of my art classroom. “Yes?” I asked 

curiously, welcoming them in. It was Tess and her friend Emma. Emma came in first as a 

diplomatic representative, leaving Tess standing at the door, just in case her sketchbook 

elicited a similar reaction from me as it had with Mrs. Pheersom. Tess eventually drifted 

in behind her friend as I carefully flipped through the pages of the sketchbook. My smile 

widened more with every page I turned. I was amazed at the honesty, but also at the 

bravery of this student to share something so personal with a stranger. The imagery in the 

book had a clear and intense voice speaking on many subjects in novel ways. 

 There was no doubt in my mind this was a very creative person. I looked up from 

the book enthused and said I would do everything I could to get her in my class. Tess, the 

quiet artist, would become an immeasurable force in my classroom over the next three 

years of her high school career. She would become a collaborator, a leader, a skilled 

artist, and a friend.  

Background and Context 

Each of the previous vignettes is an educational moment lost or gained, 

connections created or severed. Social worker and researcher Brene Brown (2012) said 

her work all started with connection, and I feel like education is the same way. Such 

human endeavors rely on human connection, for Brown, connection is why we are here. 
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Until reading her research, I had not noticed how many of my memories of education 

focused on my connection or disconnection to the classroom.  

  To be connected to others requires being vulnerable; it requires overcoming a fear 

of being seen.  Shame is how Brown (2012) defines our fear of disconnection. Exposing a 

part of us that may cause others to think we are unworthy can overwhelm the need to 

connect. Brown focused her research by interviewing the people who did not exhibit this 

fear. She calls them the wholehearted because they were willing to embrace vulnerability 

and be seen by others.  

 Similarly, Maslow (2012) spoke of people he had interviewed who lived creative 

lives. His favorites were not painters or musicians: one was stay-at-home-mom and one 

was a psychologist. He mentions that self-actualizing creativity was how they achieved it. 

It was not that they were producing physical objects, but that their personality emanated 

through so much of how they lived their lives.  

 Wholeheartedness, distinguished by self-actualizing creativity, was my primary 

concern for choosing the participants for my study. I want to hear from the wholehearted 

and how they navigated their own education. I am curious how these experiences will be 

a part of their classrooms and if they think they can instill some of that living intensely 

into their teachings. 

 The term “lifelong learners” is possibly overused in education, especially when the 

goals seem more focused on degrees, standards, and exams than actually developing a 

love for learning. We are hardwired to be learners for life. Our lives are full of 

educational moments, and every day, no matter how old we are, we are learning. We do 

not have to be trained to keep learning, we already do it. The trick is to give students the 
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ability to learn the way they choose, to give students power over how they live. Is making 

learning enjoyable too much to ask?  

 Kimmelman declares that, “to live intensely is one of the basic human desires and 

an artistic necessity” (2005, p. 2). For the classroom I would recommend, “to live 

intensely is one of the basic human desires and an educational necessity.” Because if we 

are not vested in our learning, why should any knowledge stick? To live intensely we 

must be vested in the life we have created for ourselves.  

Nobody wants to suffer the fate of the old bureaucrat of Toulouse, whom Antoine 

de Saint Exupery described as rolled up into a ball of ‘genteel security,’ raising a 

modest rampart against the winds and the tides and the stars. Over time, Saint-

Exupery said, ‘the clay of which you were shaped was dried and hardened, and 

naught in you will ever awaken the sleeping musician, the poet, the astronomer 

that possibly inhabited you in the beginning (Kimmelman, 2005, p. 6).  

 In reading this quote I could not help but think where this bureaucrat of Toulouse 

had lost his way, by how many Mrs. Pheersoms had deterred him. This idea of living 

intensely reminds me of countless times in my youth where I chose to not connect to the 

classroom I was in. When Brene Brown (2012) interviewed some junior high students 

about the keys to learning, one girl replied, “There are times when you can ask questions 

or challenge ideas, but if you’ve got a teacher that doesn’t like that or the kids in the class 

make fun of people who do that, it’s bad. I think most of us learn that it’s best to just keep 

your head down, your mouth shut, and your grades high” (2012, ch.6 para.9). This was 

much of my grade school experience: get the grades and don’t get involved, because you 

will only be embarrassed.  
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Imagination, Creativity, and Self-Actualizing Creativity 

 Asking questions, challenging ideas, and creating new paths of inquiry is exactly 

what education should be. Pushing the fringes of knowledge is where we innovate. It is 

where the imagination fluorishes. Here I will build a model of inquiry led by the 

imagination, which leads to creativity and blossoms into self-actualizing creativity. 

Regarding education and imagination, Ken Robinson said: 

I believe our only hope for the future is to adopt a new conception of human 

ecology, one in which we reconstitute our conception of the richness of human 

capacity. Our education system has mined our minds in the way that we strip 

mine the earth for a particular commodity. And for the future, it won’t serve us. 

We have to rethink the fundamental principles on which we’re educating our 

children. We have to be careful now how we use this gift [of imagination]. (2006, 

www.TEDtalk.com)  

Imagination allows us to step out of our own world and cross the emptiness between us 

and the “other.” Realities that are not ours can be, with the imagination. Imagination does 

not mean knowing another’s reality, but it provides the possibility of extending our own 

experience (Egan 2011).  Imagination, as Greene explains, allows one “moving from the 

entanglement in the ‘cotton wool of daily life’ to ‘moments of being’ ” (2000, p. 72), to 

moments of awareness and intensified consciousness. Hakkarainen (2013) discusses how 

for children, truth is not what guides their sense-making of situations, but their 

imaginations. 

 Definitions of creativity in psychology commonly include producing something 

that is both novel and useful. Creativity requires knowledge in the form of the subject and 
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the medium. Beghetto and Kaufman (2007) illustrate levels of creativity based on its 

interaction. The first level, the mini-c, is defined as “personally meaningful 

interpretations” (p. 61, 2007).  Beghetto also states that the mini-c is in line with Piaget’s 

thoughts that personal knowledge is the product of a creative interpretation of experience. 

(2005). In this sense, understanding comes from our interpretation. We are all full of 

mini-c’s on a daily basis. The mini-c through fruition of expression can become 

interpersonal creativity, or little-c, if judged to be meaningful and novel. This little-c will 

be an important aspect of this research because it is the manifestation of the use of new 

knowledge. Beghetto also mentions big-C and pro-C which I will not detail here. These 

basically deal with those who change an entire culture or whose work revolves around 

their creativity. 

 Beghetto (2005) shows evidence of students losing their sense of creativity 

Around the fourth or fifth grade.. An example of this for me was mentioned earlier in 

studying the poetry of Helen Keller. This was me moving from what Beghetto calls the 

mini-c (personal interpretation) to the little-c (external shared creativity). I was told quite 

plainly that my interpretation was wrong. Even then I knew an interpretation was not 

supposed to be about right and wrong. It might not have been the meaning intended by 

the artist; it is just different. The memory of my interpretation of line 38 of the Helen 

Keller poem was a powerful disconnection for me. This is not to assume one event is the 

cause of the disconnect, rather a series of events that culminate with one event, which 

could equate to a pathway of exploration being avoided thereafter. 

 I ran into too many situations like this one in grade school, where inquiry and 

exploration were not of interest, but the regurgitation of teacher’s knowledge was. Paulo 
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Freire (2000) referred to this as the banking concept of education where students are 

merely repositories for the teacher’s knowledge.. 

 Dewey (2007) spoke of “miseducative” experiences and how disruptive they can 

be to the overall learning experience of a student. Specifically, he wrote how bad 

experiences affect individuals even more than lack of experience because negative 

experiences can actually dissuade us from further experiences. I am not suggesting my 

education was full miseducative experiences but that miseducative experiences do have 

an impact and can close off pathways of exploration prematurely before the learner has 

fully experienced it. 

 I had never really questioned how or what I was taught or what I was taught until 

I had a classroom of my own. I did not understand the importance of the teacher-student 

relationship and its impact on the learning environment until I was establishing my own. I 

had no idea how much issues of power influence learning.  

 Kincheloe (2004) mentions how the construction of schools as sites of power is 

done in such a way that it seems natural, just as the context in which language and 

knowledge is constructed. Natural in this sense means, “Why would one question it?” 

Interestingly, though, Kincheloe builds on this by saying those privileged enough to be a 

part of the “good” education accept it as good. I never really did. I accepted that others 

felt it was “good” for me, though it didn’t fit…or maybe I didn’t fit it. Looking back, 

much of my personal not-fitting was a language issue. I didn’t feel comfortable speaking 

out, and by high school the only creativity I felt comfortable with was of the kinesthetic 

variety. 



 

 

 

13 

My Teaching… 

 “Be the teacher you never had” is what I told myself on countless occasions in my 

classroom.  I did not always know what I should do, but I had plenty of experience as a 

student of what I shouldn’t do. ( experiences influence the way teachers teach, and I 

wanted to give my students the place that I didn’t find until much later in life.  

 Hearing Tess tell the story of Mrs. Pheersom and the sketchbook was all too 

familiar to me. This was what I wanted to avoid in my teaching above all else, shutting 

students down from who they naturally are. I wanted students to feel comfortable. As I 

began teaching I was just an artist seeking to teach others to be artists. By the end of my 

eighth year of teaching, things had changed. Being creative for my own expression 

became less important. I wanted more than anything to just create with my students, we 

as a collective, a community, a culture creating and exploring as one. I wanted to 

welcome all who entered to “live intensely” along with us. In sharing and creating a 

haven for students to express themselves in any way they imagined, we made big things 

happen. It was not until I let go of being an artist in the modernist sense that I realized we 

could make really big changes. A happy amalgamation of laughter, hard work, and strong 

connections gave us so much momentum.  

 I had no idea how much my experience as a student influenced my everyday 

teachings, my perspective, and how important my own creativity was to me, and thus my 

students’ creativity would be. My connection to my students was forged many years 

before as my experience of education took shape.  

 Although the quality of my grade school education was considered quite good by 

standards which were not my own, I often felt a disconnect with it. I kept to the back of 
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the classroom, drawing to occupy my moments, because speaking out and professing my 

ideas was not something I felt comfortable with. I quite often remember feeling like an 

outsider in classrooms, it rarely felt like my place. I want to hear from others who have 

chosen the route of the wholehearted to see how that came to be and how this 

wholeheartedness will be translated into teaching. 

Studying Up-Close  

 In studying Elliot Eisner’s work I found him referencing Geertz (1973), 

“Believing, with Max Weber, that man is an animal suspended in webs of significance he 

himself has spun, I take culture to be those webs, and the analysis of it to be therefore not 

an experimental science in search of law but an interpretive one in search of meaning” 

(Eisner, 2005, p.70). The cultural significance of our collaborative art projects is one 

bound within the perspectives of the students and I who lived it. My students formed my 

culture, and the study of that culture is not one in search of laws or rules to be followed 

by others, but one to explore meanings. Thus for this study, the voices of teachers and 

students are important in understanding the place of creativity in schools. 

 What has come to fruition within my process of becoming a researcher are the 

many forms of expression through which we create dialogue, and thus how research 

results from those forms of dialogue. Growing up, my most comfortable form of dialogue 

was visual means and, secondarily, textual interaction. It took a recent visit to a 

convention of art educators to convince me of something that has been staring me in the 

face the whole time: art should be a part of not only the themes of my research but how 

the research itself is conducted. It is only fitting that dialogues exist in our most familiar 

languages. 
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 Akin to Maxine Greene’s (1996) idea of seeing small and seeing large, this study 

must exist up close (seeing large) in the intertwining and complicated threads which exist 

within our relations to others. Creativity is difficult to experience from a distance. (Will 

expand)  

Brene Brown (2012) claims no school or business can prosper without learning, 

creativity, and innovation. She adds that disengagement is the greatest threat to those 

processes. The imagination can lead to opportunities. It can be a place to shape our own 

knowledge, to imagine what one has not yet seen or experienced. Creativity, in turn, can 

be the personal synthesis of the imagination and knowledge. To take such a step requires 

courage and a want to connect to others.  

Questions guiding the research will be the following: How do educators look at 

past, present, and possible future experiences to create a space for imagination and 

creativity in learning? From these experiences, what tools can be effective at encouraging 

imaginative creativity? And in turn what factors in the classroom can discourage this 

imaginative space for creativity?  
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CHAPTER TWO – REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

  In chapter one I spoke of how education begins with the connection of an 

individual to themselves and others. After a great deal of reflection and study, I 

recognized how much my own educative experiences affected my views of particular 

subjects, ways of learning, and eventually my own teachings.  For this study I wanted to 

delve into exploratory ways of knowing that were often excluded in my time as a student 

but became important in my teachings. In this qualitative study, I will review my own 

experiences and those of three pre-service teachers who have already had experiences 

teaching. I want to know how their own experiences with creativity will affect their own 

classrooms. 

  Connection and empowerment are two significant threads woven into this study. 

Connection is key in getting students involved, to feel as though the process of learning is 

relevant. Empowerment comes in the form of students' ownership of their learning, and to 

assist with this task several tools of the imagination will be described.  Imagination and 

creativity come in, as ways to personalize knowledge construction and connection to the 

learning process. These themes will be expanded upon in this chapter.   

  This literature review will begin with philosophical grounding in epistemology 

and ways of knowing. Negative influences of modernist philosophy on education today 

will be described and then postmodernist ideals will be proposed to lend a better starting 

point for empowering students in the learning process. Since tools of the imagination are 

grounded in emotion and connection, Dewey's dimensions of experiential learning along 

the personal and social aspects of the classroom will be discussed. The personal aspect 

will regard Maslow's hierarchy as a guide for meeting the psychological needs of the 
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student. 

  The social side entails classroom democracy as a means of establishing a 

community of imaginative thinkers. Finally, I will introduce some tools for engaging 

students' imaginations and a creative framework to further extend knowledge. 

Epistemology and Ways of Knowing 

The Rational Modernist 

Contrasting the philosophical frameworks of modernism and postmodernism will 

shed some light on why our ideas of learning today are diverse and often opposing. It 

begins with the Modern era of philosophy, which has been dated to the Renaissance. 

Usually Modernism is associated with the rationalist views of the Enlightenment, which 

arose in the 17th and 18th centuries. According to Efland, Freedman, and Stuhr (1996), 

the Enlightenment marks the beginning of contemporary thought in the West.  

Up to this point in history the accumulation of human knowledge had, for the 

most part, been a commodity, owned by the aristocracy and clergy. The Enlightenment 

shifted the search for knowledge to a more natural state with a focus on discovery. The 

early part of the period of the Enlightenment was marked by revolutions in France and 

what would become the United States. These revolutions saw shifts in power from 

aristocracy to the people. It represented not only a physical shift in power, but a mental 

one as well, because accessibility to knowledge was revolutionized with inventions such 

as the printing press. We are lucky an economically-disadvantaged adolescent named 

William snuck into a university library to appropriate histories reserved for the rich. 

Without those histories, his writing would never have never been popularized. And 
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without the printing press William Shakespeare’s work would never have spread as 

quickly as it did (Lehrer 2012).  

 At its core modernism sees progress through science and logic. Modernism is 

infatuated with the future, in that it always holds something better (Efland et al., 1996). 

Quoting Marshall Berman, Efland et al. (1996) states, “It is a paradoxical unity, a unity of 

disunity: it pours us all into a maelstrom of perpetual disintegration and renewal, of 

struggle and contradiction, of ambiguity and anguish. To be modern is to be a part of a 

universe in which as Marx said, ‘all that is solid melts in to the air’” (p. 6). 

 Modernism speaks to this egocentric hegemony where “man” is an outward source 

to the world whose value is decided by what is produced by him. It is the factory 

production line pouring new and exciting merchandise into the world. It is a reliance that 

what comes next is superior. Movement forward is always better than looking back at the 

steps in the snow to criticize the impact.  

 Modernism has left an indelible mark on the society we now live in, especially in 

regard to education. Standardized forms of assessment are following a modernist frame 

of mind in assuming there exists universal knowledge upon which to be judged. 

Modernist ideals are apparent in testing and in the thinking that science and math are the 

only knowledge that matters. Gardner (2006) notices how much education is currently 

not working because we have continued on the same modernist path of making 

"improvements" without being critical of the overall goals of education. We test to see if 

everyone has memorized material and then test more when they are not memorizing it 

enough. This is an oversimplification of assessment, for the purpose of pointing out the 

absurdity in our assessments. A classroom today looks strikingly similar to one from fifty 
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years ago, maybe even one from a hundred years ago. Here we stand, the emperor with 

no clothes, teaching as we have taught for over a hundred years, even though technology 

and availability of knowledge have seen huge evolutions in the past 20 years.  

 Before print was widespread, verbal memory was extremely important (Gardner 

2006). Today the game has changed because we all have access to unlimited information; 

thus managing information becomes more important than memorizing information. This 

is not to say rote memory is no longer important; its value has just changed.  

Postmodern Constructions 

 While though the name Postmodernism may imply that it is a mere successor to 

modernism, in the same maniacal tradition of improvement, of Modernism…it isn’t. 

Clark (1996) refers to it as more of a condition occurring within our culture in reaction to 

the breakdown of the ideals produced by Modernism.   

 Postmodernism began with poststructuralism, which was a move away from 

thoughts produced by the era of Enlightenment. Foucault referred to master narratives of 

history and science as social constructions in that they are not as factually concrete, as 

previously claimed by modernists seeking universal truths. The master narratives instead 

are in flux with the rhythms of the culture, and there are no universal truths (Clarke, 

1996). 

 From this poststructuralist perspective, postmodernists work with information, as 

opposed to modernist inclinations to view knowledge as universal truth. This knowledge 

as truth implies a certainty that does not exist. With postmodernism and a multi-

perspectival view of knowledge comes doubt. This sense of doubt commonly associated 

with Postmodernism (mainly by modernists) comes from the fact that there is no solid 
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ground to grab hold of (Clarke, 1996). Our foundations of knowledge are continually 

shifting even in subjects as hard as science. 

  Knowledge to the postmodernist is constructed by the culture. Learning and the 

ways people interact is influenced by generations that have come previously, and 

interactions are passed on to the next generation which in turn refashions those 

interactions. This process is called constructivism. Thus if the knowledge is constructed, 

it can be deconstructed to analyze why, how, and what social forces brought the pieces 

together (Clarke, 2006). 

 While modernism is infatuated with form, facts, and truth, postmodernism is 

powered by how meaning is interpreted. Thus the basis of reconstruction is diverse 

meaning making in experiences of knowledge (Clarke 2006). This meaning making of 

the postmodernist is at the heart of the imagination in the classroom. Imagination is 

extending one's experience in order to construct new frameworks of knowledge. 

Industrial Education 

 With the modernist ethic of improvement well entrenched by the beginning of the 

19th century, the stage was set for industrial education. The burgeoning industrial 

revolution, along with rapid advancements in science, had a long-lasting effect on 

education in the United States and never really waned. One powerful example of 

science's influence on education was in psychology. Educational psychologist Edward 

Thorndike aspired to create a science of educational practice based on observed 

behaviors. He thought science could elicit laws of learning. Psychology was the answer 

for Thorndike. He enthusiastically wrote: 

A complete science of psychology would tell every fact about everyone’s intellect 
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and character and behavior, would tell the cause of every change in human nature, 

would tell the result of educational force-every act of every person that changed 

any other or the person himself-would have. It would aid us to human beings for 

the world’s welfare with the same surety of the result that we now have when we 

use falling bodies or chemical elements (Eisner, 2002, p. 2).  

  This narrative, which Thorndike authored, would become a grand narrative indeed 

and fuel the social efficiency movement commandeered by Taylor and Rice in 

professionalism, sociology, and business (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). The effects of 

this calculated scientific mode of predictability are quite predominant in today’s 

education system. Sadly Elliot Eisner concluded that "achievement has triumphed over 

inquiry" (2004, p.3). 

 Eisner (2004) and Dewey (2007) have expressed great power in science, but its 

power was limited in an artful enterprise such as teaching, just as Gardner (2006) stated 

well. The social efficiency movement, in turn, influenced what Eisner (2002) and Ken 

Robinson (2010) both agree upon as education under a manufacturing concept of 

education. Lined up by age and put on a conveyer belts, students are tested and measured 

to make sure they are at the standard. If they are not meeting standards, they are cast back 

or eventually cast out. If the product does not meet uniform requirements, from the 

uniform content, then it must be the product that is faulty and not the plant that 

manufactured it. If this were untrue, students would never fail, and they would have no 

reason to drop out, or more importantly teachers would never give up teaching them. 

Where is the dignity of the students in a system which views them as mere effective or 

ineffective products, the standards of which are forced upon communities with no say in 
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the process? 

Philosophical Foundations of Learning 

           With Postmodernist philosophy, the constructivists supply us with a perspective of 

the classroom as a place of searching and sifting through information – a place where 

each individual brings valuable experiences and knowledge to the process of learning, as 

opposed to the teacher as a distributor of universal truths. Enriching and honoring the 

experience then becomes an integral piece of this style of learning, for which Dewey’s 

work and the work of others will be explored. Critical pedagogy will supplement this 

experiential learning through a democratic question-posing environment where inquiry is 

of great value. This questioning, exploring, and unchartered space occurs in hopes of 

engaging the learner. Imagination and creativity then become tools to not only enhance 

learning but also strengthen classroom connections. 

To Learn Versus Wanting to Learn More   

Humans are very special creatures due to the complexity by which we associate 

sounds and images with meaning. Although a chimp’s brain and a human’s brain have a 

volume of about 350 cubic centimeters at birth, by adulthood, the chimp has only gained 

one hundred cubic centimeters while the human has gained over a thousand cubic 

centimeters. This larger brain is necessary for using complicated symbol associations. 

Humans are so good at associating meaning that in an environment where language is 

present, children cannot not learn it – it just happens (Egan, 2005). Humans have 

physically grown because of our symbols. Unfortunately, this natural ability to 

appropriate language does not extend to all types of learning throughout our lives. 

  The infancy of this symbol development occurred about 50,000 years ago with the 
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first written symbols in the form of drawings. The Greeks then refined symbols by 

designing an alphabet a mere few thousand years ago. We were artists thousands of years 

before we were writers. Literacy, though, is one of the ways children first begin 

appropriating the alphabet and its uses. Literacy is taken very seriously, as it should be; 

however, the mistake made is when literacy is considered a goal or an ends. Literacy is a 

means to voice and understanding, just as creativity can be if given the medium to voice 

it. 

  The fallacy of literacy as an end goal is epitomized by standardized testing. Egan 

(2005) provides an example of how in Great Britain strides were made over a ten-year 

period to increase literacy. The hard work paid off when scores on international tests 

increased. Literacy increased, scores increased, learning happened and all was 

glorious…but not quite.  

 Even though students were performing better on tests, the amount of voluntary 

reading children were doing was not impressive. Egan points out that children in Britain 

score much lower than those in countries with lower basic literacy in the amount of 

reading they do for fun. This begs the question of what is really important in education: 

learning something or wanting to learn more? Literacy is not the point of learning, nor is 

algebra, or physics, but instead how we utilize these subjects. Learning does not end with 

knowledge. It begins with it. 

Learning as Growth 

 Towards the end of my grade school teaching career, thoughts of what I was 

really trying to achieve as a teacher troubled me. “What is our job as educators?” I ask 

this of pre-service teachers in a class on Classroom Management. I also ask,  “What it is 
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we want students to walk away from our class with?” and “What should they have 

learned?” These are not simple questions to answer. 

  The word learning has different meanings to everyone. Webster’s Dictionary 

(2013) defines learning simply as “the activity or process of gaining knowledge or skill 

by studying, practicing, being taught, or experiencing something.” This definition is 

perhaps a bit shortsighted, thus I will refer to John Dewey (1997) and Maxine Green 

(2000) for a more robust reference point on what it is to learn. 

  According to Dewey (1997), learning should be growth. This is not the growth of 

a sunflower swelling up and reaching towards the sun. It is not linear, but instead a 

spreading by which the direction is not predetermined, nor should it be. To choose the 

direction of growth can diminish the importance of the growth itself. The ambiguous 

multidirectional possibilities of this growth allow the learner to explore. Where is the 

time for imagination in a set itinerary? With this idea of growth, education is not the 

means to something else; education is a stopping place. We learn in order to keep 

learning. Dewey’s Progressive perspective of education is still considered progressive 

today. One must wonder how he would view the fact that we still teach as we have taught 

for a century (Noddings 2011).  

  Dewey (1997) suggests that there are two components to an experiential 

education: continuity and interaction. Educational experiences have the possibility of 

leading to the next if they are quality experiences. This is referred to as the principle of 

continuity of experience. Every experience that we have had is inextricably connected to 

the experiences of the present and to those that will follow. Past experiences can add or 

take away quality from those yet to have happened. Dewey’s description of the 
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interaction of an experience consists of internal and external conditions: the personal and 

social. This is the intra- and inter-personal side of knowledge construction. It is important 

for teachers to situate their learning in their present with respect for students' past and 

future. 

  When learning itself is a mere means, just a stepping stone, the end is something 

not present and the quality of that experience is in question. There were countless 

moments in my own education where I could not see the point in what I was doing, nor 

was it explained to me. My teachers often said, “Just do it because I told you to” and “I 

am the teacher.” Continuity of experience is not being honored if the focus is a test, a 

score, a grade, or even a degree – one hoop in a long line of many more. Learning should 

not be an abstraction far off on the horizon, an intangible that gets closer after a great 

length of time, but instead a consciousness of what is grounded in the present of the 

learner. Learning how to take a standardized exam is a direct contradiction to this idea of 

growth. The learning is the important part, not the exam. Assessments are still present 

within experiential learning, but their purposes are to improve learning, not penalize 

students.  

  Eisner (1985) and Gardner (2006) have both raised serious concerns about the 

goals of American education. Decisions are being made today that seek to better the 

education of students, but only the students who will show return on investment. Maxine 

Greene (2000) stressed this same issue in addressing the focus for administration and 

governments whose definition of relevance is much different. Close analysis reveals the 

stories of students who need more than a test to reinforce their learning experience. Why 

is it we, as a society, are so comfortable with how decision-makers govern education as 
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though measurement can light the path to educating our youth?  

  Isn't all education already an experience? It is true we are experiencing all the 

time. So what is the distinction? Dewey (1997) references consummatory experience as 

one that is meaningful. It requires engagement and awareness. It is guided by intelligence 

and in the end is fulfilling. Gordon (Manning and Bucher, 2013) proposed that schools 

should add quality to students’ lives. How amazing it would be for schools to add quality 

to students’ lives and the communities in which they exist and to make learning exciting 

and important to students' lives. I am not suggesting these things are not occurring in 

schools; rather, the issue is that it does not happen in every school because these may not 

be the primary goals. 

Bringing Experience Back to Empirical 

  There is great irony in the word empirical. Today the word refers to numbers and 

the derivation of meaning from seeing the whole and individuals as a small part of the 

whole. The empirical seeks answers, control, and reliability. While on the other end of 

ontological studies, the focus is on individuals and connections of individuals are 

considered non-empirical.  

  The word empirical comes from Greek work empirikos. For the Greeks, 

empirikos means experience (Eisner, 2012). How much experience is really understood 

through numbers, through seeing things small and from a distance? Did Galileo 

experience the moon through a telescope the same way as Neil Armstrong did? They both 

had experiences with the moon; however, Galileo was only connected to it with his eyes 

and from a great distance. He had no understanding of attempting to walk with such a 

drastic change in gravity or the brightness of the sun over the moon’s horizon. The 
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experience is marked by all the senses – the texture of the moon sand, the heat of the 

nearest star, and the near weightlessness. 

  With such a focus on standards and testing it has become common practice to 

focus on the empirical: the answers, the rubrics, the standards. The empirikos, or 

experience, becomes less important, and the learner becomes a number as well. The 

inquiry and questioning processes are time wasted, because answers are the focus. An 

experience requires more than just being there. “…It is never enough to label, categorize, 

or recognize certain phenomena or events. There has to be a live, aware, reflective 

transaction if what presents itself is to consciousness is to be realized” (Greene, 2000, p. 

30). 

  Clandinin and Connelly (2000) describe experience as both social and personal. It 

is the empirikos which sees things big and up close (Greene, 2000). The words, thoughts, 

stories, and details and the familiar, the idiosyncrasies, and the personal histories each 

individual brings, as well as the questions which lead to more questions…these are all 

characteristics of the non-empirical, the empirikos, the active experience described by the 

social interactions.  

  This discussion is one that is familiar to education researchers because of the 

influence of positivistic research on the field.  Here though the focus is how the empirical 

has shaped the overall perspective of education, and thus how empirikos can inform the 

empirical. This not a discussion of empirikos versus empirical, because that implies a 

battle of sorts, which necessitates a victor, this is about the relationship of the two. The 

dualism of the empirical vs. empirikos, positivism vs. inquiry, is oversimplification from 

times long past. This instead is a discussion of how empirikos is the spirit of education 
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and how strengthening the empirikos, the experience, through the imagination, can 

enliven the classroom.  

  Learning should be not a linear movement but instead multidirectional in the form 

of spreading growth. Experience is at the core of learning, and honoring students in the 

process of learning is important to strengthening their involvement. In the postmodernist 

perspective, learning is based on looking critically at information as opposed to accepting 

knowledge as truth. Thus learning becomes an ongoing process, both personal and social, 

of reassessing new information in light of past experiences. In order to counteract the 

manufactured education concept, it is important to empower students by acknowledging 

the personal experiences and culture they bring to the classroom. 

Dimensions of an Experiential and Imaginative Classroom 

  Up to this point I have laid out a philosophical foundation for learning, which 

reevaluated the goals of the industrial education we find ourselves a part of today. The 

foundation of this ideal learning is multidirectional growth, honoring the 

interconnectedness of educational experiences and connection to others. Creating a 

consummatory experience involves drawing in the student to make learning personal, 

engaging, and meaningful.  

  In this section the role of educators will be discussed, because they establish the 

classroom experience. The importance of interaction to the experience of education is the 

foundation of this literature review. Thus, imagination and creativity will be framed in 

relation to the personal and social aspects of interaction. Critical pedagogy will be 

introduced as way of challenging not only the preoccupation with century-old teaching 

styles, but also the devalued roles of teachers and students in the process of education. If 
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there is to be change, teachers must be the vanguard. 

Culturally Responsive Education 

Paulo Freire (2000), Geneva Gay (2010), and Maxine Greene (2000) all see the 

educator as something much more than a peddler of universal truths. The critical and 

culturally responsive educator, as Geneva Gay puts it, considers students important 

sources of culture and knowledge in their own education. For the postmodern pedagogue 

the classroom, the teacher and students are at the center. 

 If my own teaching experience has taught me anything, it is that being a teacher is 

not about knowing a wealth of information. Rather, it is about connecting and building a 

community of learners. Transitioning from teaching art in junior high and high school to 

teaching pre-service teachers in a course on classroom management may seem like a big 

leap, but it has not been at all for me. Teaching is teaching. I quickly found out it is very 

much the same because I present material and technique, and each person appropriates 

pieces in order to express his or her own personality and experience. What has given me 

so much satisfaction is seeing pre-service teachers relate to the material according to who 

they are and teaching art was very much the same.  

 To respect and value an empowering place for students in their learning requires a 

great deal of care. After all, “students want to know how much you care and not how 

much you know" (Freiberg, 1996, p.158). Gay suggests a caring teacher will “expect 

(highly), relate (genuinely), and facilitate (relentlessly)” (2010, p. 47). Caring enables one 

to connect to themselves, to the community in which they live, and to society as a whole. 

The expectation of students here is not that they simply become competent in certain 

subjects, but that they are first and foremost empowered citizens. This means that 
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students realize what it means to shape their own worlds in order to be able to positively 

shape the world of their community and others. Relating genuinely is a vital part of the 

equation, and it is about knowing the student (Gay, 2010). If the student does not think 

the teacher cares about who they are, they may be much less likely to listen. 

Critical Pedagogy 

Macedo (2000) states pedagogy means ‘to lead a child’ (from pais: child and ago: 

to lead). Thus, as the term pedagogy illustrates, “education is inherently directive and 

must always be transformational” (Macedo, p. 25). Where is the transformation when a 

student is not allowed to make any changes in their own learning?  Where is the power 

when students are not given time for inquiry? 

 Today’s education requires a critical perspective because teachers and students 

are not currently valued as central decision makers to the process itself, as far too many 

decisions are made without them and are beyond their control. Critical pedagogy exists to 

counteract power displacement. Another power displacement exists in the knowledge 

students receive and their power to question it. A teacher wishing to make changes to the 

way learning should happen is a critical pedagogue in the making.  

 Gay (2010) speaks of critical pedagogy as a melding of valuing the identity of 

students while looking critically at the curriculum. It is a place where teachers and 

students are shaping the learning in a truly constructivist manner. Critical pedagogy 

entails being a catalyst and enabling students to do the same. It is thought leading to 

dialogue and dialogue leading to action. The sources and information itself are critically 

reviewed as well as the school in which it takes place. Critical pedagogy looks closely at 

power relations across lines of race, class, gender, and really at all sites of power.  
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 One such power imbalance is what Paulo Freire (2000) termed the banking 

concept of education. Under the banking metaphor, students are mere receptacles for the 

knowledge they are given by a teacher, much like a deposit box. The information is then 

returned to the teacher in the same form it was received, usually on an exam. The banking 

concept is a mere regurgitation where answers, replication, and accuracy are of the 

utmost importance. This banking concept has been inherent to the traditional method of 

education that Dewey (1997) argued against. The banking concept leaves little room for 

the imagination. It is not a place that allows time for creative ideas to be constructed. 

  Paulo Freire (2000) proposed problem-posing education as an alternative to the 

answer obsession of the banking concept. Problem posing is very much in line with 

Dewey’s view of learning where the direction is not predetermined (1997). It consists of 

a partnership of the educator and the students. This fight to establish honest and real 

places of inquiry brings us to the necessity of imagination in today's classroom, for the 

imagination thrives to explore problems.  

  “Inquiring minds want to know.” This was the slogan for commercials for the 

Enquirer, a tabloid. This is my first memory of the word inquiry. This is quite possibly 

the greatest bastardization of the word because of how little inquiry the periodical 

encourages. However, the quote itself excised from its context is quite powerful, because 

inquiry is not always encouraged in schools. Inquiring minds do want to know. Inquiring 

minds seek more than what sits right in front of them. With big business news channels 

pawning off more opinions than actual news, critical inquiry could not be more relevant. 

This infotainment, as Macedo (2005) describes it, only distracts us from the real issues 

and can lull us into acceptance of one source of information.  
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  The inquiring teacher knows to ask the sleeping student about why they are 

sleeping because the students may be babysitting every night, covering for a single parent 

working two jobs. The inquiring teacher will ask about test scores during a staff meeting: 

“What are we doing for those kids who are not meeting the requirements?” The critical 

inquiring student will learn that just as one teacher is no definitive source of universal 

truths, neither is one textbook. 

 Inquiry is a key part of the active imagination. The imagination does not start with 

all the answers; rather, it begins with some knowledge, since imagining is not possible 

without it. The reason to discover new places is to ask questions such as, “What would it 

have been like to be the natives first contacting the explorers from the New World?” 

The Personal Side of Interaction  

Emotions are not often considered a key part of learning, but learning is an 

emotional process. We are emotional creatures, and all human knowledge is based on 

“someone’s hopes, fears, passions, or ingenuity” (Egan 2005, p. 8). This emotional aspect 

of knowledge should not be avoided, and in fact is a great place for students to begin 

interaction. Thus, in order to introduce knowledge into students’ lives: why not try it in 

the context of human hopes, fears, and passions through the imagination? Before delving 

into how to connect students to the material, a teacher must first ensure a student's 

emotional needs are being fulfilled. 



 

 

 

33 

 

Figure 4. Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs. 

 Maslow (2011) provides a hierarchy of needs related to personality development. 

For Maslow, the needs of each level must be met before an individual can move up to the 

next. The implications of Maslow’s hierarchy for the classroom teacher are quite 

powerful if a teacher is interested in creating a safe place for learning. The first level of 

the hierarchy is meeting the physiological needs of the student, which are the basics for 

survival. Next is insuring the student's safety. The level above safety is the need for 

belonging, then the need for esteem, which is dignity or value and respect for self and 

others. The final and highest point of Maslow’s hierarchy is the need for self-
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actualization. After all other needs have been met, self-actualization can be activated, and 

self-actualization is living creatively day to day in whatever ways available.  

  As mentioned earlier, Maslow (2011) spoke of people he had interviewed who 

lived creative lives. Maslow himself professes how these people brought him to his own 

re-evaluation of what creativity really is. His favorites interviewees were not painters or 

musicians; one was a stay-at-home-mom and the other a psychologist. He mentions that 

self-actualizing creativity is how they achieved a creative way of living. It was not that 

they were producing physical objects, but how their personality emanated through so 

much of how they lived their lives.   

Imagination and Learning 

There are moments in our lives, there are moments in a day when we seem to see 

beyond the usual. Such are the moments of our greatest happiness. Such are the 

moments of our greatest wisdom. If one could recall his wisdom by some sort of 

sign. It was in this hope that the arts were invented. Sign-posts on the way to what 

may be. Sign-posts to greater knowledge (Henri, 1984, p. 14).  

  These signposts are the creative manifestations of the imagination. They are 

symbols of new knowledge and there should be more of them in every classroom. 

Maxine Greene says how “imagination makes empathy possible” (1996, p. 3). As stated 

earlier, the imagination allows us to step out of our own worlds and across the emptiness 

between us and the “other.” Realities that are not ours can be, with the imagination (Egan 

2011) . Imagination doesn’t mean knowing another’s reality, but it bestows the possibility 

of extending our own experience.   

  These moments, the signposts, are opportunities for exploration and can lead us to 
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new knowledge. The imagination leads us to places where more questions are likely to 

arise. Gardner (2006) and Eisner (2004) point out how imagination makes ambiguity 

more palatable through the experience of repeatedly stepping beyond one’s boundaries. 

Teaching is about providing students the opportunity to navigate the nebulous and 

somewhat ambiguous ocean of information in order to teach themselves. The 

unanswerable and unexplored can be a frightening place, especially to the positivist, but 

the imagination can make the ambiguous a welcome challenge (Greene, 2000). 

Imagination gives courage and insight to the unknown, to beginnings and not endings.  

  Teachers connecting to students and students connecting to each other, can be 

made easier by the imagination. To go to these unplanned places requires valuing the 

context of the student and teacher with regard to their education. To do this requires 

seeing and valuing the student up close and seeing them big (Greene, 2000). Context of 

the individual is very difficult to see from afar.  

  Eisner (2004) refers to how imagination and art can free us from our “indurated 

habits.” Habits make things easier in allowing us shape our own behaviors to machine-

like effectiveness. It is repetition to such an extent that we are barely conscious when we 

are in the moment of doing it. While habits can be helpful to structuring parts of the 

classroom, learning needs to be challenging for students to be involved. For this reason, 

challenging habits with the imagination breaks up the monotony. 

  Imagination also feeds Dewey’s (1997) notion of continuity of experience. 

Imagination is not a thing. It is a space, a meeting place. It is where an individual has 

reached the borders of understanding and decides whether or not to reach beyond it. 

Imagination and creativity are definitely akin and one of the strongest traits of this bond 
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is the unknown. This unknown is the place where knowledge is not given but searched 

for, and it is a place of discovering new knowledge.  

 If imagination is a meeting space, creativity is a mode by which it can be 

manifested. Creativity is important in the construction and expansion of that space. Can 

an imaginative space live without creativity? This is a difficult question, but as soon as a 

person begins associating with and interpreting an imaginary space, he/she is 

internalizing the knowledge creation of the mini-c (personal creativity). If this knowledge 

is communicated in a novel way (to the student or group) the student is exhibiting the 

little-c (interpersonal creativity). With this connection of the imagination, it is important 

to look at creativity in the setting of the classroom. 

The Social Side of Interaction 

Education is a social process. Dewey (1997) compared one of the greatest failures 

of the education of his time with one of the most important lessons one can learn in life 

and that is one of adaption and mutual accommodation. He felt that the social process of 

education was defined by how much an individual felt to be part of the community. In 

expanding upon the continuity of experience, the personal dimension accounted for the 

emotional and cultural side of students. In this section, occurring through building a 

community of care and democratic inquiry interaction will be described.  

The Gifts Were Already There… The words “community” and “communication” 

have the Latin roots com, meaning common, together, shared, and then munus, meaning 

gift. For the Greeks, this gift was an offering of an individual to the public. This fits 

perfectly with the framework of the student as a source, a giver of creative gifts, in many 

forms, to the educational process. A gift is something very personal that takes great 
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courage to present to others. (http://www.colorado.edu/communication/meta-

discourses/Theory/latin.htm ) 

  According to Dewey, community is best achieved through democracy. 

Democracy is characterized as “many interests consciously communicated and shared; 

and there are varied and free points of contact with other modes of association” 

(Noddings, 2011, p. 37). Dewey considered democracy associated living, in that the 

decision-making was a process of inquiry to be shared by all. Democracy, in this sense, 

stresses the connections made and the decisions that come from those connections of 

individuals. This perspective is not one where individuals are fighting to say what they 

think.  

  Maxine Greene (2007) stresses that democracy in the classroom cannot exist 

without truly listening to the students. They need to feel as though their voices are heard 

and that they can affect change. If students do not feel as though their voices make a 

difference in the classroom, they may withdraw. For Dewey (Noddings 2011) the biggest 

threat to democracy is when groups or individuals withdraw from the process or do not 

feel worthy enough to communicate. Communication, the giving of gifts, is central to a 

strong community, and it requires active participation of its people to exist. If one is 

observing a democracy, they are not a part of it. 

 Democracy today can often seem as though making decisions for the betterment 

of all has become less important than being heard. “Whenever groups withdraw from 

connection, isolate themselves, and become exclusive, democracy is endangered” 

(Nodding, 2011, p. 37). The connections and the choices made through those connections 

is the essence of democracy. Geneva Gay speaks eloquently on community in saying: 
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The individual should develop a profound conception of the unity of life, from the 

fact of his belonging to a community of related people in which he owes his 

existence and definition of being, to the total web of natural life, to which he and 

his people also owe their existence…The individual should develop a realization 

that “success” in life stems from being able to contribute to the well-being of 

one’s people and all life. This means that the individual seeks to perfect behavior 

and skills, which add “beauty” to the world. To create “beauty” in, actions, 

words, and objects is the overall objective of human beings in the world (Gay, 

2012, p. 29). 

 The Dialogue of Community. Paulo Freire believed that only through 

communication can we bring meaning to our lives (2000). Dialogue itself is an 

epistemological relationship between its participants. Freire (2004) also claims that it is 

not just a tactic to get people involved but an actual way of knowing. He points out how 

important curiosity is, in the epistemological sense, to dialogue. For curiosity is what 

separates dialogue from conversation in that it pushes us onward in search of 

understanding, similar to how we have looked to imagination in urging one on. It is a 

willingness to search for meaning. Leitsyna (2004), in turn, points out how, through 

critical dialogue, we often define our place in the world. He urges that often this critical 

curiosity is squeezed out of students by educators that do not recognize, “the importance 

of presence of mind in the process of learning and knowing” (2004, p. 18). 

Leitsyna (2004) suggests that, in order for us to be active subjects, there must be a 

continuous movement from action to reflection to the next action and then to reflection 

again. The continuity of experience is clearly present. Dialogue is not a mere tactic to 
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engage students; it is the creation of an epistemological relationship. It “create[s] a 

process of learning and knowing that invariably involves theorizing about the experiences 

shared in the dialogic process” (Macedo, 2000, p. 17). Macedo warns of being too 

celebratory of the experiential in that it can reduce the view of identity itself. Dialogue is 

a means to better understanding knowledge and not an end in itself. Theory and practice 

should act as one pouring into the other, rather than one in sake of the other. 

  Freire (2000) argues that through dialogue the roles of the teacher and the student 

change. The teacher becomes the teacher-student and the students become student-

teachers in that the exchanges in the classroom transform into teaching and learning 

experiences for everyone. Freire also discusses dealing with the consciousness of the 

oppressed and the oppressor. Any hindrance in an individual’s searching for self-

affirmation is one of oppression. The oppressors must free themselves before assisting 

the oppressed in doing the same.  

  Freire (2000) warns trust is a fundamental precondition for change. Without the 

active participation of the oppressed, freedom is not possible. They must want it and take 

ownership of it for themselves. Reflection leads to action. Freedom can be a scary thing 

to the oppressed. Students do not want to be creative and to use their voices because it is 

often not encouraged because it slows down the process of industrial education. Freedom 

as defined by Paulo Freire was not an abstraction or ideal but instead, “the indispensable 

condition for the quest for human completion”(2000, p. 47) This meaning making is one 

of the ways McGonigal (2011) mentions adding intrinsic value to our lives in pursuit of 

satisfying and challenging work. We challenge ourselves in creative and critical 

endeavors. 
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  Maslow's attention to dignity and a student’s sense of belonging can be tended to 

within a strong community. Community can actually make us happier. There is research 

to support the old adage that life’s greatest moments are shared. In a meta-study, , (2011) 

looked to positive psychology in order to define what makes people happy. She derived 

four major categories of intrinsic rewards. These interactions have powerful meaning 

when applied to an imaginative learning community. McGonigal views these four types 

of intrinsic rewards as the basis for optimal human experience, pointing out how each is a 

powerful way to engage with the world around us. 

 McGonigal (2011) first proposes that people crave social connections. The next 

major category she defines relates to how we need satisfying work, which she defines as 

clearly demanding activities and seeing the impact of our efforts. The third category is 

the experience or hope of being successful, as people need to feel powerful and be able 

to show others their skills and be able to share their gifts.  

 Finally, McGonigal (2011) stresses how people need meaning – we need to be a 

part of something larger than ourselves. We each make meaning in different ways, but 

finding our creativities and building on our knowledge is a part of this meaning making. 

Kincheloe (2004) mentions a similar idea, the impassioned spirit, or utilizing critical 

pedagogy to embolden teachers and students to make an impact and to push people 

socially and cognitively to places previously thought impossible. The impassioned spirit 

does not stop in the classroom because it seeks out the community to coauthor the 

schooling experience. 

Care in Community 

 As presented earlier, Brene Brown (2010) suggested commonalities of those who 
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lived whole-hearted creative lives in that they feel great self-worth, exhibited courage, 

compassion, connection, and vulnerability. They had the courage to be imperfect. 

Compassion came first in themselves, in order to be compassionate to others. These 

whole-hearted could easily make connections to others as a result of authenticity. They 

were willing to be who they were and let go of who they should be. Finally, they 

embraced vulnerability. It is not that being vulnerable was comfortable or pleasant to the 

whole-hearted, but it was a necessary part of the process. In contrast, those who felt 

shame felt very uncomfortable with vulnerability.  

  A community that looks to engage in the imagination looks to engage in the 

unknown. It is in keeping with the continuity of experience and the idea that we are each 

changing with every new experience. Heilbrun (1999) calls this threshold experience a 

condition of liminality. Liminality is apprehension and excitement that exists on the 

threshold of change. It is to leave one condition or self entering upon another. To be in 

this state is to not know what comes next; it can be an unsteady place and it speaks 

directly the ideas of self-actualizing creativity and the whole-hearted in that it requires a 

courage to enter that space. It requires the care of others to feel comfortable in that space. 

As stated before, “Students want to know how much you care and not how much you 

know” (Freiberg 1996, p.158) thus the teacher must establish a place where care is 

consciously valued. In an interview for ethicsofcare.org, Carol Gilligan (2012) defined 

care as:  

…an ethic grounded in voice and relationships, in the importance of everyone 

having a voice, being listened to carefully (in their own right and on their own 

terms) and heard with respect. An ethics of care directs our attention to the need 
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for responsiveness in relationships (paying attention, listening, responding) and to 

the costs of losing connection with oneself or with others. Its logic is inductive, 

contextual, psychological, rather than deductive or mathematical.  

 Ethics of care begins between two people but spreads into a network of 

intermingling relations where individuals are respected as “others,” yet seek to be 

connected and honored by one another. Geneva Gay defines this aspect of teaching well 

saying, “caring teachers expect (highly), relate (genuinely), and facilitate (relentlessly)” 

(2010, p. 47). This illustrates how caring is much more than words, but action in 

supporting, challenging, and understanding students. Gay (2010) also states that students 

should have a clear understanding that the teacher has faith in their abilities and is fully 

committed to the process of students learning.  

 Brene Brown (2010) thoughts of connection and wholeheartedness are really what 

ethics of care is all about. “It is the recognition of and longing for relatedness that form 

the foundation of our ethic, and the joy that accompanies fulfillment of our caring 

enhances our commitment to the ethical ideal that sustains us as one-caring” (Noddings, 

2003, p. 6). Ethics of care seeks to avoid dualisms and even though the care-er and cared-

for might at first appear to be categories of separation, a relationship develops and the 

separation becomes blurred and the result is a community of care. Geneva Gay (2010) 

quoted Webb saying, “Caring binds individuals to their society, to their communities, and 

to each other (p. 47) 

Tools and Research of Imagination and Creativity 

  In previous sections experiential learning was reviewed as a space more 

conducive to the imaginative and creative modes of students. This is learning that 
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breathes in the culture the learner carries into the classroom and is valuable because it 

frames the knowledge within the context of the class and the teacher. Critical pedagogy 

informs imaginative teaching in questioning posing in the current educational 

environment which leaves little room for exploration and inquiry. 

  Relating to the personal side of experiential learning, I referenced Maslow's 

(2011) hierarchy as a guide for meeting the emotional needs of the student before 

embarking on creative endeavors. The social process of community and democracy can 

also be important to the process of imaginative learning and establishing a place where 

care allows one to be open to vulnerability. This section will consider research devoted to 

interacting with students’ imaginations, the tools to do so, and how these tools can be 

used for students’ creative endeavors. The facet of creativity will be presented as a result 

of imagination in the social setting. 

Imagination Summation  

  Kieran Egan claims that imagination is the “source of flexibility and originality in 

human thinking” (2005, Glossary, para. 10). Egan (2011) associates imagination with our 

subjunctive mood, in that it is used to think of possibilities and wishes beyond actualities. 

The imagination is not to be separated from rationality, but instead enriches it.  This is 

what is so compelling about Egan's development of imaginative tools – tools suggest 

work with the massive educational machine that is already presently pumping away. The 

imagination is way to make learning more meaningful (Egan 2011). How could bringing 

meaning to learning be a detriment to education? And how can this concept be given 

more attention in the field of education? 

  As stated in chapter one, imagination allows us to step out of our own world and 
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cross the emptiness between us and the “other.” Realities that are not ours can be with the 

imagination. This does not mean it enables knowing another’s reality, but it gives the 

possibility of extending our own experience. Imagination allows one to move to moments 

of awareness and intensified consciousness. Hakkarainen (2013) asserts how, for 

children, truth is not what guides their sense making of situations; rather it occurs with 

assistance from their imagination. Ideas cannot just be random. They must be produced 

by the imagination and creativity must be effective for achieving some end. They are 

purposeful and cannot be successful without knowledge.  

  Egan reports “All knowledge is human knowledge and it is all a product of human 

hopes, fears, and other emotions as well as the more usually recognized features of our 

intellectual lives” (2011, p. 8). He reinforces this mentioning how Vygotsky felt the 

emotional side of education was often neglected. The intellect is what we associate with 

gifted and talented labels while ignoring the emotional side of the personality in 

schooling. For Egan (2011), the imagination is the way to connect to those human 

emotions. Unfortunately, the imagination is not considered a workhorse of human 

understanding, nor is emotional understanding. We get educated and go out into the 

world only to find how important emotional understanding is to our places of work.  

  It's hard for me to imagine a good teacher who does not engage students on an 

emotional level. As I currently teach pre-service teachers to prepare for the classroom, it 

surprises me how important the emotional aspect is to what they are doing. They are 

about to create their own spaces for learning, and those spaces will be greatly affected by 

the emotions of the students inhabiting it.  

  One example of this comes from my classroom management class. Discussions 
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about readings are dynamic and organic. One particular class did something I have never 

seen another class do. They applauded whenever someone shared. It is wonderful really, 

because many of the students’ comments stem from very personal experiences. Their 

applause was always gentle and supportive. It is a kind acknowledgement of fellow 

classmates’ emotions and experiences.  

 The imaginative tools I will be exploring in this section have been chosen from the 

literature and have repeatedly been central features of my teachings. These tools are 

metaphor, play, humor, and story. William Glasser (Manning & Bucher, 2013) 

recommend that schools should add quality to students’ lives through meeting their needs 

for safety by giving them a sense of belonging, power, freedom, and fun. I feel that the 

following imaginative tools fulfill these needs in various ways. 

A Few Imaginative Tools 

Story. To tell a story is a natural way to relay our world to others. It is a way of 

knowing others through experiencing what they have known or experienced. Egan (2011) 

illustrates how we use story every day to create meaning from the events of our daily 

lives. Gay (2012) explains how stories connect us on a personal level to others whether 

we are telling or listening. Every piece of knowledge we have has a story behind it, 

whether it was Picasso painting Guernica, or Darwin struggling with the spiritual and 

scientific contradictions of his life’s work. Each story adds a layer of understanding to the 

subject being taught. It is not enough to just spout facts about a subject.  

  As an artist and art teacher, the story can be one of the most important elements of 

an art piece. A great art piece can exist without a story; however, the ones that usually 

stick with me are tethered to a story. A story can be a burrowing (Clandinin & Connelly 
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2000) and create new paths of 

understanding. For example when 

teaching Picasso’s Guernica, I 

would tell the story of why 

Picasso was inspired to paint the 

piece, but also the story of how 

much Picasso was utterly torn 

apart in trying to design it. I would show 

my students a sketchbook of when I was 

able stand in front of the powerful 

painting. He struggled with coming up 

with ideas that were worthy of 

remembering the innocent Spanish 

civilians, who were killed in a bombing 

ordered by Spanish Nationalists and 

carried out by Nazis. The painting looks 

ugly because it represents an ugly side of humanity.  There is no color, only shades of 

grey.  Picasso drew hundreds of sketches to design it unhappy with all of them. Finally it 

came to him and he painted the massive 9 by 20 foot painting in 23 days. Guernica would 

only touch Spanish soil nearly 40 years later after becoming free of Nationalist control 

upon Picasso’s request.  

 

 

Figure 5 Seeing Guernica. 

Figure 6 Guernica sketch. 
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 Humor. “Don't let them see you smile too much the first two weeks of school or 

they will eat you alive.” How many first year teachers have heard this bad advice? On the 

first day of school, every student should be met with a smile, a greeting, and a solid 

handshake. Students should feel welcome in the classroom, and humor is a great way to 

welcome them to deeper learning. Being humorous can be intimidating, but luckily all 

one needs is a good joke book. Egan (2012) says that some may consider some jokes 

cheesy, but the teller of the joke becomes part of the joke. Being able to laugh at one’s 

self can be just as funny as laughing at others. A joke of the day or joke of the week is a 

wonderful way to engage students.  

“There's no playing in school!” Play is an extremely powerful imaginative tool. 

How did the word play become disassociated with school? When the thought of play is 

invoked in schools, it usually refers to a time marked by randomness, only for little kids, 

or a break from learning time and not an essential element of learning itself (Egan, 2012). 

Play shares a light heartedness with humor where fun is a key part of the equation. Play 

entails creating an imaginary world where rules are flexible. Children at play are often 

heard negotiating the rules and laws of the imaginary place. 

  For example, as I wait outside in my front yard a few months ago. It is an autumn 

cool day and I overhear my niece and nephew negotiating. “You have to be careful! If the 

leaves hit you they can hurt you!” The wind picks up and the leaves shower down on my 

niece and nephew as they squeal while running in circles to avoid the leaves.  

  As stated earlier, all imaginative acts require knowledge before embarkation. One 

element of play that Egan (2012) stresses is, at a meta-thinking level, it frees the mind to 

look on the constraints of the everyday world.  Play allows us to change some laws, 
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forms, and behaviors and keep others. The following then is an example of how this 

could look in a science class. 

  “Okay class today we are all going to be ectoparasites! Can you say 

  ectoparasites?” 

  “ECTOPARASITES!” chimes the senior Biology class. 

  “I'm going to be a mosquito because I can fly.” 

“Oh no! You drank too much of your host and your wings can’t carry you away.” 

SQUISH.  

  “Haha! I chose to be a flea ‘cuz I'm tougher and can get away easier!”  

  Hakkarainen and Ferholt (2014) refer to emotions as the link between play and 

the arts. The source of imagination and creativity is play. Play with regard to the 

imagination is bound and connected to the real world, and can thus be used to shape it.  

Constraints of the real world are not devoid in the imagination. They are very much still 

present. Zimmerman (2009) also references this notion of play as it relates to creativity 

and, in particular, how it makes the notion of failure in attempting to solve problems 

much easier to deal with. 

Play-worlds. The research of Hakkarainen and Ferholt (2014) introduces play 

worlds as a way for tying imagination and creativity directly to student learning and 

engagement. Play-worlds are a way of invigorating education through a basis of 

experience and knowledge creation as opposed to a more archaic mastery of analytic 

knowledge. Their idea of play-worlds is greatly influenced by Vygotsky’s association of 

psychology and art, specifically “aesthetic reaction.” A play-world is defined as an 

interaction amongst adults and children. In contrast, free-play is where adults act as 
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outsiders, leaving children to their own devices. The latter is seen as a more natural form 

of play.  

 Hakkarainen and Ferholt’s (2014) comparative study considered the use of play-

worlds in a class in the United States and a class in Finland. The play-worlds of these 

seemingly distant classrooms both were inspired by the same piece of literature, The 

Lion, The Witch, and The Wardrobe by C. S. Lewis. 

 Hakkarainen and Ferholt (2014) were seeking to deepen their understanding of 

the use of imagination as a way to form creative solutions. Referencing the same meta-

thinking Egan mentions, they underscore the importance of fitting together the big pieces 

of an overall picture before trying to understand the details. Just as Greene (2000) 

emphasizes, the play world can be a way to experience the other, not directly seeing 

through their eyes, but the extension to attempt to see through their eyes. The play world 

is a construction in the appreciation and amalgamation of others’ perspectives. Another 

point Hakkarainen and Ferholt bring up is how creative solutions require going beyond 

paradigms to seek answers. Finally they report on the use of thought experiments as a 

source of unknown phenomena. A thought experiment involving students is social event 

that can elicit a greater knowing of themselves and others.  

 An intriguing observation is how both groups sought to include everyone in the 

class in the play world. One hope of the study, again in accordance with Maxine Greene 

(2000), was that through developing the creative imagination, participants would also 

have increased levels of empathy.  

 Learning is driven by wonder (Hakkarainen and Ferholt, 2014). Vygotsky 

mentions how “absurdities are tools for the child in mastering reality”  (2013, Locations 
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4487-4490). The imagination becomes a laboratory for tinkering with the possibilities of 

reality. Creativity then becomes a means by which to manifest those possibilities in a 

more refined form. 

Metaphor. In terms of imaginative tools, metaphor is at the heart of it all. It is a 

miniature story living for the imagery it produces. Metaphor exists in every form of 

expression, whether it is the dance of a swan, the song of spring, or a painting of a 

musical piece.  

We can engage students’ imaginations with language by constantly drawing their 

attention to its underlying features. One somewhat mysterious component of 

language is metaphor— seeing one thing in terms derived from something quite 

different: “couch potato” describes a person who stays home sitting on a couch, 

probably watching TV a lot, who is like a potato lodged in the soil, and gradually 

looks increasingly like a potato in shape. Metaphor nearly always entails, in 

greater or lesser degree, the emotion of humor (Egan, 2011, p. 9).  

Egan also suggests that children not only grasp metaphors easily, but that they are 

actually better at managing tasks of metaphoric meanings than adults. 

  One example of using metaphor in the classroom is having students proudly post 

recognized metaphors in general language or casual conversations. “Dude that is off da 

hook!” Classes might study a metaphor of the week. A quick-start could be: “Complete 

the following sentence: My mind is like a…” Or students can explain popular metaphors 

such as, “looking a gift horse in the mouth” (Egan, 2011). 

  A quick look at the metaphor reference in the first line of this chapter reveals 

some possibilities of metaphor in the classroom. “For all we can discern the sole purpose 
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of human existence is to kindle a light of meaning in the darkness of mere being” (Jung, 

1989, Chapter 11, para. 81). These words are about the possibility of creating meaning as 

a reason for our existence. We make our own meaning, and the imagery it produces – the 

dark, the unknown –can be frightening. I envision a person holding up an old oil lantern 

to try to see farther, but he can only see as far as his own light will travel. His own 

perspective, experience, and knowledge can only extend so far. He looks off to the 

distance to see a blue light, a twinkling. He wanders to it.  

  It is another person holding up a light of a different hue. We are not alone in the 

dark. Nor does our meaning only affect us. Our learning is much the same and it is not a 

solitary journey. Jung's quote was not directly about learning or education. This is one 

facet that makes metaphor so powerful, in that an individual can gain insight into the 

other and then make it his or her own. A line inspires a story. The story unfolds and 

allows me to further explore the metaphor and my own knowledge of the subject.   

Introduction to a Community for Creativity 

My reasoning behind this research all comes together with miseducative 

experiences and exploring ways of not only counteracting these negative experiences, but 

also creating the opposite of these experiences. The imagination and creativity are not 

easily separated, nor should they be. Here the tools of imagination act as a gateway for 

engaging students. They act as tools for building a community of dialogue where 

creativity is encouraged as a way of students bringing their own experiences to the 

learning process. While imagination may thrive off of engagement with others, creativity 

is often mistaken as a solitary endeavor. The creativity to be described here happens 

as a result of the entering an imaginative space amongst others. It is similar to the 
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little-c (little creativity) mentioned in chapter one in that it is a cohesive manifestation of 

new knowledge, with the exception that judgment of its usefulness will be looked at 

differently. Thus, I will be defining in detail a creativity focused on encouraging learning 

(creativity for learner engagement or CLE).  To give a holistic perspective, creativity 

research in other parts of the world will be explored, concluding with creativity research 

in the United States. To bring a different view of creativity to the classroom for students 

may require some reassessing and restructuring of individuals’ schema, thus a study by 

Plucker and Dow (2011) will be covered.  

  Products are a part of the creativity I will . For CLE, though, the products are 

instead by-products because they are not an ends; they are as Henri (1984) proposed 

signposts of learning directions travelled. Creativity will have products, and self-

actualizing creativity will have products even if the products are relationships of a teacher 

or meals of a father. The creativity I speak of here will be the kind that is inseparable 

from the imagination. This creativity is the direct result engagement with the imagination  

The Research Beginnings of Creativity. 

 A glimpse at a variety of perspectives from different countries can provide a 

clearer picture about how we view creativity in the United States and how creativity 

research in schools should be conducted differently. Many agree that creativity research 

began with Joy Guilford’s presidential address at the American Psychological 

Association in 1950 (Baer & Kaufman, 2006). During the address, Guilford expressed 

concern for the potential of schools as a place where children’s creativity was something 

to be seriously discouraged. Years later, in 1959, Torrance would confirm these concerns 

reporting that: 
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…we have seen many indications in our testing of first and second grade children 

that many with apparently impoverished imaginations seemed to have been 

subjected to concerted efforts to eliminate fantasy from their thinking too early (p. 

313). (Beghetto, 2010, p. 448).  

  Beghetto (2010) mentions that even though psychologists have put great value in 

the development of creativity in students as a goal for education, seeing the fruition of 

that goal has been quite challenging. This creates a welcome space for creativity for 

learner engagement (CLE). He reminds us that creativity can give students the 

confidence to deal with the uncertainties of tomorrow. The future is not a place that has 

to be feared. Vygotsky was passionate about the importance of the creative imagination 

being cultivated in students and felt that “the entire future of humanity will be attained 

through the creative imagination; orientation to the future, behavior based on the future 

and derived from this future, is the most important function of the imagination” 

(Beghetto, 2010, p. 447-448).   

 Beghetto (2010) cites later studies by Claxton, Pannel, and Rhoads which found 

that this slump can be overcome with a wide range of possibilities in how one’s divergent 

thinking can be developed. Divergent thinking has nearly become synonymous with 

creativity in many research studies and theories of creativity. Its roots go as far back as 

1877 when “Jevons refers to ‘divergence from the ordinary grooves of thought’” (Baer & 

Kaufman, 2006, Chapter 2, para. 10). Guilford stressed divergent composition very early 

on, which would eventually become divergent thinking. Baer and Kaufman, though, refer 

to E. Paul Torrance as most influential to divergent thinking mainly because of the 

success of the Torrance Test of Creative Thinking (TTCT). The TTCT was used in 
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approximately 75 percent of all creativity studies of grade school students from the early 

1970s until 1984 (Baer & Kaufman, 2006). Thus, divergent thinking concepts have been 

key to creativity, and divergent thinking is a valuable trait in creativity for learner 

engagement (CLE) in the opening of possibilities. Where CLE differs is when divergent 

thinking becomes an indicator of intelligence or giftedness, because the goal of CLE is to 

encourage all students to pursue their creativities in learning.  

 Assessment is a key part of creativity, but its focus should be directing students 

toward more creative moments and not to separate those who have been labeled creative 

by means of assessment from those who have not. American and Chinese research have 

both fallen victims to this mode of using divergent thought and creativity as indicators of 

intelligence because of the commercial influence in the funding of research.  

Comparing International Creativity Research 

 Sternberg (2006) proposed some generalizations after a review of international 

literature, several of which are relevant to creativity for learner engagement. First, 

creativity is about producing ideas that are novel and compelling. Second, creativity can 

in fact be developed to a certain degree and, third, creativity is not generalizable nor is it 

domain specific. Finally, creativity is more highly rewarded in theory than in practice. 

One of the more telling features of the research of creativity is how the research reflects 

the interests of the country and values the creativity itself.  

 In looking at creativity research elsewhere in the world, China and a few of its 

neighboring countries offer an interesting glimpse at how differently creativity research 

can develop.  In the past, there was a historical tradition in China, Taiwan, Hong Kong, 

and Singapore (Niu, 2006) of devaluing creativity. This tradition was and is changing in 
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its own way in each of these countries. In China, the research of creativity came about as 

a by-product of studying giftedness and intelligence (Sternberg, 2006), which is very 

similar to how research in the United States began.  

  Niu (2006) goes on to mention that, while Westerners and Chinese may share 

some central features on what is creative, Westerners tend to look more closely at the 

characteristics of the individual facets such as taste and humor and the Chinese focus 

more on the societal influence and positive effects an individual has on their culture as a 

whole. 

 Not all countries are as obsessed with a link between intelligence and creativity. 

In Hong Kong, Zimmerman (2009) describes the focus of creativity research as a way to 

improve society and the social influences on creativity. In Taiwan, in the past decade, 

graduate students pursuing a thesis in creativity have grown nearly tenfold. Creativity has 

become an icon for the region. While China looks at theoretical approaches, Taiwan is 

focused on practicality. Their research is focused on encouraging the society and the 

people to be more creative in the workplace and in educational settings.  

  Sternberg (2006) explains how, according to Smith and Carlsson, that from the 

Scandanavian perspective, there is no singular view on how creativity should be 

understood. Compared to Americans, they point out that potential is more important than 

productivity. In Scandiavia, creativity is a way to deal with the real challenges that arise 

in life.. There, the creative products do not carry as much importance. Potentials become 

more important because of the possibility of excluding those who have not yet produced 

(Sternberg, 2006). Similarly, in Poland, creativity is associated with how one lives, their 

behaviors, and their thinking. Researchers in Poland have been more interested in the 
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little-c or everyday creativity. Zimmerman (2007) references how in French-speaking 

countries the research on creativity stresses a focus more on cognition and the 

imagination.  

 After analyzing how creativity is researched in each of these countries, I cannot 

help but think how this would align with each country’s views of education and the role 

of or lack of self-efficacy of students in the learning process. Creativity for learner 

engagement (CLE) respectfully appropriates Sternberg's use of novel and compelling 

ideas, the practicality of the Tawainese, the Scandanavain passion for potentials, and the 

Polish regard creativity as a way of living. These perspectives present a possible shift in 

perspectives of what and how creativity could be viewed in the United States.  

Clarifyng Creativity for Learner Engagement 

 Enid Zimmerman describes creativity as more than product in that, “many 

contemporary psychologists and educators agree that creativity is a complex process that 

can be viewed as an interactive system in which relationships among persons, processes, 

products, and social and cultural contexts are of paramount importance” (2009 p. 386). 

Beghetto defines creativity more specifically as “the interaction among aptitude, process, 

and environment by which an individual or group produces a perceptible product that is 

both novel and useful as defined within a social context” (2005, p. 255).  

 Again with creativity for learner engagement (CLE), the product becomes a 

byproduct of learning when one refers back to Dewey’s work and the idea of growth to 

unexpected places. This slight shift in perspective creates an important distinction 

because the knowledge creation, meaning making, and self-discovery through creating 

are more important than what is actually conceived.  
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 Beghetto (2010) adds to this in describing four levels of creativity, which could be 

related to spheres of influence, where creativity is thought of as a communication. 

Creativity begins in one’s own mind and can then materialize before and within a group, 

possibly changing a culture. To reiterate, the sphere begins in one’s head where the first 

level is the mini-c (mini-creativity). The mini-c is said be an interpretation that is 

personally meaningful. Beghetto states the mini-c is in line with Piaget’s notion that 

personal knowledge is the product of creatively interpreting one’s experience (Beghetto, 

2005). In this sense, understanding comes from our interpretation and association of 

something new to previous experiences, which can only occur if an educator is culturally 

responsive and seeks to know students. 

  We are all full of mini-c’s on a daily basis. The mini-c through fruition of 

expression can become the little-c (little-creativity). This little-c is when creativity 

becomes intrapersonal. Creativity for learner engagement (CLE) again will avoid being 

too critical of a little-c in hopes that the little-c’s keep coming. The little-c is very similar 

to everyday creativity (Richards 2010). It is the speech in a business meeting, the 

amazing meal of a mother, or even the inventive narrative of a child.  

  The next two levels of creativity, which the little-c could lead to, are not a major 

concern for CLE because the Pro-C and Big-C represent the types creativity which has 

which are unattainable to the majority of the public. There is Pro-C, which is a jazz 

player who works daily with his music as a professional but does not redirect the 

direction of jazz as a whole. Lastly is the Big C, the type of creativity that changes a 

culture. Martin Luther King Jr., Bob Dylan, Dali, and Einstein were all “Big C’s” 

because their oeuvre changed a culture. Again creativity for learner engagement focuses 
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on the everyday creativity, creating the space in which the mini-c becomes the little-c.  

Creativity and Knowledge 

 Robert Weisberg (2013) describes a tradition of tension within creativity research 

between creativity and knowledge. He describes this tension with a wonderful metaphor, 

describing how knowledge may be the bricks by which new ideas are created but the 

mortar between those ideas must not be too strong in order for creativity to swoop in and 

rearrange them. This way of thinking about creativity suggests one can only hold so tight 

to their knowledge in order to be creative.   

  Weisberg (2013) suggests, in contrary, that creativity requires knowledge and 

describes the relationship between creativity and knowledge as being in the shape of a U 

flipped upside down.  With this representation, the maximum creativity is achieved 

within a range of the middle where there is knowledge but not too much. Knowing too 

much, having too much experience can, at times, be a hindrance. Another assumption of 

the relationship of creativity and knowledge is where creativity grows from previous 

knowledge. For something novel to be produced, knowledge of what came before it must 

be present in order to know that what is new is actually creative. Knowledge is necessary 

for creativity but it does not guarantee it. 

  David Feldman (2013) claims that this obsession of testing for creativity as if it 

were an indicator of intelligence gives creativity research a bit of tunnel vision with the 

possibilities of creativity. Feldman (2013) suggests multidisciplinary confluence theories 

of creativity which are based in psychological theories but do not look at creativity as a 

special case. “Creative accomplishment, after all, is nothing if not a developmental shift, 

a significant reorganization of knowledge and understanding, which can lead to changes 
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in products, ideas, beliefs, and technologies” (Feldman 2013, Chapter 9, para. 7). 

Everyday and Self-Actualizing Creativity  

  Ruth Richards (2010) works with everyday creativity, which is very similar to the 

Polish perspective of potentialities of creativity. Everyday creativity can be defined by 

originality and meaningfulness, with regard to situations individuals meet with every day.  

 According to Richards (2010), everyday creativity is not just about what a person 

does, but more importantly how they do it. Everyday creativity can be exemplified in how 

we prepare a meal or how we handle a conflict. Everyday creativity guides us to find our 

niche within a culture. These ways of being creative are everywhere, including using a 

strip of coke can as a shim to gap a spark plug and designing a homemade dress.  

 Extending Maslow’s ideas of self-actualizing creativity as a way to take 

ownership and make changes to sculpt the world around us, everday creativity works 

similarly. Richards (2010) states, “Many believe that creativity can help us grow and 

develop further as human beings (Combs & Krippner, 2007; Loye, 2007; Ray & 

Anderson, 2000; Richards, 2007a, 2007c; Rogers, 1961)”( 2010, p. 193). In Maslow’s 

hierarchy of needs, self-actualization is the most important. In this instance, self-

actualizing creativity and personality are more important than the achievements. Maslow 

considered these achievements epiphenomena or byproducts of the development of the 

personality. 

 Openness to experience is a general capacity quite relevant to creativity. 

“Everyday creativity, as a construct, is not, as some think, confined to the trivia of life. 

This is an important misunderstanding. It concerns almost anything to which one brings 

originality, any time creation occurs in an everyday context, including major projects” 
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(Richards, 2010, p. 193).  

Psychological and Physical Benefits of Creativity 

 Richards (2010) claims that the benefits of creativity to one’s psychological and 

physical wellbeing are definitely evident, and the implications of this only add to the 

reasons that support of imaginative and creativity is important to the classroom. She 

references a study by Pennebaker from 1988 that has since been revisited and retested 

multiple times. In the original study, creativity took on the form of expressive writing. 

The control group wrote about neutral subjects while the expressive group wrote about 

stressful/difficult experiences they were currently living through. After writing, the 

expressive writers exhibited feelings of being anxious, depressed, or troubled. These 

feelings were temporary though, and six-weeks later, “on the average they scored 

significantly higher than controls on a measure of psychological well-being” (Richards 

2010, p. 195). Not only were mental improvements exhibited because, physically, this 

group showed higher T-cell counts and made fewer visits to the health center than the 

control group.  

 There is also the idea of resilience, or our ability to face and move beyond our 

darkest hours. Here, we gain mastery and empowerment (Richards, 2010). We learn to 

gain pleasure over taking control of our outlook. Similarly, deliberately facing difficulty 

through narrative creates an understanding with more depth and “lower reactivity” 

(Richards, 2010, p. 195). Our health can be negatively impacted when deep-seated issues 

are left buried through denial and avoidance. She points out how invaluable the use of 

arts in various media have been used to assist people in dealing with everything from 

cancer to depression. 
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 Another study that Richards (2010) references looked at vicarious creativity (also 

known as appreciation of creativity). This study, which consisted of 12,000 participants, 

found that people who were participants or viewers of creative events such as plays, 

galleries, and music events lived longer than those less culturally active. Thus, working 

through personal and social problems with creativity can put students at ease and offer 

them an outlet to solve real problems. 

Reassessing Schema in Creativity Development 

 After re-evaluating the role of research in creativity, the next step in creativity for 

learner engagement is reassessing schema in regard to creativity. Plucker and Dow 

(2011) performed a study where they focused on perceptions and misconceptions of 

creativity amongst a group of college students in a creativity course. In particular myths 

about creativity have cemented inaccurate schemata on what they consider a “mass 

scale.” Working from the same definition of creativity as Beghetto, “the interaction 

among aptitude, process, and environment by which an individual or group produces a 

perceptible product that is both novel and useful as defined within a social context” 

(2005, p. 255), their study focused on participants digging into their personal experience 

with creativity through past schema. 

Schemas develop from interconnections of ideas and grow into complex, 

organized mental structures of information (Anderson, 1977; Piaget, 1926). The 

growth of schemata may occur over a series of experiences and often become 

engrained in our implicit cognitive processing. Although schema development 

may be flexible, it is very difficult to completely change them, even in light of 

contradictory evidence. (Plucker & Dow, Ch. 17, para.1).  
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 Plucker and Dow (2011), Gardner (2006), and Robinson (2006) have all observed 

how unfortunate it is that many classrooms do not support creativity but support the 

traditional view of education through standardized testing. When creativity is addressed, 

it seems to only occur in the art and music classes. 

 Plucker and Dow (2011) propose a handful of myths that need to be addressed in 

order to reassess schema. The first, and possibly most common myth, is that people are 

born with creativity. Another is the myth that there is limited time to be creative, meaning 

if we do not start young, we will never be creative. There also exists the myth that groups 

are more creative. The myth that simply having more people working together equates to 

more ideas and thus more creativity mainly stems from the business world. Some issues 

and concerns with this theory are that group dynamics must be considered. A fear of 

negative evaluation can have an effect, or if individual group members dominate the 

conversation it becomes less about others. Also along the same lines is a group-think 

lemming mentality, where agreement without critical thought can approve ideas that 

otherwise would not move forward. While brainstorming is commonly thought of as a 

creative technique, it can be detrimental to the process if the ideas presented are not being 

investigated critically. Researchers suggest a more effective use of brainstorming, 

wherein the listing of ideas is first completed individually and then individual lists are 

brought to the group setting. 

 Plucker and Dow (2011) claim that without an introspective analysis, where an 

individual faces the myths in a personal manner, any attempts to improve an individual’s 

creativity are merely superficial and will not last. In order to change their schemata, it 

was important for students to actively identify their affect, behavior, and cognitive 
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processing with regard to creativity. Next in the process was to find out which creativity 

strategies worked most effectively on an individual basis. Plucker and Dow used the 

“Five P approach,” which consists of process, product, person, press, and persuasion.  

 The third component focuses on external and personal factors, which can lead to 

creativity. Here Plucker and Dow stress that the focus is balance, because the researchers 

express caution in that too much focus on external factors removes responsibility of the 

individual to push themselves to be more creative.  

 Students in the study said that the growth in creativity from the course spilled into 

other aspects of their lives like their jobs, other courses and even their personal lives. 

Plucker and Dow further confirm these findings with other studies of (Anderson, 1977; 

King & Pope, 1999; Livingston, 1999; Russ, 1998; Torrance, 1972b, 1987; Zelinger, 

1990). Students involved in the study suggested participating in the course actually 

helped their leadership abilities and sensitivity to others’ views. They suggested it was 

one of the classes they had taken, which gave them a sense of community and the ability 

to form closer bonds within the people in their groups. Plucker and Dow state that by the 

end of the course, students were exhibiting higher levels of self-efficacy, along with 

actually having an easier time personally identifying and expressing their creativity.  

  In summation, the theoretical framework proposed for the construction of 

creativity for learner for engagement is: 

1. To create a community of care in the classroom where learners’ knowledge, 

culture, and voices are valued and incorporated as part of the learning process.  

2. With community established and repeated use of imaginative tools as a part of 

dialogue, students may be more inclined to engage in imaginative interactions.  
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3. Through personal use of the imaginative tools, students will exhibit their own 

little-c’s (knowledge creation). 

4. Students’ repeated use of creativities and creative interactions can benefit them 

psychologically and physically. 

5. Through repeated use of creativities and the imagination, students may gain self-

efficacy and self-actualization. 

6. With self-actualization, students may gain awareness of their own abilities in 

shaping the world around them through the use of their voice and creativities. 

  This review of the literature has laid out a philosophical foundation wherein a 

classroom can be more than a production line with a series of tests. Learning as a process 

should include the experiences and voices of students in order to fully engage them. 

Learning in this experiential sense becomes comfortable, with unexpected and unknown 

places, with inquiry and questions. To do this, the teacher should create a community 

built on care in order give students a sense of belonging and empower them to be critical, 

intelligent citizens of the classroom and beyond. Imagination, and by extension, 

creativity. become ways to engage, enrich, and personalize that process of learning. 
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CHAPTER THREE – RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

  Shared moments of the imagination and creative collaborations accounted for 

many of my favorite educational experiences as an art teacher.  Looking at how powerful 

these experiences were in shaping my own educational development inspired me to 

further understand how pre-service teachers plan to use experiences around imagination 

and creativity in their future classrooms. 

  Chapter one was a review of some of my own stories of connection and 

disconnection. In chapter two, learning was presented as multi-directional growth, linking 

the aspects of postmodernist and constructivist frameworks of knowledge where learning 

is seen as a continuous shifting and synthesis of information as opposed to an absorption 

of factual universal truths. Knowledge then is ephemeral and culturally constructed. The 

ability to decipher and synthesize new information becomes very important. Tools of the 

imagination were discussed as forms of experiential inquiry. Imaginative spaces and 

creative expression in the form of creativity for learner engagement become modes of 

extending into unknown spaces to tackle new knowledge and construct new meanings.  

  This chapter will outline my qualitative research methodology as framed around 

these concepts. The questions guiding the research have been the following: How do 

educators look at past, present, and possible future experiences to create a space for 

imagination and creativity in learning? From these experiences, what tools can be 

effective at encouraging imaginative creativity? And, in turn, what factors in the 

classroom can discourage this imaginative space for creativity? 

Theoretical Framework for Qualitative Research Methods 

  Context governed much of my teachings and I feel as though my research should 
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be no different. To not look closely at the context of the student/educator interaction is to 

ignore the most fundamental element of education: connection. I was vividly aware of 

connection through interaction in my own teachings and how it continuously changed and 

was dependent on the context by which it existed. Whether I was teaching art or 

classroom management, the culture of the classroom governed its workings. The 

changing “we” of the classroom greatly affects that context. To navigate and incorporate 

the context as a class required strong connections, and developing those relationships 

governed my instructional methods. In order to explore similar classroom relationships 

from an intimate standpoint, qualitative research is necessary due to its sensitivities to 

situations, relationships, and again, context. 

  While in some circles positivist research is viewed as the way research should 

look – scientific, deterministic, and repeatable – Eisner (2004), Gardner (2006), 

Clandinin and Connelly (2000), and Dewey (1997) have pointed out that the positivistic 

approach cannot account for the depth in experiences in a social enterprise as teaching. 

This paradigmatic and logical way of knowing is just that, a way of knowing, not to be 

confused with the way of knowing because it does not possess the capability to look 

closely enough at the connections and experiences of people.  

  Experiential research converses with the personal and the social aspects of the 

experience. In studying experience, the goal is not to find a way to repeat a positive 

experience, as a positivist may hope for. One can try to repeat it, but the experience 

always changes because we too are continually changing (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). 

To study another’s experiences is to seek understanding and expansion of our own 

knowing and to connect to others’ stories in our own way. 
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Rationale for Narrative Inquiry 

At the heart of this research study is connection. After reflecting on my 

experiences I noticed how much connection and disconnection affected my own learning 

and later my own teachings. Also in my process of guiding pre-service teachers to their 

own teaching spaces, I noticed how often students were relaying stories of their own 

education. Acknowledging and incorporating personal learning experiences is an 

essential part of narrative inquiry.  

 Clandinin and Connelly (2000) suggest an answer to the question, “Why 

narrative? Is, because experience” (p. 50). This statement weighs heavily on Dewey’s 

(1997) idea of continuity of experience, which was covered in Chapter two. Narrative 

inquiry exists to explore experience. As Clandinin and Connelly propose, stories are the 

best medium we have to know another's experience. Experiences happen around us and 

we either take part in them or sit by idly as they transpire before us, and either way they 

can change us. To relay an experience is to tell its story, and each retelling continues to 

shape our own knowing as different associations and details of that experience are retold. 

  Narrative research studies the impact of experiences on an individual in relation to 

identity, relationships, and family and describes the context of the experience. What 

becomes important is not what happened, but instead the meaning derived from what 

happened. According to Clandinin & Connelly (2000), Bruner’s approach to narrative 

research is one of sense-making, which occurs by piecing together seemingly disparate 

events. Meanings are created and shared and the narrative becomes a manner in which to 

make chaotic events a coherent part of a whole. Analysis then appears as interpretation 

during the narrative construction.  
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Bruner points to the way in which life imitates art and art imitates life when one is 

writing an autobiography (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000). In the process of pulling 

together so many lived moments, one can begin to construct what comes next. The 

writing of one’s narrative can give power over the direction of the narrative. This shaping 

of life is one reason I used Seidman’s (2006) interview model, in which multiple 

interviews are conducted with each participant. Since each interview builds upon the 

preceding one, it encourages participants to actively construct outcomes connected to the 

stories they choose to tell and reflect upon those stories in subsequent interviews. Life is 

as it is retold, not as it was. With this thought, narrative makes routes to memory. It can 

shape the present and the future. Collaboration is such a compelling quality of narrative 

research because, in my classroom, collaboration was a way of forging strong 

relationships with students. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) point out that this 

collaboration is one that does not simply happen at one moment and is done. 

  Narrative Inquiry does not attempt to make a measurement nor would it if it 

could, in a positivist sense, because the very thing it would be measuring is ever-

changing: which is experience and the stories which act as markers of that experience. 

Recalling Dewey’s (1997) continuity and interaction an experience does not simply end 

after an inquiry it continues to change with each new addition, “simply put narrative 

inquiry is stories lived and told (Clandinin and Connelly2000 p.20)” because neither the 

telling nor living really end as new readers experience the stories and relate them to their 

own. 

Rationale for Art Inquiry 

  It may seem as though narrative research should be enough for one dissertation. 
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Why art as well? Barone and Eisner (2011) speak about art as research in a way that is 

very true in narrative as well, saying that its contribution: 

is not that it leads to claims in propositional form about states of affairs but that it 

addresses complex and often subtle interactions and that it provides an image of 

those interactions in ways that make them noticeable. In a sense, arts based 

research is a heuristic through which we deepen and make more complex our 

understanding of some aspect of the world (p. 3). 

  Not only did I aim to deepen my narrative with the art, but I also could not help 

but use art, as it is one of my most comfortable forms of “telling”. I have always felt 

more at home with my sensitivities to the visual than the verbal. Those same sensitivities 

to qualitative relationships that Lowenfeld (1967) spoke of with regard to creating art are 

expressed here in that it is not a mere disclosure of variables of the quantitative variety. 

Art research “is the conscious pursuit of expressive form in the service of understanding 

(Barone & Eisner, 2011, p. 7).” Indeed, the following statement ties narrative and art 

together: “An object becomes a work of art with what it does to experience” (Barone & 

Eisner, 2011, p. 48). Narrative and art are both ways of telling and understanding for me. 

Human understanding need not be limited in the way it is represented. Just as research 

need not be represented in a merely positivistic manner, narrative art does not need to be 

represented merely in words.  Art as research is a way of encouraging “epistemological 

diversity” (Barone & Eisner, 2011, p. 47). 

  Next, it is important to address how effective art research should look, and how 

does it differ from just plain old art? These questions were very difficult ones I addressed 

repeatedly when I began. Barone and Eisner begin the conversation by quoting the writer 
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Wallace Stegner, who ironically claimed that for a work of fiction to be great it needed to 

be true (2011). 

Truth is not owned simply by propositional discourse; it is also owned by those 

activities that yield meanings that may be ineffable ultimately but that 

nevertheless ring true in the competent percipient. What we seek is not so much 

validity as it is credibility. The virtues to be found in arts based research are not 

located in some isomorphic relationship between a statement and an event; it is to 

be found in the degree to which, as Geertz says, it makes our conversation more 

interesting (Barone & Eisner, 2011, p. 6).  

  This truth begins with me as the research and as the creator. This truth does not 

reach for a universal truth, but in fact, comes from the opposite direction. I feel as though 

effective art begins with an artist’s ability to successfully communicate the truths inherent 

in one’s own individual experiences. If an artist has the technical means to communicate 

those truths, they will be so personal that the viewer may assume a connection on a very 

specific and finite level. This sense of truth is something I am always reaching for in my 

artwork and also now through the use of narrative research. 

  Mello (2007) makes the distinction between art as the beginning of research 

versus art as a form of representing the process. In my research I have both. Smaller art 

pieces would sprout up in the process of researching and it was not merely an illustration 

of a thought but actually stepped in front to lead the thoughts. 

Rationale for Critical Inquiry 

Critical inquiry is often concerned with sites of power. Through my own and my 

participants’ stories, addressing these power structures within places of learning is key to 
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understanding how they themselves will establish their own place within the social 

system of schools. As with any social system, power is an important aspect of this 

research, which came up repeatedly within my participants’ stories. A critical aspect of 

this research is the framing of schools as sites of power and the study of how these sites 

have affected their own development as learners. Looking particularly at how curriculum 

is not something students or even teachers have power over when the main priority is 

achievement. Elliot Eisner (2004) raised similar concerns in saying, “achievement has 

triumphed over inquiry” (p.3). Students encouraged to find the answers because the 

answers are what the tests are looking for, not the process of finding new questions. Even 

more unfortunate is how this has extended into educational research where results and 

answers is held in higher regard than inquiry, politics have trumped method (Eisner, 

1988).  

  What this means is that results have become more important than the process of 

getting there. Eisner (1985) points out how this line of empirical thinking has affected 

educational research, for the public often expects the educational researcher to be a 

scientist. Thus, the research should follow scientific modes of thinking and elicit 

scientific data. What is further problematic is how the predominant mode of research 

affects evaluation in education, a consequence of which is the reduction of the term 

evaluation to measurement. In a misconception of finality, one must measure in order to 

evaluate, and that measurement becomes the absolute indicator of quality education. 

Where does quality fit in the measuring of quantities? 

  Unfortunately, the predominant evaluation methods of students and teachers align 

with perspectives of what research is supposed to look like: empirical. In 1985, Eisner 
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proposed, “we need evaluation methods that give students the opportunity to use, for 

example, artistic forms of expression that are intellectually legitimate and that cease 

penalizing students whose aptitudes and interests motivate them to work in such areas. 

Evaluation methods should be instrumental to the ends we seek; they should not, as so 

many of them do now, impede the realization of such ends” (p. 21). While science holds 

many answers and that the scientific method was well suited for knowledge production, 

Dewey was not so sure that science should guide an enterprise as artful as teaching 

(Eisner, 2004).  

  Thus the critical qualitative researcher questions the current structure and motives 

of education. Also with critical qualitative research, participants are not mere pawns in a 

study, but are encouraged to be co-researchers in their own processes of critically sorting 

through structures of power in past classrooms and college courses.  

  Observing is not enough for me as a researcher – I also want to experience and 

honor their stories and positively affect the learning process in real classrooms with 

practical research. Teachers have practical knowledge (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000), and 

in today’s tumultuous education environment, teachers are often not seen as sources of 

power. Thus in producing useful classroom research I can reinforce the importance of 

teacher perspectives by urging education in practical and empowering directions. 

Approaching the Inquiry  

  Narrative inquiry is compelling because of its awareness of the constant flow of 

stories. Bateson (in Clandinin & Connelly, 2000) refers to the way in which 

anthropologists “live storied lives on storied landscapes” (p. 8), meaning the researcher is 

not separate from the inquiry but intertwined in it. The researcher comes to the inquiry 
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with many stories of his or her own.  A narrative inquirer enters “in the midst and 

progresses in the same spirit, concluding the inquiry still in the midst of living and 

telling, reliving and retelling, the stories of the experiences that make up peoples lives, 

both individually and social” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 8).  

  A good friend of mine loved mentioning the quote by Walter Scott, “Oh what a 

tangled web we weave…” somewhat out of context in giving me advice. She would say 

this to me when I had created a complicated situation for myself. I bring it up here 

because I could always picture glistening webs and the spider carefully studying and 

moving through them. With narrative I envision webs that are already there, and the 

researcher is stepping into the webs of the participant, carefully touching the webs, and in 

the process adds her own threads to what is already there. She looks closely with the 

participant and then steps out of the webs as the inquiry ends. Some threads become 

stronger, some fall apart, and some forge new connections. The threads remain.  

  So in approaching this research I was keenly aware of the many narratives already 

at play. I was aware how I may or may not be included in the stories told by my former 

students, and I was careful in choosing my own narratives to share and then stepped back 

to allow participants to choose the narratives they felt like sharing. 

  A/R/Tography (Cosson & Irwin, 2014) is often spoken of as this navigation 

amongst the sometimes conflicting roles of being an artist, a researcher, and a teacher. I 

was already a teacher and an artist when I entered my doctoral program. I struggled with 

finding a research methodology that fit. I have plenty of respect for quantitative research 

and its application, but it just did not fit me or how I wanted to interact with my 

participants. I found narrative research and immediately felt at home with it, fully 
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knowing how much I had to learn in utilizing it. The idea of writing through the stories of 

my participants as a process was familiar to me because of my art background. I 

understood the idea of drawing through an art piece. You cannot see every detail when 

you start, but through drawing many sketches, the parts begin to come into focus. No one 

drawing is any more important than the rest or even the final painting. All is necessary as 

part of the whole. It is the idea of process and the focus on depth in working through 

those parts.  

  For my first interview I visited Austin because my first participant, Julia, lives 

there. While there, I visited a site owned by a collective of graffiti artists. Cement slabs 

sprout up on a hillside, remnants of a structure that fell long ago. The left over walls 

reach to the sky, and instead of supporting a roof that also fell long ago, they now act as 

concrete magnets pulling artists from various skill levels.  

  Only artists with wristbands are supposed to paint on the walls, but it is obvious 

by the variety in technique and message that anyone with paint and the guts to perform a 

potentially illegal act have flocked to the space. I walked past the colorful walls for 

nearly an hour, absorbing every inch, and imagining how much my students would love 

this. The teacher and the researcher were absorbing, the artist though was hungry and 

only getting hungrier with each new surface.  

  There was no stopping the urge, there was only choosing a surface. Conveniently 

there was a food truck on site selling quality acrylic spray paint, so the practice is not 

exactly frowned upon, and the proceeds go to the gallery that sponsors the area. It 

occurred to me in the process of my first interview how much I identified with 

A/R/Tography, and this space spoke to that intersection – a tumultuous but energetic 
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intersection that I currently was in the midst of navigating. The trickiest part of being an 

A/R/Tographer is the constant negotiation of roles.    

  I ended up choosing a spot in the corner off to 

the side at the edge of the space. I have painted plenty 

of walls…with a brush. This would be my first time 

with a spray can. I laid down my lightest color 

throwing down the overall shape, paying close 

attention to how the distance between the wall and the 

nozzle of the can was affecting how the paint was 

laying: too close and puddles of color would begin 

dripping, too far and the color would not be solid. I have 

been told I look very intense when I fall into the groove, 

my brow furrows and there is a wrinkle between my 

eyebrows borne of these moments. I definitely was in the 

groove because my pace plateaued like a train, my 

momentum built, and there was no stopping until I was 

done.  

 

Figure 7 Finding A Wall to Write On. 

Figure 8 Adding My Own Paint. 
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  A penguin appears, an 

observer of black, cream and orange. 

I smile at him, because he reminds 

me of good times. “Just the right 

spot!” he thinks to himself, an 

observer peering up at all the other 

voices. He is an observer in his own 

art piece and aware of it. Becoming a 

researcher has been overwhelming to 

say the least, but also familiar. It is a 

space painted in the 

colors of experience 

embracing the stories 

and emotions of real 

people. In tagging the 

wall it was the very 

first time I have ever 

created art from a 

spray can in broad 

daylight with people watching and taking photos. It was exciting and challenging, and the 

only way it could be done… was to just keep walking. The research has worked itself out 

in a similar fashion, it was solved by walking, painting, conversing, and writing.

Figure 10 Close-up 

Figure 9 Landscape 
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Situating the Researcher in the Inquiry 

  Within narrative research, justification for the research study can be explained 

along three threads of the personal, practical, and social reasoning behind the work (Craig 

2013). The social justification has shifted for me because it began as exploration in 

learning and seeing how others have proposed narrative as a mode of inquiry. Now, 

having completed the research, I see how truly dependent the study is on not only the 

relationships of the researcher and the participants, but the researcher and his/her own 

knowing and telling. Here I refer to how I have been able to learn about and incorporate 

different forms of art in the doing of the research. Adding my own in-depth process of 

how narrative and art interact becomes a priority in sharing and adding to the field of 

qualitative research. 

  On the practical side, I remember vividly, as a teacher, being told how to do 

things because the research says so and thinking to myself, “this research won’t help me, 

it’s not about my kids” or “this expert can’t help me because he doesn’t know my kids, or 

the community, or the state.” They would too often talk as if they did. From my 

experience, teachers are skeptical about research and the claims that come with it. 

Schools are communities and “experts” from outside of those communities face possible 

tumultuous interactions by bringing in outside research. Narrative though comes from the 

source, from teachers, and gives it a “truth,” not a truth to be copied but a truth to be 

experienced, acknowledged, synthesized, or applied in whatever way the reader sees fit. 

The claims and causality are absent for good reason. The critical researcher can be heard 

loudest here because of the need for relevant research, which focuses on the voices of 
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teachers in the process of studying the field.  

  My own personal connection to narrative is the use of story and what can be 

learned in the sharing of stories. I would not go as far to say every art piece tells a story, 

but so many of them do. Intentional and unintentional stories were told every day in my 

art classroom. Giving students a space to interact with those stories enriched my own 

experience as a teacher and my connection to that classroom community.  

Procedures of the Inquiry 

Context 

  The site of this inquiry was two university campuses in Texas. One campus is 

situated in Houston and the other in Austin. I chose on-campus sites because of the 

neutrality and for students to be comfortable in the space the interviews would take place. 

The Participants 

The first determining factor for my participants is that they are all preservice 

teachers. The pre-service teachers involved with this study have been students in my own 

classroom at some point in the past. All have or are getting teaching certificates and have 

plans to teach in the classroom. Participants were chosen from different fields of study. I 

found it important to look at teachers from varying subjects in to order to see how each 

will approach student creativity and the importance of creativity to teachers in varying 

subjects. Pre-service teachers are at an exciting transition of moving from being a 

student, which they have spent their whole lives doing up to this point, to being the 

teacher. It is an exciting and scary time. They teachers bring a vibrancy and fresh 

perspective to the classroom in that they are learning to be on the front line of the newest 

research and techniques. They are learning to teach at an exciting time in education. I am 
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interested in how imagination and creativity is approached in their teacher preparation 

college courses.  

  The first participant, Anna, is a white female in her early twenties whom I taught 

in a classroom management class in the spring of 2013 and I have kept in contact with 

since then. I reached out to Anna because in my class she was inquisitive and showed 

great care and introspection in our discussions. She shared personal stories with the class 

and with me after class about what she has been through and what she wanted to do. Her 

coursework showed creativity in how she personalized it, but also in how she presented it 

to the class.  

  The second participant is Kaleb, is a white male in his early twenties whom I also 

taught in a classroom management class in the summer of 2013. I chose to interview 

Kaleb because of his interactions with the class. He was very open about personal 

experiences and always willing to share with the class, without trying to monopolize class 

time. He was also quite precise in how he talked about his own experiences.  

  The third participant, Julia, is a hispanic female, also in her early twenties, a 

student of mine when I taught junior high art. I taught her for two years and have been in 

contact with her ever since. I met her randomly at an art event very recently and we 

began talking about teaching because she was in an art education program. This 

conversation convinced me that I wanted to know more about her experiences because 

she was so excited about teaching, but more than that she was excited about how to 

connect with students. 

  As Maslow (2012) was so impressed with people he interviewed who lived so 

creatively, I am too. It is no doubt to me that my participants live creatively. They are  
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examplars of what self-actualizing creativity can look like. They are “wholehearted,” as 

Brene Brown (2010) put it. I have seen each of them express all of the qualities Brown 

proposed of the wholehearted: embracing vulnerability in order to express themselves, 

compassion for others, connection resulting from authenticity, and the courage to be 

imperfect. Each participant was chosen because they exhibited their own passion and 

dedication for teaching.   

Field Texts 

  Clandinin and Connelly (1994) use the term field texts to refer to how this 

information is derived from the field of study and adds to the narrative text created for the 

research inquiry. Field texts are similar to data sources in that they are where the 

information for the inquiry in question comes from, but field texts work differently in that 

they triangulate in different ways, all feeding into the narrative. I have divided the field 

texts into researcher inputs and participant inputs (Table 1). 

Table 1. Participant and researcher field texts. 

       Field Texts 
Participant Inputs: Researcher inputs: 

• Interview 1 and 2 for each of the 
three participants 

• Transcriptions 
• Email communications 
• Archival Data 
• Memory Objects 
• Anna’s Writing 
• Anna’s Artwork  
• Anna’s Photography 
• Kaleb’s Magic The Gathering 

Cards 
• Julia’s Artwork 

• Researcher’s personal teaching 
narrative 

• Researcher Field Notes from 
interviews 

• Mind-maps 
• Sideshow Posters (paintings) 
• Sketches 
• Digital Drawings 
• Photographs 
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Participant Inputs 

  Participant inputs came predominately in the form of the  

interviews. The researcher interviewed the participants using a modified version of 

Seidman’s “three-interview model” (2006), where he calls for three semi-structured 

interviews spaced over approximately two weeks with several days of decompression 

between each interview. Care is taken to not allow too much time between each 

interview, as this can cause disconnection to the construction of the overarching 

interview narrative. According to Seidman, each interview should take between one and 

one and a half hours. Each interview feeds into creating a valuable element in the 

narrative of each participant. The first of the three interviews serves the purpose of 

looking at the interviewee’s entire story leading to the present under the theme of the 

research as well as creating context.  

 The second interview, according to Seidman (2006), revolves around details of 

the lived experience and focuses on stories and relationships of the present. For the third 

interview the researcher and participant discuss the beginning, middle, what comes next, 

and how the research process may affect what comes next. This third interview empowers 

the participants to become researchers themselves, because they are putting all the pieces 

together. Here, the focus is on making meaning of the experience, as “it addresses the 

intellectual and emotional connections between the participant’s work and life” 

(Seidman, 2006, p.18). This third interview can only be productive if a proper foundation 

has been set during the first two interviews and is the culmination of the previous 

interviews. 

 My actual interviews consisted of a two-step model due to complications in 
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scheduling, time constraints, and feasibility of transcribing. The first interview followed 

the same format as described by Seidman (2006). The second interview was as a 

combination of interviews two and three as proposed by Seidman.  

 Archival data included assignments students completed in my course. Memory 

objects were used in both interviews as talking points and took different forms with each 

participant. Julia, for example, brought a portfolio full of artwork spanning her lifetime as 

an artist, which we went through together at the end of the first interview. She also had a 

notebook she referred to often throughout the interviews with talking points about 

different teachers and events she wanted to cover. For Anna, her memory objects were 

her own writing (her blog and published work), photography, and childhood artwork. She  

brought all of these to the second interview. Kaleb’s memory objects were Magic The 

Gathering cards, which I asked him to choose from before coming to the second 

interview.  

Researcher Inputs 

  Researcher inputs are all the of field texts which directly came from the 

researcher. These inputs are in the form of my own personal teaching narrative as it 

relates to my experiences as a student and teacher and also my own teaching in the 

classrooms with the participants. These personal narratives set the stage in Chapter One 

and are also sprinkled throughout the narratives of the participants. The researcher took 

field notes during the interviews and while transcribing. Mind-maps and different lists 

were created during and after transcriptions, as well as during the narrative constructions. 

The researcher also sketched while working through ideas within the narrative and in 

preparation for the posters. The painted sideshow posters may have been completed at the 
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very end of the research but were planned in great detail before actual painting. 

Conceptually they were constructed directly alongside the narratives. 

Analysis and Interpretation 

  Analysis began immediately after my first interview with my first participant, 

Julia. From the field notes, and with the interview fresh in my mind, I began laying out 

several narratives she had told me, some of which would make it to the final version. I 

also began drawing and thinking through ways of visually representing aspects of what 

we had talked about.  

Tools of My Art Narrative Inquiry 

 I have created a synthesis of tools used in narrative and art inquiry because of the 

nature of my study. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) propose broadening, burrowing, and 

restorying as tools of narrative inquiry. While Eisner and Barone (2011) propose phases 

of an art inquiry. My tools have become a mixture of both because of how my art creation 

and narrative came about alongside each other in a symbiotic manner. 

  Broadening. In looking at the stories of my participants, broadening is a way of 

zooming out the lens for a wide-angle shot, a landscape shot. This not only allows me to 

see their stories in relation to each other but also in relation to the broader narrative of 

teacher education and education as a whole. Its acts as a way of situating them in the 

research. 

  Burrowing. Burrowing is a way of studying the details and getting much closer to 

what wasn’t initially seen, to unearth the motivations, emotions and philosophical beliefs 

within the stories being told. It is not only studying their stories but their meaning-

making within those stories. Cheryl Craig (personal interview, 2013) told me my 
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participants would already know what they wanted to tell. They would bring with them 

many stories of their own choosing related to my study. I found this to be true. It was 

then my job to drill down to these stories through conversations with the participants. 

 Storying and restorying. The storying occurs in their telling of their own stories. 

The restorying occurs in stages and some did not make the final cut in this report. In the 

restorying, there were plenty of details that were needed in the process of doing the 

research but then had to be left behind in order to bring cohesiveness to participants’ 

themes. This overwriting is one reason for such great depth in the research. 

 Backwards, forward, inward and outward. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) 

suggest looking at personal experiences along four different dimensions simultaneously: 

inward, outward, backward and forward. Looking inward refers to the emotional side of 

an experience: the feelings, morals, and reactions involved. Outward is the framing 

within the reality of the situation. Looking backward then is reflecting on the history, and 

forward is how these experiences may relate to what comes next. This four-directional 

perspective elicits a rich description of personal experience. 

 Phases of art inquiry. Barone and Eisner (2011) lay out five phases of inquiry 

they have adapted from Ecker (1966), which I found to represent my process in many 

ways. I did not follow this process as guide but felt it explained my own procedures very 

well. Parts (Figure 11) have been adapted that did not go into enough depth for my 
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particular study and process.

 

Figure 11 Phases of an art inquiry. 

1.	  Openness:	  	  
• The	  blank	  canvas	  -‐	  This	  is	  a	  very	  difcicult	  stage	  to	  
describe	  because,	  while	  it	  may	  seem	  to	  be	  an	  
endless	  “sea	  of	  possibilities,”	  the	  artist	  
understands	  this	  as	  the	  beginning;	  thus	  a	  sort	  of	  
detachment	  is	  necessary	  at	  this	  point	  to	  soothe	  
the	  uneasiness.	  	  

2.	  Emergence:	  	  
• At	  this	  stage	  some	  subthemes	  begin	  to	  percolate	  up	  
through	  the	  research.	  My	  subthemes	  are	  imagination,	  
creativity,	  and	  teaching.	  	  	  	  

3.	  Coalescence:	  	  
• Here	  the	  ideas	  come	  together	  and	  crystalize.	  For	  me	  it	  
was	  choice	  -‐	  choosing	  to	  become	  a	  teacher	  and	  
choosing	  how	  to	  present	  oneself	  to	  students.	  	  

4.	  The	  Gauntlet:	  
• Barone	  and	  Eisner	  (2011)	  call	  this	  “quality	  control”	  
through	  writing	  and	  working	  through	  a	  process.	  This	  
acts	  as	  a	  burrowing	  of	  sorts	  in	  that	  if	  the	  roots	  have	  the	  
depth,	  it	  will	  remain.	  	  

5.	  Fin,	  no	  cin:	  	  
• I	  picture	  this	  French	  word	  at	  the	  end	  of	  a	  silent	  cilm:	  "in,	  
meaning	  end.	  End,	  no	  end.	  At	  this	  stage,	  cinal	  judgment	  
occurs,	  but	  the	  research	  is	  never	  really	  complete.	  It	  will	  
continue	  to	  be	  mulled	  over	  and	  change	  as	  time	  passes.	  	  
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 This is the format I followed with overall themes. As the overall theme became 

finalized, it was repurposed for the sake of each of art piece in the research, then 

repurposed again for the many objects, colors, and choices made within the art piece. 

  Once more, these phases can be adapted to my narrative with my participants. 

Imagine three different birds (my participants). I take a snapshot wide enough to show 

where each of the birds is from. I describe that landscape, this is the broadening, in how 

each of them came to be in that landscape. I call the birds individually and they each 

bring their favorite materials from their place of origin. One brings a huge pile of sticks 

from the forest. Another brings \twine fashioned from plants in her grasslands. The last 

bird brings stones from a rocky landscape. I then speak to each of the birds about the 

materials and why they chose to present them to me (burrowing). I want to construct a 

box from these materials. I will use the materials from each participant but I must choose 

which ones fit best together.   

  Assessment guidelines. Barone and Eisner (2011) have guidelines for assessing 

art research, which I have incorporated to evaluate the work I have produced within this 

research study. These guidelines act as a way to talk more fluently about the artwork and 

its relationship to the narratives, which it helped construct. 
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Figure 12 Assessment of art as research. 

  Incisiveness is the manner in which and art piece cuts to the chase; it is the meat, 

how to choose the important details to express and the details to leave behind. Concision 

is more specifically a theme that arises and guides the choosing of the details to be 

included. Coherence is how works of art research come together and strengthen their 

overall form. Generativity, not to be confused with generalizability, refers to how well an 

art piece allows a viewer to associate themselves with the research. Finally, Baron and 

Eisner (2011) mention evocation and illumination in tandem. Evocation is the way in 

which an art piece elicits an emotional response from the viewer, and illumination is how 

the art piece inspires a viewer to reflect on the themes to the point of action beyond the 

viewing.  

Debriefing 

I had two peer researchers assist me with debriefing and reflection throughout the 

process of writing. After completing individual chapters for each participant, I sent each 

Assessing	  Art	  as	  
Research	  

(Barone	  and	  Eisner	  2011)	  

Incisiveness	  

Concision	  

Coherence	  

Generativity	  

Evocation	  and	  
Illumination	  
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of them a copy of that chapter and then set up videoconferences with each. These 

member checks (Carspecken, 1996) were valuable ways to include the participants 

further in the process of the research. This was important to the research process because 

I wanted to hear what they felt about the research and whether they felt their stories were 

told in a fair and accurate manner. 

Ethical Considerations 

  From the beginning of this research, remaining fair and honest with my 

participants has been at the forefront. Communicating openly with them regarding what I 

would and would not use in the writing of the research was a part of that as well as 

having participants read the work that is about them and confirming with them through 

member checks is one of the ethical safeguards. Informed consent was used so 

participants were fully aware of the research and their participation within it. 

  Care has been taken in the writings and telling of participants’ stories to keep 

them anonymous by changing their names and the names of other individuals in their 

stories. In painting their portraits, anonymity has been preserved by not attempting to 

create a detailed image of the participants, instead they are caricatures with some of their 

features. Hair color and styling was improvised in order to further conceal participants’ 

identities. 

Concerns of trustworthiness 

In qualitative research, triangulation has been established as an alternative to 

validity and reliability. It may be likened to the “rule of thirds” in photography and the 

“rule of three” in a work of art because each creates a balance for the overall image. 

Triangulation in qualitative research works in a similar manner by bringing a sense of 
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balance to research due to variety. The data from the research is derived from three 

sources. The first is a self-study in the form of my own experiences. The second is 

information collected during interviews of pre-service teachers, and the third includes 

artifacts and artworks from our past and present. 

  The three participants chosen for this study are diverse in that they present a 

variety of experiences. First, there is variation in the subject area that these pre-service 

teachers are preparing to teach. One participant plans to teach art, another will teach 

English, and another will teach history. Variation in cultural backgrounds is present as 

well. One participant is a Hispanic female, another is a Caucasian female, and the third is 

a Caucasian male.  

  Seidman’s (2006) interview format allowed participants to be researchers in the 

metacognitive processes of reviewing the previous stories and interviews. This is a form 

of member checking that works on a meta level, in that participants are not only aware of 

what the pieces are, but also bring their own interpretations of the ways in which the 

pieces fit together.  Another measure that has been used in order to address 

trustworthiness is the inclusion of the voice of the researcher or “signature” as Geertz 

(Denzin & Lincoln, 1994) refers to it. Too strong a signature can obscure the stories of 

the participants; however, too weak a signature and the researcher’s perspective is lost to 

that of the participants.  
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CHAPTER FOUR – INTRO TO THE SIDESHOW, CAVANICCI,  

& THE SHAMAN 

Introduction to the Sideshow and Presentation of my Findings 

 

Figure 13 Cavanicci Poster 

 “Ladies and gentlemen, boys and girls, children of all ages! Welcome, welcome, 

welcome! I am Chaos Cavanicci. I will be somewhat of a ringmaster for this wonderful 

event, as well as your gracious and honored host on this journey. I have three wonderful 

acts for you tonight: the first being the Astonishing Ana the Shaman, the second is the 

inquisitive Kaleb known simply as Forum, and the third is the jubilant Julia known the 

world over as Begolden! 

 While the sideshow has traditionally been the entertainment off to the side of the 
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main event this makes it no less important to the public let me assure you that this should 

not take away from its importance. It is a more intimate setting, people packed into a 

small tent, all eyes fixed on the individual up front. As teachers, we are very much 

entertainers on a stage. Our engagement with that audience is important to our success as 

educators. Our engagement relies on an amount of revealing.  

 Performers of the sideshow would traditionally reveal a skill, act, or oddity. Those 

presenting their oddity were sometimes referred to as freaks and the term freak show 

itself today often refers to an individual who is acting outside of the norm. Choice is what 

fascinates me about the freak show. The choice to reveal something kept hidden. This 

choice requires overcoming fear.  

 The three amazing participants in this sideshow have embraced qualities about 

themselves, passions that have become a part of their creative expression, and part of 

their teachings. While it could be taken as an insult to be called a freak show, here it is 

exactly the opposite. I proudly proclaim myself a freak show before placing this label on 

anyone else, which I will explain soon enough, because I am indeed a proud freak show. 

For it is an act of bravery to stand before thirty-two strangers and reveal an honest piece 

of yourself in order to make the learning environment a more promising one.  

 Constructing the sideshow tent is carefully and respectfully constructing a space 

where we each can feel comfortable enough to share a slice of who we really are. The 

stage in the end is not built for the educator. The educator sets the tone so students too 

can be on stage in their own process of becoming, sharing their own oddities. For being 

passionate shouldn’t be an embarrassment it should be encouraged. It is hard to expect 
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students to open up with their creativities and reveal themselves if the teacher has not 

done so first. 

Chaos Cavanicci 

  As much as I don’t want to begin with me as this Ringmaster I must. Being the 

focus is not me, but as the researcher in a qualitative study on teaching and creativity, I 

must, for my participants have all been my students at one time. I have conducted this 

research with my participants partly because of the relationships I had already established 

with them previously as an educator.  

  I am the hub of this vibrant wheel, no matter how much I have doubted my 

abilities. I am the one connecting the stories my participants have shared with me, not 

only as a researcher, but as an educator, as a student, and as an artist.    

  Formerly I was known in the sideshow (classroom) as Cannonball Chaos 

Cavanicci (pseudonym). Momentum is important to a cannonball and I was no different. 

As an art educator community gave me momentum. The more people I could get excited 

about a project, the more walls and cars would get painted. In becoming a teacher the 

hardest part of it, for me, was being the center of attention, being on stage. Being in the 

limelight was where I was least prepared to be. I have always been (and still am) the shy 

kid in the corner of every classroom, entertaining myself with doodles when the 

classroom wasn’t engaging me. To teach, I had to change and to be a researcher/educator 

I have had to change yet again. I have realized ideas and stories need a stage or others 

will never experience them. Anna the Shaman unknowingly helped me clarify my role as 

the Ringmaster, because as she put it “ideas need to be shared”.  

  The Ringmaster exists to bring attention to the show, to introduce the acts, to 
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boost each star, and to point out how very worthy of the stage they are. They each have 

something wonderful to share and ironically, my role as an educator and as a researcher 

are similar in this way. Teaching art and teaching teachers to teach, was not all that 

different either. Content was secondary to helping students to overcome their own inertia, 

in order to push onward.  For me teaching at its absolute purest is an urging forward 

through connection, an enthusiastic encouraging to take that next step, in the direction of 

their choosing.  

  As a researcher, I am here to relay the stories, which these participants have 

chosen to share. I may be directing my voice to you the crowd but really I speak for my 

fellow freaks as I do to you. My lungs filling with air, my voice resonating in the farthest 

reaches of the tent because their sure-footedness in their own abilities, is what keeps it all 

moving forward. A teacher with the confidence to share their own passions in their 

teachings, can do so with the hope that their students may take the stage as well. 

Researcher Definitions of Imagination and Creativity 

  Each participant comes to this study from very different backgrounds and 

experiences thus conceptions of imagination and creativity will come from a different 

place for each. That’s really the point of it all: we each come to these concepts with very 

different experiences, which effect our own definitions. My own definition of 

imagination boils down to a means by which to engage students in understanding of 

others creative endeavors as well as their own. My understanding of creativity stems from 

that imagination. So what I’m really talking about with this study is how do educators 

encourage students to make that choice to engage with others creativity and their own?   
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Figure 14 Researcher definitions of imagination and creativity.   

Chapter Layout  

  Each participant in this side show has their own chapter, as a way to better 

organize their stories. After introducing each participant’s chapter we will look at how 

they define imagination and creativity. This serves to ground their own stories in their 

definition of these terms. Their educational background will be discussed leading into 

their own memories of creativity. Memories of nay-swayers who have pushed them away 

from creative pursuits will be covered along with the educator as a passionate 

practitioner, concluding each section with ways each participant views a creative learning 

space. 

 

 

 

Creativity	  	  
(as	  deWined	  by	  Researcher):	  

A	  manifestation	  of	  a	  personally	  
meaningful	  interpretation	  extending	  
from	  imagination,	  where	  process	  is	  
as	  important	  as	  the	  product.	  

Imagination	  	  
(as	  deWined	  by	  Researcher):	  

Choosing	  to	  extend	  beyond	  what	  one	  knows.	  	  
Possibilities	  and	  wishes	  beyond	  actualities.	  	  
A	  means	  for	  engaging	  creativity.	  



 

 

 

95 

 

ANA THE SHAMAN 

 

Figure 15 Shaman poster. 

  “With a quiet calm, please direct your eyes to the stage and prepare to be 

bewildered by Anna the Shaman. A mystic with great sensitivities to the physical world, 

possessing the ability for drifting in and out of her place, in order to visit the space of the 

other. The Shaman is a healer. Imagining perspectives that are not her own, her trance 

state occurs during the ritual of writing, and in earlier years through acting out the 

stories of others. She continually seeks to challenge herself in writing from perspectives 

outside of herself. 

  The Navajo people would call a person who could see through the eyes of another 
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a skin walker. This strong sense of empathy is what makes her such a strong writer as 

well as a strong teacher. She not only recalls and tells the stories of others, but does it 

with precise and careful attention to detail and emotional textures. Her calm spoken 

words are just as meticulous and descriptive as her written words. Her healing ability as 

a Shaman comes in the form of empathizing with others and giving them the ability to 

explore their own experiences and challenges through words. Anna achieves this by 

teaching literature and writing.” 

Anna’s Initial definition of Imagination and Creativity 

  In my first interview with Anna I began by asking to define imagination in her 

own words. Her first impulse in answering the question was a reference to a piece of 

literature: 

I’ve been listening to Anne of Green Gables so I feel like this should come very 

easily. I connect it to thinking outside of the box…and being able to connect 

ideas…I think imagination and I think of figurative language, because I’m an 

English teacher and so I think of looking at something and not seeing it merely as 

what it is, in a tangible way, but actually being able to connect it to more abstract 

concepts or connecting different objects that normally wouldn’t go together. 

  Kieran Egan (2005) stresses the importance of forms of figurative language as a 

way of connecting to imagination. Some forms of figurative language are simile, 

metaphor, and personification. Anna speaks of imagination, in terms which are most 

familiar to her through literary language. 
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Table 2. Anna's definition of imagination. 

Imagination for Anna: 
 

• Thinking outside the box 
• Connecting ideas 
• Connecting objects normally not together 

 
  When asked about creativity then, Anna stated that it is “more of the actual 

coming up with a product, or the process of creating. So either taking something that 

wasn’t and building it into something or taking something that already exists and shaping 

it into something new.”  

  Anna went further in saying that, “someone who’s creative is normally also 

imaginative but an imaginative person is not always creative.” Here she refers to a theme 

which will reappear throughout our interviews regarding whether an individual has the 

knowledge and technical know-how or what I will refer as craft, to follow through with 

their imaginative vision. Whether someone can be called an artist, talented, or even 

creative is a conflict for Anna that will resurface repeatedly in our conversations 

Table 3. Anna's definition of creativity. 

Creativity for Anna: 
• Coming up with a product 
• Process of creation 
• Building something new 
• Reshaping something old 

 
 

Anna’s Educational Background 

  I met Anna when she was a student in the classroom management course I taught 

while pursuing my doctorate. Anna let me know early on she may miss classes because of 
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an illness. After an absence or two she stayed after one class to catch up on an 

assignment. She opened up to me about the illness she had battled with since she was a 

child.  

  Anna said she wanted to teach children in a hospital or with homebound students, 

because of her own experiences as a child living with an illness, which very much 

governed her own education. Our discussion further illuminated to me how powerful 

personal narratives are in educators classrooms. I only wanted to know more. 

  With our interviews Anna started with how she went to a private school for first 

through sixth grade. She loved making, doing, and writing at that age. She just “loved to 

make stuff “ as she put it. She confidently told her fourth grade teacher every week that 

she wanted to be an art teacher.  

  Anna would let go of her inclination for the visual arts by junior high because of 

her own comparison to others, but she wondered in our conversations if the right teacher 

could have changed that. Theatre and writing though, would become her predominant 

means of expression and she started at a very young age exploring these mediums. 

  Painful headaches and stomach aches plagued Anna as early as the fifth grade and 

she began missing quite a few days of school. In the 6th grade she was hospitalized for the 

first time. She was bullied physically and emotionally and her illness was one thing 

students made fun of. It was a very hard year for Anna, and she and her family decided 

she would not be going back. 

  Anna was homeschooled 7th, 8th, and 9th grade. She enthusiastically started 10th 

grade at a prestigious High School for the Arts (HSA) in Houston where she studied 

theatre. Her long-term plan was to audition for musical theatre for colleges. She had 
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figured out which Universities had the best programs at the time. Teaching wasn’t 

something she thought she would be doing.  

  “In tenth grade…I always respected teachers and other people. I just didn't want 

to do it myself. I wanted to try for something more. I was fifteen.” She says this pointing 

out how much her own perspective of teaching has changed since then. She dreamed of 

trying to make it big in New York City. There would be no waitressing for her though. 

She envisioned herself working with kids theatre on the side while auditioning for shows.  

  Anna’s illness would again send her home and she had to finish 10th grade by 

correspondence. She started 11th grade at the same High School for the Arts until 

October, but then again had to take off school for a year.  

I would go to school the second year that I was with an “IV” in my hand. I started 

then learning how to juggle all of the different activities and trying to figure out 

how I could be getting treatment and trying to do school and the rehearsals. I was 

learning how to juggle at that point. But also it became an identity issue too, and 

again going back to the pride, not wanting to be seen as a sick person in a field (of 

theatre) where appearance was such a big part of it… I was constantly feeling like 

I had to prove myself that I was more than that or that I'd be able to handle it. 

  She re-auditioned 11th grade for the High School for the Arts but then got sick 

again and withdrew completely. After having left HSA, Anna was homeschooling she 

needed something else to do so she picked up a nanny job with two little boys. From the 

first day as a nanny the adventures with children were too ridiculous to not record in 

some way. Anna thought, “no one is going to believe what is happening everyday that I 

need to write it down” thus blogging became a ways of sharing her writing with the 



 

 

 

100 

world.  

  Anna worked with a homebound teacher from Pearland and she finished high 

school under the homeschool category and did dual credits with Texas Tech online. By 

12th grade she knew she would need to stay in Houston though. As a teenager, 

community college was the worst she could do because Higher Education has always 

been important to Anna’s family. Her grandfather was a rocket scientist. Her mom was a 

teacher. She was put in Harvard sweatshirts as kid because her uncle went to Harvard. 

Her senior year though she recognized an arrogance she had toward her education and 

what it should be. She would have to stay close to Houston for the medical care and felt 

”I need this. I need to be humbled. I need to go and enjoy it and realize that there's more 

to me and my identity, then my academics. That's not who I am." So Anna went to 

Houston Community College and then transferred in to the University of Houston. She is 

currently majoring in education with a strong interest in creative writing. 

Anna’s Memories of Creativity 

  Memories of creativity occur inside and outside of the school setting. For Anna 

quite a few of the memories of creativity that stood out to her, occurred around theatre 

and writing.  

Mini-musicals 

  Anna took piano lessons with her grandmother as far back as she could remember. 

This along with the fact that as soon as she could write Anna was scribbling down plays 

and stories, led Anna to acting. Her family was her first audience. Being the oldest of six 

grandkids she was the producer, and actress, and a writer for these family plays, which 

she called “mini-musicals”. They were performed every Easter and Christmas but really 
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every time the family was together, Anna and her cousins would perform. 

… and if there weren’t enough people because as we got older it would just be me 

and my younger female cousin because the boys as they got older would opt out 

of it, when I didn’t have power over them anymore (laughing). So then we would 

do puppet shows. 

  Telling stories and acting them out has always been something she was passionate 

about. When she was eleven, Anna’s family celebrated her birthday, by taking her to a 

play, her babysitter was performing in. It was “Follow the Rabbit”. She knew she wanted 

to be on stage after seeing that play. Her first big break came soon after that when she 

was auditioned to be an emcee for a talent show at her private school and she got it. Anna 

remembers how impressed the judges were that a little 11 year old could have such 

presence and bravery to take the stage. 

Theatre 

  After performing in enough plays she knew she wanted to pursue theatre in high 

school, which again would lead her to the High School for the Arts. “When I was a 

sophomore there I was in with the freshman… I kind of felt like the mother hen.” Theatre 

in High School was a place Anna found great camaraderie amongst a group of fellow 

thespians.  

There were 31 of us and it was just a more intimate setting…with theatre when 

you are doing shows you are at the school until like midnight and so we spent 

every waking hour together and so there was a sense of community but also 

because from a creativity standpoint we would be separated into smaller groups or 

even pairs to create scenes or to come up with scripts. 
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     Anna described what marked theatre as such a strong community was: trust, 

similar goals, enjoying what they were doing, and not competing with each other. “I 

guess we just felt we trusted each other. We all were kind of after the same goal. This 

was something we all loved to do. We enjoyed it… It never felt like I have to get this 

role. We enjoyed it and two of my closest friends, it was never like a competition because 

it was all balanced. We each got major roles. It wasn’t competitive. We could just 

enjoyed doing it.” 

  The strong sense of trust within this environment encouraged creative exploration 

within the community. “This was a group who wouldn’t laugh. They wouldn’t criticize 

me for it. It felt like a safe place to try out ridiculous things.” In saying this, Anna also 

described in rehearsals when the director wasn’t around, she and her fellow actors would 

have so much fun laughing and experimenting with the script. They would imagine and 

then act out each other roles, to see from different perspectives within the story. They 

could move beyond imagining the roles of others from the singular perspective they were 

assigned to and play through from several perspectives. Anna had so much fun with that 

experimentation and enjoyed playing multiple roles in plays whenever possible. 

  Humor was a key to that experimentation because Anna and her friends had to 

feel comfortable in stepping beyond the role they had been practicing so much with. 

Humor is one of tools of imagination mentioned by Kieran Egan (2012). As Anna speaks 

of humor and as I have witnessed as a teacher knowing when and what to laugh at is key 

to using humor. Humor if done in a cynical, critical, or  mean-spirited manner can have 

drastically different effects which I will explore later.  

  Anna didn't want to leave the world of theatre but acting, singing, and dancing 
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just took so much out of her that she couldn't physically do it because of her illness. After 

nearly eight years on stage and countless plays she stopped acting. Her ties to the stage 

would be reconnected when Anna happened to run into someone at the library, and they 

saw the bumper sticker for the High School she had attended. They asked if she was 

interested in directing theatre for children and so Anna was given a way to continue her 

association with theatre. 

Writing 

  After high school Anna took up a job taking care of children. From Anna’s first 

day as a nanny the adventures with children were too ridiculous to not record in some 

way. She took up blogging as a way to remember and as a way to share those stories, 

crazy stories, like “The 8 yr old boy who had a three legged cat and was selling tickets to 

kids on the bus to see it.  No one is going to believe what is happening everyday that I 

need to write it down”.   

  She would even begin posting on another blog her experiences with the dealing 

with her medical condition. Later this would blossom somewhat, as she was approached 

by a company asking her to do a medical blog directed towards patients dealing with an 

illness and the medical field. “The new blog is more of snapshots of my medical 

treatment. It’s normally something happens and I’m so upset at the doctor I fictionalize it, 

it’s kind of narrative non-fiction. I try to tell stories.” 

  Creative writing has been a natural progression for Anna from theatre, in how 

both mediums handle storytelling. They both enable her to imagine and play through 

completely different characters. Anna has taken full advantage of the creative writing 

program at her University snatching up as many hours as her schedule affords her. She 
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has mentioned highly contrasting experiences within the creative writing classes amongst 

two instructors. One instructor, Dr.Whitman, encouraged her to get published (which she 

did) while the other, Ms.Platz, has indirectly convinced her to never pursue an MFA in  

creative writing because of the negative experiences.  

  One final story I wanted to tell about Anna’s creativity occurred in my classroom 

management course on one of the last days. Students had to get up and do final 

presentations. Anna presents her CMP (Classroom Management Plan) for how she will 

manage her own classroom. While, others chose business-style power points or dizzying 

prezis, Anna’s was a story she narrated with images to accompany her words. The story 

was from the perspective of a student meeting, Ms.Anna, his new teacher for the very 

first time. Her story gave such an important perspective of her own future classroom from 

the eyes of a new student. She connected to her peers imaginations with details of the 

sights, sounds and emotions the young boy would nervously encounter on his first day in 

the hospital classroom. Anna included all of the necessary elements required on the rubric 

and went so much further in connecting us all to that first day anxiousness. I as well as 

the class was blown away, some even copied her format, which I didn’t mind because to 

do so required such a clear and detailed imagining of their own classroom. For Anna 

stories and the characters inhabiting those stories have always been at the heart of her 

expression and more recently with her teachings. That day she got all of us imagining 

what it was like not only to be in her classroom, but to be a student in her classroom. I 

was an art piece in that in generated a very powerful and real experience for each of us. 

Moments of Nay-swaying  

  In Brene Brown’s research (2010) she mentioned how when looking at 



 

 

 

105 

connection, disconnection would often be a part of discussions as well. Disconnection 

can lead one to certain paths just as much as strong connections. Connection having a 

gravity to them and disconnection repelling indivduals from situations. I found it 

necessary to include experiences where the imagination was not engaged and my 

participants’ creativity was not encouraged. I labeled these moments nay-swaying 

moments because it wasn’t just someone telling them nay, they not only were moments 

where others words or actions convinced participants to choose path away from the 

situation, subject, or people. 

  Nay-swaying I devised to describe experiences that have had powerful negative 

influence in the ideation of my participants concept of their own creativity and learning. 

In preparing for the interviews, I asked participants to bring any objects or artwork to 

interviews they would like to talk about. Anna mentioned in digging through all of her 

old schoolwork that their was something about how her dad reacted when he saw some of 

her old artwork. It made her wonder whether he had been part of raising doubts about her 

own visual artistic ability. She also didn’t enjoy her elementary art teacher or music 

teacher, because those teachers only gave attention to those they deemed as talented. 

These were both memories that got Anna thinking about possibilities of paths she may 

have taken. These nay swaying moments are really the antithesis of those imaginative 

moments enabling students’ creativity. The following table is a summation of the 

characteristics Anna will describe in her nay-swaying moments. 
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Table 4 Characteristics of Anna's nay-swaying moments 

Characteristics of Anna’s Nay-swaying Moments 
• Competition 
• Raising doubts about her skill 
• Making fun (ridicule)Ridicule 
• Favoritism 
• Negative Criticism 
• Not acknowledging strengths 

 
 

“They were serious actors…”  

In talking about her theatre experience in high school, Anna mentioned the tight 

knit group she spent much of her time with but she also described some students in her 

theatre class who chose to not be a part of the community. 

I’m thinking within a cast there were always people, who would act like they 

were better than the rest of us and set themselves apart. It almost seemed to me, 

they would pretend like they were taking things more seriously even though we 

were always trying… they were ‘serious actors’ (said with sarcasm)…The people 

we avoided were the people we felt would make fun of us for what we were 

doing. 

  The “serious actors” Anna mentions separated themselves from Anna’s circle of 

friends. Competition for parts in the plays caused fracturing amongst some group 

members. Issues of trust arose because Anna and her group members didn’t feel as 

comfortable experimenting and having fun when interacting with the “serious actors”. 

They gave Anna the impression of being better than the rest of the group. 
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“The negative can be crippling.” 

  One specific example of nay-swaying occurred in the creative writing class that 

Anna did not enjoy. The students were talking about obsessions of writers and it was 

suggested to her, by another student: 

“I think yours might be words. Just what people said and how it affects you and 

how it sticks with you.” As a teacher, I would never say something like that to a 

student just because I feel like what you say out loud is so powerful. Then 

especially with young kids that they hear, and from someone who has authority, 

like a teacher, it sticks. That's what you hear over and over again. You don't 

remember the positive. You only hear the negative. It can be crippling.  

  In essence the student was telling her she was obsessed with words people speak 

to her. Negative criticism and pointing out what the critic views as a weakness affected 

Anna very deeply and shut her down for the rest of the critique she was participating in. 

“I can’t even write sentences.”  

  Another similar instance was in the same creative writing class this time it was 

more specific about her style of sentence structure. 

After my workshops this semester, I thought by this point in my life I'd be able to 

just kind of brush it off and for the most part I can, but it took me like a week 

after I got out of my workshop, because they had been so mean that I was like, "I 

can't even write. I don't feel like it because all I can hear is that I can't write 

sentences." That's what I was told is that there is no musicality or rhythm to them 

and I should go back to learning how to restructure subjects and verbs. It was so 

basic, the criticism, that it was like, "I can't even put words together anymore.” 
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Now as a teacher, I wouldn't approach it that way. 

   In the interviews Anna often addresses negative experiences with the fact that she 

plans to never follow the bad examples as she becomes an educator. The negative 

experiences have given clear instructions of what not to do. 

“…Never write poems.”  

Figures of authority can have a great deal of influence over self-perception. The 

following highlights how the educator can be a powerful influence in creative outlets for 

a student. ”I had a creative writing professor tell me that I was pretty good at writing 

stories, but that I should never write poems, which is true.” 

  The art teacher in me was aghast when I heard her say this. She delivered the 

opinion to me as if it was factual. Anna was convinced by his words. She was convinced 

she shouldn’t write poetry. I am not a poet, but I couldn’t imagine telling someone they 

are not a painter simply because they couldn’t do a proper brush technique like a wet-

into-wet blend. I can easily think of five other ways to get a similar value change using 

paint. I prefer wet-into-wet though. My point is that my own preference of technique and 

opinion of the student’s ability, should not interfere with that student’s exploration of the 

technique. The student may just need more practice with the technique.  

  Anna saw through it, stating that:  

With students I still think if you want to be a good writer you need to study poetry 

and how concise they are. You have to say so much in so few words. I think that 

makes you a better fiction writer, so to show students that and how you can try 

everything and how all of it can eventually contribute to the final product. My 

curriculum would be a little bit of everything. 
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  I asked Anna if she could imagine telling a student they shouldn’t write poetry. 

She replied with: 

No, because you may have ... I don't know. I just wouldn't say that. I think that 

even people that are really bad ... Like I'm really bad at poetry because he showed 

me that if I put all of my lines together, it was just a paragraph of a story. He was 

like, “look, you cut your sentences in half and arranged them into a poem, but it's 

actually a story.” I think that you always have strengths of some kind. I would 

never tell someone that ‘You can't do it at all.’ First of all, I don't have that kind 

of authority to- 

  Anna admits she wouldn’t tell a student that. She does reason that this professor 

did have the authority to say such a thing to her not only because of his status as an 

established writer and educator, but also because he explained why she shouldn’t write 

poetry. It was acceptable for him to talk that way because of his position. 

“What is working?”  

  In the contrasting creative writing courses Anna mentioned, they both followed 

the model of MFA creative writing programs:  

Where you have everybody work-shopping one story and so last week I sent my 

latest story out to the group and then they wrote letters about it and…on tuesday I 

brought it (a writing assignment) to class and I had to sit there for 40 minutes 

while they talked about it and I got feedback. Which that’s normal but the teacher 

doesn’t know how to lead it. It can be very painful.  

She compares the two courses saying: 

The thing for me is, we are only turning in two stories the whole semester which 



 

 

 

110 

is what we did for that other class but because we were turning in 1500 words a 

week, I was always writing and always revising and with this (class) I wait until 

the last week and write something new and so I liked having the guidelines and 

the prompts because I feel like that’s what made my writing better.  

  Anna distinguished the facts that in the course she enjoyed with Dr. Whitman: 

there were more guidelines and prompts per week, more readings of exemplary writers, 

and the professor actually wanted to teach, while in the less favorable class, Anna pointed 

out that the teacher clearly wanted to be a writer and not teach. “The first workshop (with 

Ms. Platz) I went home and cried. This one I just wanted to get through it and it became 

so ridiculous that I just started laughing.” Anna hasn’t felt as inclined to write for 

Ms.Platz’s course because students often are not positive about her work. It gets a great 

deal of negative criticism with very little positive feedback. 

  Anna describes in detail how the actual critique should go after classmates have 

read the story:  

When you get someone else’s story. The author can’t say anything until the very 

end, so you just sit there and take it. Which I can handle criticism for the most 

part…it’s supposed to start with one person (from the small groups) summarizing 

the story so everyone knows what happened in the story. Then you start with the 

writers strengths, what is actually working in the piece, what you should 

definitely keep, just because…I think most writers don’t know what they are 

doing well and so you are given the opportunity to hear that ,and then from there 

they start to say “this is what I think you should change”.  
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Table 5 Creative writing workshop format 

MFA creative writing workshop format: 
• Small groups read through each others stories 
• One person summarizes to large group 
• Writers strengths 
• Possible Changes to be made  

 
 

  Personally I, the researcher, have experienced this format with my first degree I 

took a short story writing class and it was very effective. I loved the class, for multiple 

reasons but mainly because the professor was amazing. He entertained us with his stories 

and urged us forward with our own. It was obvious that each critique was about making 

each of us a better writer, but more importantly to keep us writing. If a writer leaves a 

critique not wanting to write another word, what has been achieved? Anna comments on 

this saying:  

I have to feel good about something before I present it to others, I just have my 

own standards…We never got to what was working in the story which is really 

what I needed to hear… and so at the end of it they asked if I had anything else to 

say and I said that was what I really needed is what is actually working because 

they had pretty much torn apart every piece of it…and then they didn’t answer 

that either. (laughing quietly) …so I still don’t know. We get feedback letters 

from every person in the class and those are normally helpful. The last story we 

submitted, someone wrote:  

“Dear (Anna) I think what is working best in your story is your title”…which I 

mean it’s like, ”Thank you (laughing heartily) I’ll keep the title…and nothing 



 

 

 

112 

else”. 

  In the end Anna admits that after Ms.Platz’s course… she definitely doesn’t want 

to do an MFA program in creative writing. It just wasn’t what she wanted to do with her 

life, hearing others constant negative criticism. She decided she couldn’t handle it. But 

she will continue writing and will go back and take Dr. Whitman one more time for many 

reasons but one being the small groups in his course was much more effective and 

constructive than the larger groups in Ms.Platz’s course because people were more 

careful with their words in small groups.  

  These nay-swaying memories give a good idea of the techniques Anna will not be 

incorporating into her creative spaces within her classroom, but have definitely 

influenced how she approaches students. The following section, in contrast, speaks to 

aspects of teaching she has experienced which positive ways in which the teacher can 

interact with and affect students own imaginations urging them to creative outlets. 

Passionate Practitioners 

  Passionate Practitioners is a term I devised because of the way my participants 

described their own experiences with memorable educators. This section refers to Anna’s 

reflections around the creative aspects of what it is to be an educator. The themes she 

uncovered through her storying are: practicing what one teaches, exposing the challenges 

we face as educators to our students, modeling, and being creative in how we teach and 

the approach taken with students.  
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Table 6 Characteristics of passionate practitioners for Anna 

Passionate Practitioners: 
• Teaching as a profession 
• Practicing what one teaches 
• Modeling the process  
• Showing Mistakes 
• Being creative in process and teaching 
• Improv in Teaching (In-flight Adjustments) 

 

"Those who can't do…teach"  

  In the United States teaching is often not held in the highest regard as a 

profession. “Professional” is commonly used to denote those working in business and not 

education. This negative view is something I personally had to deal with as I began 

teaching, because I myself only valued teaching so much. It was to be a stepping stone 

for me, to some other career. I only say this because Anna brought up a similar line of 

thinking, where she felt it necessary to reassess her own perspective of the teaching 

profession. 

I feel like I've grown up hearing that if you're a teacher then you can't be a writer. 

If you want to be a writer, then you should really just do that, that in a way 

teaching would be almost a step down. Kind of the, “Those who can't do, teach”, I 

feel like I've really been influenced by that, to the point where really in the last 

year, I think I've had to stop and almost rearrange my thinking just because it's so 

built into the way I see things. I just can't shake it. 

  Two There are two issues Anna has pointed out with her previous statement. First, 

the value (or lack thereof) of teaching within our society and second the educator as a 

practitioner of what they teach. 
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  The first is a deeply complicated issue when an educator such as Anna, new to the 

profession is having to rearrange her own perspective before going into teaching. As an 

artist/educator, I had similar thoughts as I was going into teaching. When I began I 

believed that teaching wasn’t as important as doing my own art. Again, it was going to be 

a stepping stone. This could be attributed to a mere personal ignorance of the profession 

but I think it goes much deeper than that.  

  After teaching for several years and coming to a new understanding, my conflict 

shifted to seeing art teachers who weren’t practitioners of their subject. I felt this de-

professionalized the art teacher position. How can one teach art when if they don’t even 

produce art themselves? This also is what Anna addresses in feeling like she should do 

one or the other because to do both well will be too difficult. When in actuality I have 

found in my experience being an active and passionate practitioner of the art which I 

teach has only given me new paths to teaching, assessing,  and understanding my own 

teachings.  

“I was trying to write next him”  

  In my own classroom I found fellow artists (students) responded so well to seeing 

me struggle with my own artwork. It’s easy to see a final product and be intimidated by 

the polish of it, but that is because the viewer only sees the final success and not all the 

little failures that came before the polished look. All of the doubting and difficulties that 

make success worth striving for, need to be shared. How can we expect students to be 

creative if we aren’t showing them how we as educators are creators? 

  Anna relates a story of how in one of her literacy education with Dr. Mousey a 

guest speaker touched on this practitioner theme saying: 
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“Every time your students write something, you have to be writing too”. From 

that standpoint, like today when my student was writing about imagination or 

writing his own story I had a pen and I was trying to write beside him. When he 

turns his in, I can be like, “Hey, here's mine.” When I want students to have rough 

drafts, I can be like, “Yep, here are all my errors and you can see mine right out 

here with yours. I did the same assignment”.  

  It is important to Anna, that her students see the value of the work she is having 

them do. The teacher does not need to be perfect nor pretend be. With post-modernist 

perspective of each individual being a source of knowing the teacher doesn’t need to be 

perfection. The teacher needs to be honest. Teaching along with creating are processes 

full of difficulties that students can understand as part of the game and not game breakers. 

Anna goes on to say: 

I almost feel like a high school writer again while also teaching and showing them 

that, "Look, my writing is not where it should be either. I always have a rough 

draft. I always have to go back, and sometimes it takes a year until I actually see 

all of the mistakes. Then two years later I find more”…Showing my students that, 

like even in little academic assignments, “This is me as a writer sitting beside you. 

You're a writer too right now, and I'm doing the same thing that you are. I might 

be finishing college, and you're still in high school, but we're still kind of doing 

the same things, and we'll always be doing the same things because this isn't 

something that you ever achieve”. 

  This allows students to gain understanding of educator as a person. It also allows 

students to see their teachers as students in the making. We are all continuously learning. 
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Again reinforcing the processes the students are doing is just as important to the teacher 

but also that what they are learning can be applied throughout the timeline of their lives. 

Learning isn’t a one-stop shop, but instead can be a way of approaching everyday 

experiences. Focusing students on the idea of process and the continuity involved in just 

pushing through and to keep working in order to hone it. My mom left me an Irish maze 

with the quote “Just Keep Walking”, and I love how it applies to the creative process 

because to just merely continue changes the equation and our relation to it. This quote has 

also been indispensable with the process of narrative research because to keep pushing 

forward regardless of the distance to travel, is key to figuring out the process. 

“There is more to our lives as teachers…” 

  A related insight Anna touched upon was how we educators being viewed as 

creators can bring us closer to our students.  

Dr. Mousey stressed we need to be creative as teachers, in the field we teach we 

need to be doing. A reading teacher needs to be writing and reading. Trying new 

things as a person in order to show students how it’s done. There is more to our 

lives as teachers and who we are as people can influence the classroom.  

  Again when seeing the educator as a practitioner students not only learn more of 

the subject and its importance but also more about the teacher as an individual. It’s a way 

to get students excited about a subject because its an important part of our way of living. 

Creativity in Teaching Strategies 

  A theme continually resurfacing with my participants is that of the teacher also 

being creative in devising and delivering lessons. Anna refers to her education courses in 

saying,  
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The strategies we are taught are creative…especially when you see what is 

normally being done in classrooms in observations. People are just preparing for 

the STAAR and its just worksheets. Our strategies are creative. So if we take what 

we are being taught it will work. 

  Here Anna refers to the STAAR (standardized testing in Texas) assessment as 

though teachers she observed are allowing the assessment tests to commandeer the 

curriculum. She pointed out that the strategies she has been taught, will enable her to do 

much more than that with her own teachings. She relates that and experience in her 

teacher training: 

this semester teaching I had to choose three (attributes) that were my goals for the 

semester. I chose broad categories and one of them was creativity: so we are 

getting assessed by supervisors. Professors don’t say it in terms of you “need to 

be creative” …I think I would connect it more with “you need to be able to 

engage your students no matter what”, that will imply some creativity.  

  In a literacy course specifically the creativity came in the form of how to get 

students excited about reading. 

For the English majors, it’s kind of what we’ve been taught over and over again, 

but for this (literacy) class it’s especially for other majors, science or math. It’s 

how to be creative, about how to get kids to read and enjoy it. …I feel like it 

causes it to stick, when you're creative. With my memory these days, it's been so 

bad with the Lyme that I've paid more attention to how I'm learning because I'm 

realizing that my kids also have short-term memory issues, so every technique 

that I use, I turn around and teach to them. I say, "Hey, this one works, and this 
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one doesn't." What I remember is normally the things that are different from 

everything else. 

Anna goes on to relay how differently the teaching styles have been in her education 

courses. 

...like Dr. Montana who's taken a creative approach. (In a) lot of my other reading 

classes where we were given a ton of information on how to teach reading just by 

Power Point, some of it stuck, but a lot of it didn't. Because Dr. Montana has 

taken such a creative approach to teaching us how to teach writing, with games 

and with actually doing... We'll come up with these fun little rhyming poems that 

teach adverbs or something.  

By creating and doing it that way, and it's silly and fun hearing other people do it. 

It's not just having her say, "You need to ... Your students need to understand 

adverbs, so that's something you should focus on”. By saying, "This is a way you 

can do it. Now try it out, and hear other people doing it." It's so different that it 

sticks with you. I think as far as learning, that's what I retain, is the stuff that's not 

like anything that I've seen before. I think both the originality of it and the fact 

that it's normally fun and you're engaged. When it's something that's creative, it's 

normally you're participating in it. It's not just a passive form of learning. 

  In Anna’s teaching program she has experienced a wide variety of teaching 

techniques and the ones she associates with inspiring her own learning are the creative 

techniques which allow for doing. They were not only interactive, encouraging student 

collaboration but also entertaining. They were fun and these attributes helped Anna’s 

own retention of the techniques. 
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“Just the little thought bubbles…”  

  Anna then related some stories she has had in teaching students at the hospital, 

where she has already had some student-teaching experience. One student in particular: 

had become blind in the last few weeks because of basically a botched surgery. It 

was kind of, "This is a six percent chance of this happening in your surgery. We 

don't think it's going to happen."…then it did. It was heartbreaking because he 

was in there, he's smiling, couldn't see, still trying to be happy. He was 

completely alone. Family wasn't around, and I knew I'd be able to work with him. 

He's really pretty smart and very…you can tell, driven. His normal teacher had 

given him the audio-tapes for a graphic novel of A Tale of Two Cities. I went in 

to work with him, and before I did, I realized that what she'd given him: it was 

just the little thought bubbles really, from a comic strip. That was all he was 

hearing.  

Anna goes on to reflect on her issues with this, criticizing how inconsiderate of the 

students own learning and abilities.  

There's so many problems with this. I would never have given him a Tale of Two 

Cities because I just think we need to do high interest right now. The format of it, 

he wasn't even going to be able to understand what was going on. Then it didn't fit 

with eleventh grade English. It wasn't even part of the curriculum for really any 

school district in the country. I went in, and I talked to him. He was able to 

summarize the whole thing, what he thought had gone on. I just started talking to 

him because he's like, "I listened to it three times, and I tried to figure it out." I 

started talking to him about what he was interested in, and he just wanted 
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someone to talk to him for as long as I could stay. I was asking him what he was 

interested in, and he said, "Military." I said, "Okay. I'll find something for you." 

  With this student Anna identified that accommodations were not being made 

properly in that he wasn’t given an audio version of a book but instead an audio of just 

the dialogue of a graphic novel. She also identified that this was not a story for his grade 

level or even one he would find interesting. Her story ends by taking direction for the 

lesson from the students own needs and interests. 

Teaching as improv. 

  Anna relays a story of another student she has been working with in the hospital 

where she had to get creative with how to approach the student. 

He's like an eighty year old man in the body of a tenth grader. He's awesome. 

When he got to his narrative essay he was supposed to write it  on imagination, or 

“use your imagination to tell a story”. He wrote, "Imagination is a process, da, da, 

da…”. It was so well written, but it wasn't a story at all. Today, for the lesson 

plan...I read two passages, out loud, that were narrative and expository, so he 

could hear the difference. Both were about Thanksgiving, but one was very 

obviously a story and one was more dates and stuff. Which one did you enjoy 

more?" He said, the expository, so most of my lesson today was gone after that 

because I had planned to focus on the entertainment side of stories, and he was 

just like, "Well, that one is more entertaining”. The rest of it was improv. I 

realized he had no idea really what a narrative was, so it was kind of going back 

from scratch and coming up with examples on the spot. By the end of it, he was 

able to come up with his own story. He was really excited about it. He was like, 
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"Miss Anna. I learned something today." I'm like, "Yeah!” I'm finding that even 

when we think we know what their weaknesses are, we never do. It's a lot of 

improv. That's where my theater finally is coming in. 

  Anna illustrates in this story, as educators, the uncertainty of where or how a 

lesson is going to play out, because the most important variable within a lesson can’t be 

assessed until it begins and that is the students. Anna realized this mid lesson and 

adjusted completely to the needs of the student with excellent results. Teaching as improv 

is an acknowledgement that a lesson may need some creative adjustments to meet 

students’ needs.  

Anna’s Imaginative Space for Creativity 

  Having worked through the importance of the educator as a practitioner, I now 

want to explore some of Anna’s experiences of which focus more directly on establishing 

creative connections with students. She establishes how important it is to first get to 

know the students to find their strengths and build from there. “It just comes back to 

knowing the students and the way that they think and what you're going to have to do 

with them. That's kind of my approach.” She did express concern out how differently this 

may play out with a class size of 30 students. The following chart is a breakdown of some 

of Anna’s approaches which build on the educator as a practitioner. 
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Table 7 Anna's creative space. 

Anna’s Space for Creativity in Learning: 
• Creative practitioner and educator 
• Identify and show students their strengths 
• Help them realize their context and beyond it 
• Help them find a niche/Options in projects 
• Prompts specific and general 
• Adjust for engagement 
• Structure 

 

Strength Based Teachings “An ordinary person facing an obstacle”  

  Strength based teaching was a subject that came up in several instances in 

speaking with Anna.  Anna also talked about how she is learning to adjust to the needs of 

some of her students based on the strengths she picks up on in conversations with them. 

I think I'm learning how to spin things with my students, especially ones that are 

very new to writing. Like with my ESL students, who are learning how to write 

sentences and are trying to write paragraphs. Obviously they're not great because 

they are just learning English, but they're always doing something well. I always 

try to focus on their strengths so that they know. If they get rid of the rest of it and 

hang on that they've got something. They just add more on to that. It's more of 

building on to the good things and not just focusing on what you're not good at. 

  All students come to the classroom with a diverse of set of physical and mental 

strength and weaknesses. While it is important to take the weaknesses into consideration 
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the strengths are where Anna finds herself repeatedly teaching from. 

Illuminating Resources “They think they don’t have anything”  

 Identifying strengths is not enough, Sometimes students need to be shown what 

their strengths are, by finding out what they want and finding concrete ways to show 

them what they have.  

Anna relates a story in teaching writing, to show students they have plenty to say. 

“I’ve even recorded one of them with my phone because they can say things out 

loud …and they have all these great ideas, but then when they put their pen to 

paper they're just like, ‘I’m stuck. I've got nothing. But you can tell me about it, 

so why don't we just sit here and talk and I'm going to ask you questions?" 

Realizing for some students that's how writing is going to work. It's talking out 

loud and recording it, and then transcribing all of it. Then working with what we 

have because they think they don't have anything when really they're just writing 

a story out loud by talking.” 

  It is a powerful realization that we each have something to say. If we have 

experienced anything then we have a story to tell. Anna’s published short story comes to 

mind for me because her subject matter is that of this waiting game played, when 

working with doctors.  

  While dealing with doctors may not seem like an exciting subject, that is exactly 

what makes her writing phenomenal, because of the breadth and life she brings to those 

moments we can all relate to. She describes sitting in a waiting room as the doctor talks it 

up outside the hallway, assuming we can’t hear what he says, as our eyes study the stale 

prison we find ourselves in. Anna’s semi-fictional retelling of her own experiences are so 



 

 

 

124 

effective because of her own voice, which makes everything so tangible.  

  Tapping into the human condition is one of the most difficult things to do as an 

artist and I feel like it happens when we begin with the experiences with which are most 

familiar. Showing students that their experiences have great value has helped Anna 

unearth work writing with her students. 

Seeing Student Context: “A future outside of the four walls…” 

  Illuminating students resources is a specific form of helping students see their 

own context. Anna enjoys teaching specifically in hospitals because she likes working 

one on one with the students. Figuring out what they already know, what will be 

challenging for them and then to figure out what they are interested in and see it all work 

together. “I'm getting to see them get excited about learning. I love that. I like watching 

kids become readers and writers.” 

  As confined as students in a school may feel, it’s easy to imagine in a hospital an 

even stronger sense of confinement. “The best part about being an English teacher is 

getting to share what I love with them and to get to see these kids actually realize that 

they have a future outside of the four walls of their hospital room. That's probably the 

biggest part is getting to show them and watch each of the students have that moment 

where they realize, ‘I get to do something else with my life. Maybe there is something 

else that I can do that'll be right for me, and I'm not always going to be in this room" 

Then actually getting to help prepare them for it.” Anna reflected on how when working 

with students at the hospital she began compare her own experiences being in the hospital 

and dealing with illness.  

I’m learning more I think about what I experienced from high school by watching 
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my kids at Texas Children's and how being sick is what they know. When people 

come in and they're very sympathetic or they make a big deal about it, they're 

confused, especially the younger ones because that's what they know. When it's 

just kind of normal  

  Anna points out how people visiting come with a much different perspective than 

that of the patient in that the illness or ailment is the focus for them. For those living with 

it though it is just another part of life. She goes further in recalling her own experience: 

I just kind of dealt with it because it was like, …Okay. This is what I have to go 

through, since I had been sick before high school, it wasn't like it just came out of 

nowhere. I think that would have been different. It was gradual, so that helps too 

as far as adjusting. I don't know. It all happened so slowly. It was kind of a day-

by-day or what happened more with change. It wasn't ever like one afternoon my 

life completing changed, so I was able to adapt as we went…With some of my 

kids at Texas Children's, their life was completely normal, and they had a car 

accident, and now everything has changed, and they can't walk or something 

major. Mine was just so gradual that it became normal, and I stopped thinking of 

it as anything else. 

  In looking at the difference between her own experiences and that of her students 

Anna exemplifies consideration of students’ context. Imagining what it is like in 

comparison to her own adds sensitivities to her relationship with students. In the 

following example Anna tells of a student who was in a car accident. She used a lesson 

on archetypes as an opportunity for him to write through his own memories and of the 

accident and to imagine what would come next.   
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I had a tenth grader…I don’t know if he was in a gang but he was just in a rough 

lifestyle, drugs…and alcohol. He was in this car accident and now he’s pretty 

much at a 3rd grade level and they say he’s totally different. He’s very sweet. I had 

him take the archetypes we had seen in this fiction story and apply them to his 

own life, like the hero. 

A story is just taking an ordinary person and having them face an obstacle and 

what do they do with the obstacle: They either overcome it or they are going to 

fail. So I had him apply that to his own life and said you need to do it about the 

car accident. He wrote his own story and then wrote in his own ending ‘after 

being in the wheel chair months later and then junior could walk’. When he 

showed it to me on paper he was so proud of it and he loved the idea of what was 

now and what could possibly be and seeing his own story on paper and the 

redemptive quality of it. 

Seeing beyond the four walls can be difficult for anyone let alone children. Being 

aware of our context can be part of the creative process in a way of processing our own 

experiences. The three dimensional space defined by Clandinin and Connelly in the 

writing of narrative gives insights into experience and is something Anna hopes to instill 

in her students.  

Finding their Niche 

Anna really enjoyed her 4th grade teacher lessons because the teacher gave lots of 

options with the form of how to do projects. Anna liked that. It gave her freedom. With 

the wall of presidents whether sculpture or poster or diorama she could choose the 

medium with which to express what she had learned. 
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In your class [classroom management] choice has been a big thing to realize. To 

see kids as individuals that are going to want to express what they are learning in 

different ways. We’ve been taught strategies and possible assignments to give our 

kids that I feel like are creative.” Anna did stress here that education classes 

haven’t taught how to encourage students to be creative directly though but more 

subtly through modeling.  

  When asked to relate her teaching style in theatre compared to teaching writing 

Anna replied that ,“It goes back to why I want to be a teacher. Those are both such broad 

categories that each person can kind of find their place in both of those fields. Not 

everybody's going to be a storyteller in my writing category, but you might be really 

good at making lists, or anything. There's always one category that you can get excited 

about.” 

  This necessitates a searching with the student, an exploration within a subject. 

Feedback and communication with students while working through assignments are ways 

that Anna has achieved this.  

She describes one other student,”with him he wanted to be a police officer so I 

printed off the police academy exams…that you have to study to become a police officer 

and we used that to study punctuation and grammar. He had been opposed to writing until 

he actually  did it. Doing it about himself I think that changes things as well versus 

writing something that doesn’t seem relevant to your own life. I think thats the key: 

everyone should write creatively in ways relevant to their own life.”  

Prompts/Coauthored Imagining  

 Another technique Anna tried was beginning a story through what if? questions 
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and personal prompts.  

I was trying to get him to think of anything crazy, just "What if something started 

happening right now in this classroom that was insane?" He said, "What if it 

started raining money outside in the streets like in the event center?" I said, 

"Okay. It starts raining money, and then what happens next? Do we just all sit 

here and continue to work while it's raining money, and we can see?" He said, 

"No. I probably would run outside and start collecting it."  

I said, "Okay. Well, what if ..." I know he's really into fighting and WWE and all 

that. I said, "Well, what if someone comes up to you. Some huge guy comes up to 

you and starts taking ... Grabs all the money before you can get to it?" He was 

like, "Then I'd punch him." I was like, "But he's a lot bigger than you. What are 

you going to do?" 

He was like, "Then I'd start running down the street." It was like, "How do I get 

him to go from there?" By the end of it, he had a whole story, which was a really 

funny story. 

With this experience Anna exhibited not only her own excitement for devising a story 

with student but also how contagious her excitement was. She coauthored the story only 

with regard to momentum because he was the one spelling out the situations. Also Anna 

was sensitive to the students own interests which only added to the excitement of the 

story making process. Anna words sums it up quite eloquently saying: 

I think a lot of times these kids are really creative naturally, they just don't realize 

it.  A lot of times I think as a teacher I'm trying to hear what they're actually 

saying and getting them to realize what they're saying and putting it down. Say, 
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"Okay. This is good use this and keep using it." Then figuring out their process 

for getting there.” 

Emulation 

  Anna mentioned a technique called emulation, which I too have found very useful 

in encouraging students’ own creativity while connecting to an exemplar’s imagination. 

Dr. Whitman her creative writing professor would have the students read new exemplars 

every week and then write the style of the exemplar, “…and I loved that class and I loved 

the format because I need to see what good writing looks like …it was a different style of 

writing every week and there were a lot of stories I disliked but I could always see what 

was working and then he would give us the opportunity to try it out and then in the 

process of trying to imitate that writer it would always kind of merge into something of 

our own…I loved writing during that class because I actually enjoyed learning what the 

other writers had done and he would point out things I had never seen before. 

 Within my art classes I would do something very similar, where students would 

each choose an artist from anywhere in history and they would study that artist, their style 

their place in history. Then the students would create a piece in the style of the artist but 

with the students own spin on it. Finally they would present the piece to the class and 

give backstory on the artist and the style they focused on.  

  Emulation may seem like copying but its actually a very personal assignment 

because the student is making the choices of what to focus on and why. I felt as though 

choices were made based on the needs of the student. I had one girl in particular whose 

style was very clean, determined, methodical, and slow. She wanted to counteract her 

pace so she chose to emulate Jackson Pollock. Yes, those splatter paintings that all too 
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often are followed by “my kid could paint that.” But anyone knowledgeable about 

painting knows how very difficult it is to do because first his technique and second his 

ability to balance a piece. He was just as much a dancer as a painter. My student learned 

as well but she had so much fun doing it and I think it took her three tries before she was 

satisfied with the result. 

Structure and Creativity  

  For Anna while imagination may be an exploration outside the box and 

connecting objects normally disconnected, creativity requires structure and follow 

through. It can’t just be random. “Realizing that I can’t just throw paint, thats probably 

why my art didn’t work out so well in elementary school because I was just like ‘that’s 

what I feel like putting down today’’. Anna relates how much her conception of her own 

creativity with writing today has evolved because she now realizes the follow through 

required. “I want to finish these stories so I can publish them, but even if I don’t send 

them anywhere I want to feel that its complete so that I’m satisfied with what I’ve created 

in the end.“ 

  Many of Anna’s experiences around creativity with students to this point have 

been about getting them to be more creative but she did relate a story about one student 

who had the opposite problem, she was bursting with creative thoughts, just as the 

younger Anna did. 

I have a fourth grader who loves to write, a little girl. Her process is going to be 

completely different because she's got all of the ideas already and has notebooks 

and notebooks and notebooks of ideas. It's a very different approach to try to pull 

out her creativity and use it because with her, it's already out. I'm not having to 
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pull it out of her. It's there. It's, "Okay. Now how do I mold it and shape it into 

something and show her you can't just throw all these ideas at someone. You've 

got to kind of ease them into it because not everyone's going to be as excited 

about this as you. Let's take it one small step at a time. 

 Anna experienced the same as young student so full of ideas and putting them out 

there whenever possible and related how her she feels less imaginative today but more 

creative in that she funnels her imagination into very specific forms in her writing. Thus 

she is happy with what she produces because it is a well-crafted creative representation of 

her imaginative thoughts. 

 Anna stated that her standards have changed and on the whole she feels less 

imaginative in some categories and she feels more creative. Anna thinks of imaginative 

as more of a mindset. Anna attributes this to the fact that she always has a lot more going 

on than when she was a kid. Anna feels as though she is much more intentional about her 

creativity but less imaginative.  

 At younger ages students feel very comfortable sharing creative ideas as Beghetto 

(2000) confirms. Structure and exemplars acts as a way of harnessing that creative 

energy. In contrast as students spend more time with a subject area the knowledge base 

required widens and the technique involved requires more practice.  

 The educator acts as a gauge of where the students is with their own creativity in 

order to adapt teachings to follow suit. For some students this may mean more exemplars 

and more detailed instructions along with the knowledge of the lesson while others may 

need just need help prioritizing and focusing ideas. 

 In thinking back on her experiences in the High School for the Arts, Anna 
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compared the different artistic mediums the students could specialize in. They each had 

different ways of approaching students creativity. Seeing students in theatre throwing 

random things together and calling it creative had a powerful affect on her own definition 

of creativity. 

It’s not just a freedom. It can’t just be random…I think other areas of the school 

might do a better job at that, I don’t know about the actual visual art department, 

they might be more like the theatre department but the dancers were always kind 

of criticized for being stuck in this rigid structure because they did the ballet 

training, they would be weighed once a week. It was more military-esque and so 

people would criticize the dancers say “your not as creative, you don’t deserve to 

be here”.  

But I think because they had that structure when they were actually given 

opportunities to choreograph their own shows they were better prepared for that, 

than those of us in the theatre department who just did like random stuff “ 

I’m realizing this with writing all the time. You don’t want to have to say there 

are rules but there are kind of guidelines and look at pretty much every good story 

and say ok it might not follow a stock pattern but at the same time like the 

sentence style is varied even that is a really broad category its still a really tight 

rule you can check off as you are going down.  

  I think more how I look at creativity now, it helps to have the training and the  

  structure as you are learning and even later because you use that as the foundation 

  to create something new and unless you have a foundation you can’t go from  

  there. Foundation of methods and history in a given field is necessary to a point.” 
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Conclusion 

 Anna bows, the curtains fall, the crowd applauds 

 Cavanicci appears again 

 “Hello again! Well this concludes your time with Anna the Shaman. As she leaves 

the stage hopefully her stories stay with you. Using her powers of the imagination in 

experiencing and exploring the place of the other through stage and writing and sharing 

these powers. She has not only mastered these arts but illuminated these abilities in 

others. Anna has achieved these feats through seeking to understand students: their 

strengths, their interests, their abilities, their context, and in turn help students  better 

understand their own place through creative acts of the imagination! On to our next 

act…. 
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CHAPTER FIVE – OPENING THE FORUM 

 

Figure 16 Forum Poster. 

  “Ladies and gentleman, the second act I have in store for you is a man who has 

dedicated a good portion of his life to the quest for self knowledge. For the Romans a 

forum, was an open and public space for discussion and that is exactly what our man 

Forum wants. He seeks open conversations, in the interest of knowledge. He has been 

challenging the ideas of his own and others for many years now.  He stands before you 

with conviction but also with an openness to listen.” 

  “Those cards he holds are not mere playing cards, they represent thoughts and  
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philosophies. Each thought represented remarkably succinct and clear. You see the cards 

are not permanent fixtures attached to those playing with them, although some cards may 

carry greater value or be held longer. They can always be analyzed or exchanged. Each 

card is an idea awaiting further exploration or even to be challenged. He wants to 

empower his audience with seeking out and choosing their own cards. This is an 

uncovering as he puts it. Brushing away the dirt at ones feet to see what lies beneath. A 

confronting of self and experience with new situations and new information. The 

creativity for Forum is in the formulation and delivery of thoughts. Forum is about the 

acquisition and trading of cards. He lays them out in front of you and encourages you to 

do the same but what is this? Your pockets are already filled with cards you didn’t even 

know were there?! Forum strikes again! Bwahahaha!” 

Kaleb’s Initial Definition of Imagination and Creativity 

  In defining imagination and creativity Kaleb’s thoughts revolve around potentials 

and acting upon those potentials. Imagination and creativity for him or tied very closely 

together. He talks about imagination as: 

The creative capacity of the student and\or the teacher. I think imagination is… 

essentially that creativity a student or individual might have. The capacity to think 

beyond what is accustomed or generally accepted as the norm of education and 

intelligence. I think imagination is finding creative or unique solutions or unique 

ways of thought, that are different than what people are accustomed to or the 

status quo is accustomed to…I think imagination is the essence behind what can 

be creativity. I think that the concept of imagination is almost like the foundation 

that is put forth towards what can or cannot be considered creative. 
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Table 8 Kaleb's definition of imagination. 

Kaleb’s Definition of Imagination: 
• Thinking beyond the norm 
• Ways of thinking beyond the status quo 
• The capacity for creativity 
• Foundation of creativity 
• Finding unique solutions 

 

So I think that creativity perhaps can be a way that you… a venue…well not a 

venue but some manner, way, or action that you take in order to bring forth that 

imagination into the real world. It is crafting this imagination. I think that 

creativity is finding unique ways to use that imagination and to fuel the creative 

process. I guess creativity is the action and imagination is almost the foundational 

thought behind the action. 

Table 9 Kaleb's definition of creativity 

Kaleb’s Definition of Creativity 
• Manner, way, or action bringing forth imagination into the real world 
• Finding unique ways to use the imagination 
• Crafting of the imagination 

  In beginning our conversations on imagination and creativity Kaleb did not feel as 

though he was or is creative. The more we dug into his past though his perceptions of his 

own creativity changed. After defining creativity and imagination on his own terms,  and 

then looking back especially at high school his most passionate involvements were where 

he poured his creativity. These activities allowed him to encounter others imaginations in 

creative ways.  
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Kaleb’s Educational Background 

  Kaleb’s earliest memories of grade school would be in the New Orleans school 

system. The education system was so far behind in Louisiana that even though Kaleb 

attended a strict private school it couldn’t prepare him for the public schools of Texas 

which he would soon attend.  

  Hurricane Katrina came and New Orleans would never be the same. The 

hurricane pushed Kaleb and his family out of Louisiana and into the city of Houston, 

Texas. In order to catch him up to speed, he was homeschooled for a bit when they first 

moved to the suburbs of Houston. 

  Homeschooling was a daily battle against endless workbooks, Kaleb resorted to 

acts of deviousness in the form of cheating. “My poor mother…”, he says with a devilish 

smile. Unfortunately, the cheating did catch up to Kaleb’s with entrance into junior high 

school.  He had difficulty keeping up because as he puts it he “didn’t have strong 

foundation or the discipline to follow through”. The lessons his parents tried to instill 

hadn’t quite stuck. He would persevere though and his grades would rise to the occasion. 

  High School for Kaleb was when his education truly began to take shape. Looking 

back he would plot his this stage of his life along three dimensions: education, romance, 

and debate. In high school the pressure was much greater from his parents to perform and 

to step up to his potential because his younger siblings were watching. He was expected 

to set the example is what his parents told him.  

  Kaleb remembers all to well his Mom saying, “you are a very intellectual person 

you are very smart just like your dad. So if you are not performing it’s probably because 

you’re not putting you best foot forward”.  He may not have agreed as a teenager but in 
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retrospect he admitted they were probably right. 

  The first half of high school for Kaleb wasn’t too inspiring but that all would 

change his sophomore year with debate. He found community there, along with purpose. 

It would be the beginning of his own dedicated self-education.  

  Kaleb graduated high school and is currently attending the University of Houston 

working on an education degree in reading. I taught Kaleb in one of my Classroom 

Management classes. After hearing his approach to addressing scenarios and the 

storytelling manner in which he addressed the class, I had to know more.  He has since 

begun student teaching and coaching students in debate.  

Kaleb’s Memories of Creativity 

  Again, at first Kaleb felt as though he had no real stories to share of his own 

creativity. I didn’t say it to him, but I feel everyone has a creative outlet so I knew I just 

needed to keep talking with him. With very little digging some of Kaleb’s most 

passionate interests were also where he found his most creative actions.   

The Young Architect and his family. 

 Kaleb collected architecture books as a child. He would read them and carefully 

study every picture. He was sold on the concept of becoming an architect and he loved 

building things out of Legos.  

  He speaks of his childhood as being oriented towards building foundations, like 

lego blocks linking together to give him strength and direction.  His dad instilled in him a 

set of virtues which he has never forgotten: “Always do your best, obey authority, 

remember your love, always tell the truth, and never complain.”  

  Kaleb remembers how his father “would reinforce these rules and he would find 
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ways to apply them to us. The interesting thing about it is that it applies so well to every 

situation. I feel that my childhood educational experience were based for the most part 

around the foundational concepts that my father and my mother reinforced positively 

within me.”  

I think that I can’t say I wasn’t a creative child because my dad raised us to be 

creative thinkers in fact he would always want us to think. The thing he would 

always say is ‘think before you do things and find your own way to do them’ and 

so I think that his kind of lessons helped me to evolve into a creative thinker even 

if I don’t remember what creativity came out of anything pre-high school debate 

career. I think that his instructions helped to create an imaginative person…and 

my mom did too. It can’t just be one parent. People need to make choices on their 

own and I think that I also chose at one point to embrace or promote imaginative 

thinking…to be responsible for my own education. 

Kaleb felt as though these foundations gave him the ability to confidently choose his own 

paths of knowledge. They gave him a value system by which to navigate within these 

paths of knowledge, as well.  

Debate 

  Stories of debate came up often in my Classroom Management class when Kaleb 

addressed the class. He was very excited to talk about debate and it was obvious how 

important it has been to his life. As a researcher I wanted to know more about how it 

impacted his life and may impact his teaching. “Debate was the heart and soul of high 

school for me. In fact if there is one thing I miss about high school it’s not the girls it’s 

not the friends, it’s not the ease of classes and the class load…it’s debate that I miss the 
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most of all.”  

  In high school joining debate changed so much about how he viewed education. It 

gave him a clear picture of why education was important to his life, not as a way of 

making money or getting good grades but as a way of understanding and interacting with 

the world around him.  

There was a point in my education around my sophomore year in high school 

when I became really invested in debate. I realized that the public school isn’t 

responsible for my education…I’m responsible for my education. I began reading 

a lot more on my own. My mom would actually be upset because I would stay up 

so late reading on my own. I would read so many books. I would read a lot of 

fiction and philosophy books. I became more accustomed to reading a lot of 

political philosophy. I read a lot of Karl Marx and a lot of Nozick. A lot of kind of 

radical anarchists and communist literature from the right and left spectrum.” 

  He elaborated that these leftist and counterculture readings gave him a way to 

study and deconstruct issues he saw around him. It gave him a way of feeling powerful 

about not only his own knowledge but who he was and could be. 

In high school I perceived it in more of a Foucaultian sense which was power and 

if I could have power I could control everything (said jokingly). It’s a human 

thing, is what Foucault concludes. This is such a powerful thought for a teenager, 

to be aware of how much power one has over who they are and who they can 

become….I think debate was the best thing I could have done in high school and 

the best activity and one that definitely was the major cause for me to be reading 

so much to immerse myself in so many critical theorists and educational 
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philosophers and political and contemporary metaphysical philosophers…debate 

pretty much is the reason I am who I am now.” 

  Kaleb attributes debate to being a part of his identity. He then describes that 

identity further in describing two approaches to debate that he experienced: “To set the 

foundation there are two types of debaters. Two styles of debate that are predominant. 

Almost like two corners. For every activity theres got to be two sides to the coin.” The 

two sides are the utilitarians which are more to the right and conservative and the side he 

aligns with are the criticalists aligned with the left. 

  The utilitarians “prefer argumentative positions that surround themselves with 

maintaining political order, maintaining the stability of the status quo. What I would say 

is a positivist outlook on the world. We called them the util-hacks…utilitarian hacks. 

They seek only the greatest good for the greatest number of people. People are all just 

numbers. ‘We need to just preserve as much life as we can’”. 

I don’t align myself with that corner…not that it’s a bad mode of thought but I 

think that if unchecked it leads to a lot of problems and it stifles creativity for 

students along the away. I would say that’s more the conservative side of debate 

that does that. 

The problem with the right side is that so many of the arguments have been done 

before that it’s just reiteration there’s never any unique individual spin on 

anything”. Kaleb felt as though there was little imagination with the utilitarians 

because they would continually rehash and reuse arguments that had been done 

before. “The utilitarians cling to the past. It’s just quite literally somebody has cut 

this card before so lets pretty much recut it stick it straight in the case, we’re done 
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and then lets go in’”. 

Kaleb places himself more with the leftist side of debate which is one that uses a lot of 

critical philosophers and theorists. As a criticalist he was interested in real problems 

within society. Kaleb views the debate space as a place to talk about those problems and 

come up with creative solutions. He feels that imagination plays a huge role in the critical 

corner of debate in imagining these alternate and better possibilities.  

   For the criticalist though, the topic is not as important as creating dialogue and 

crafting arguments. It was always important to run plans/theorists he believed in. It 

wasn’t about winning it was about the journey of crafting and defending. He felt as 

though the utilitarians were more focused on the ends, the finish line, and the big win. 

Whereas with the left side you have to put forth your own imagination you have 

to put forth your own unique position, you have to put forth your essence and soul 

into the position because its something you believe in. It’s not something you run 

because you want to win. I mean its nice if you want to win and we argue that if 

we win more people will be exposed to this line of thought but its more about the 

position itself and your unique connection with the position.”  

  The criticalist side gave Kaleb freedom to express who he was, through the way 

in which he designed arguments. It was a way to express his own personality and share 

the experience with like minded individuals. 

So there’s a community that for the most part has the same goals in mind and I 

think that if people come together and have the same end in sight they’ll find 

unique means to get there. They’ll find creative means for the imaginative end 

that they seek. That’s the best community I’ve ever seen. 
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  Kaleb elaborated about the sense of community he feels even to this day, when at 

debate competitions.“Its a different experience being around students in an activity that 

for the most part seek to educate themselves. Its  almost cathartic, its enlightening, its 

very eye opening to be around students, people, and peers and even as a coach. Everyday 

it’s enlightening, everyday I learn from it…to be around students who have such a drive 

to increase their knowledge on their own. For the most part students that recognize that 

public schooling and even to an extent the private schooling system doesn’t educate you 

as much as it should. That responsibility falls on you.”  

  Kaleb pointed out to me how qualities communities we have been a part of can 

become our expectation of what a community should look like. This expectation can 

profound in the creation of a classroom. 

My high was just talking with people, interacting with people in the sense that we 

have the same shared values and beliefs…which is probably why I find it so 

difficult to connect with people outside of that community. Community becomes 

the expectation. Once you are grounded in a community thats what the 

expectation is to an extent and thats why I buzzkill at parties talking about 

Heidegger, Freire and stuff. “ 

 ̀  Kaleb’s observation about community becoming the expectation can be applied to 

teaching, because the types of interactions he has described through his debate experience 

are very similar to those he describes in his own classroom plan. A group of independent 

free thinkers able to communicate and challenge their ideas. The community he has 

become accustomed to is a model for his own expectations. 
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Magic The Gathering 

  After having taught Kaleb for a semester I knew one of his interests was a card 

game called Magic the Gathering. Again, Kaleb made it sound like he didn’t have any 

creative outlets. Knowing he had played it for quite a few years, I asked whether he saw 

any connections between his thoughts about imagination and creativity and this game he 

enjoyed so much. Thinking on it for a moment he replied with a smile: 

So I guess debate was not my only creative activity then. I accidentally lied to you 

(laughing). Magic was one too. That’s why I still play it I love that game even 

though I’m like 22”. I have to admit I was entertained by the fact that even though 

it was something he held so dear, it wasn’t something that stood out him as a 

creative activity. The similarities between this game he played, debate, and 

teaching as far as the high level of interaction were clear to me. Also though with 

how his personality was expressed in similar ways through each of these 

mediums.  

  Magic the Gathering is a card based game played between two or more players on 

a table. Players can team up or all play against each other. Each player uses their own 

deck of cards to play with. They build the decks by buying packs of Magic cards to 

supplement and strengthen their own deck.  

 Imagine collecting something you love, and then actually putting that collection to 

work. The game is similar to chess in the amount of strategy and foresight needed to play. 

There is a poker-esque luck to it because each individual’s constructed deck is shuffled 

before playing, so order of the cards is unknown. 

There are colors or factions associated with each card. The colors are red, white, 
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green, blue, and black. And there’s a bunch of virtues and stuff and I’m not going 

to be able to cover them all, but in essence Red is fiery very aggro (aggressive), it 

lends to a style of throwing everything out there quick and get the job done and 

can be quite messy. White is very pure, holy, lots of angel cards and preventing 

damage. White is really a representation of honor and purity. Black represents just 

death, trickery,disease, and blight.  Then theres green and blue. Green is focused 

on growth and healing. Blue is kind of the control style looking ahead planning 

ahead. Even within each color there are differences within the styles of play… 

You have to imagine different ideas and concepts to win. Before even building a 

deck one must imagine what style fits their own personality. Are you patient 

enough for a blue deck? Do you want to be able heal your troops (green) or revive 

lifeless warriors (black) 

So creativity comes in creating and crafting the deck. Imagination is you want to 

see the deck do. Then back to creativity in making it happen and adjusting the 

constantly changing plays of opposing players. If I want a deck that will like win 

on turn three, my imagination is coming up with these different ideas of how to 

create this end result and then the creative process is going and researching how 

to make that imagination a reality. So I think it applies directly you can imagine 

these concepts and then the creative process you put forth you effort and find a 

unique way you own way to make sure that that happens. 

  This community of players shared a common interest in not only the game but the 

interactions inherent in it. It is a game where knowledge base is constantly changing 

because new cards come out every year and ones own deck is in a state of constant 
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adaption to the other players and to the player it serves.  

  I asked Kaleb what colors were incorporated with his favorite deck. He said a 

blue/white deck was his favorite. Its a deck which takes its time with attacking other 

players, its more defensive, so its control centered. 

  The deck is about ”seeing all things clear in front of you.  Making your decisions 

and choices based off of what you’ve kind of seen in the future, predicted in the future. 

Its stalling and preventing the damage. Carefully and tactfully choosing which damage to 

take and which not based off of what you’ve seen ahead in your deck…I love being 

patient with it. I love seeing how people try to react in front of it. There’s a lot of 

adaptability with the deck. A lot of ways to win.”  

  He plays the game carefully watching and planning. Using “spell” cards to look at 

what comes next and plan accordingly. He’s waiting very patiently to act, observing the 

other player. He tells stories the same way very patiently and methodically. I imagine the 

magician going through his motions as he observes those he interacts with, paying close 

attention to their reactions to his actions. 

When you play people thats whole new level of imagination to think ahead. You 

have to think 2 to 3 steps ahead. What does he have in his hand? Are they going 

to be able to stop me? Are they going to be able halt my combo from happening? 

What can I do to make sure that doesn’t happen? How do I recover from that? It’s 

a never ending mental battle. It’s a lot of bluffing too. It’s a fascinating game. It 

gets your blood pumping.” 

  Playing for understanding. The following story he related to me in nonchalant 

manner, almost as a complete aside to the interview. It highlighted to me though how 
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important this game was as a way for Kaleb to actually filter his own experiences through 

it. 

Funny story. We were playing Magic one time. This was in High school, my 

junior…no my senior year actually. I had this crush on this girl. I was going to ask 

her out and Chris (a close friend) had a crush on the same girl of course and all I 

remember of this particular story is we were playing cards together and  

he said, “You know Kaleb I need to have a talk with you”, I said, “Okay, whats 

up man?” and he said “I’m going after this girl and as your friend I just wanted 

you to know.”  

  and then I was just like “wow… well fuck you chris, how bout that?”  

I made sure to beat him really hard at Magic that time and it felt really good I 

remember winning every time and we laugh at it now.” 

  I got the impression Kaleb didn’t actually say “well fuck you Chris” it was just a 

way of describing his mindset entering the game. He states how he actually felt better 

because of it. The game gave him a way of dealing with an emotionally charged issue in a 

more objective way. 

  The Magic the Gathering has been an outlet for Kaleb’s creativity. It has given 

Kaleb another experience in community by which to draw upon in his teachings. From 

my experience teaching Kaleb I feel as though his classroom approach will be similar to 

his play style in Magic. If something were to happen that could “damage” his classroom 

community he would be very patient with the situation. Planning ahead, he would choose 

his words carefully as not to embarrass or disrespect the student.  

  Similarly, for that student wanting his teacher to give him all the answers. Kaleb 
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would be careful as not to spoil the fun, instead encouraging the student to explore for 

himself.  

  Even though Kaleb downplayed its importance at first, I felt from previous 

experience the game was an important part of his life and his own creativity. An 

important aspect of creativity is the way it allows ones personality to shine through, 

which Kaleb has spoken of. The game also mirrors in ways the social aspects of debate 

and the back and forth “conversation” that occurs between players.  

  Another reason I have given this much background in the game is because in a 

later section Kaleb will talk about metaphorically about his own teachings through some 

Magic cards he chose. Thus to more readily understand what he will be referring to 

required some exploration within the game. 

  The young architect, the philosophizing debater, the card player each have been 

outlets for kaleb’s own creativity over the years. These spaces have given Kaleb ways of 

enriching his own connection to himself and others.
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Moments of Nay-swaying 

  The Nay-swaying concept took on a slightly different meaning with Kaleb in that 

it was more about groups he chose not to be a part of. Where other participants shared 

groups they did not feel comfortable in Kaleb mentioned several he chose to not 

participate in. He wasn’t directly urged out of the groups, he just decided they were 

groups he didn’t want to be a part of. 

Table 10 Characteristics of Kaleb's nay-swaying moments. 

Characteristics of Kaleb’s Nay-swaying Moments 
• Uncaring 
• Favoritism 
• Lack of respect 
• Minimal effort from instructor 
• Elitism 
• Arrogance 

“She just didn’t care” 

  I noticed when talking about teachers Kaleb only mentioned two from his High 

School experiences and rest were college professors. Even in mentioning a class he 

enjoyed in junior high he didn’t say anything about the teacher. Of the two high school 

teachers he did mention, one was his history teacher.  

I didn’t like my history class. She just didn’t care. She legitimately did not care. 

You could tell she was putting forth the “effort” (holding his fingers in the air for 

quotation marks) to learn everyones’ names and to be interested only because it 

was necessary for her to make it seem as though she was doing something 

productive for the class, but she just didn’t really care. Unless you were a part of 

her favorite students, but even then she just didn’t care. If theres no respect thats 
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given out then its very difficult to motivate students. Respect is a two way street. 

It was the one class I didn’t like in high school. 

  Kaleb talks about motivation here, as a product of the relationship between the 

teacher and the students. If there is not reciprocity in the respect, motivation can 

hindered. Care for Kaleb is based in respect. 

“Bunch of elitist dicks”  

  One group Kaleb strongly felt he didn’t want to be a part of came in college and 

reveals depth into Kaleb’s own perspective on intelligence and dignity with regards to 

education. 

In college it’s definitely the honors college…just a bunch of elitist dicks. Their 

pompous elitism is just overbearing. One of the conditions (of going to college) 

was I had to be in the honors college and after my first semester I told my dad, I 

said ‘look I’ll make good grades but I’m not going back to the honors college’. It 

just irked me the very first orientation the dean said ‘you’re here because you are 

better than everyone else’ and I’m like ‘thats not true are you kidding me? How 

arrogant can you be? For real? First of all this is UH calm down buddy, this isn’t 

Harvard. Second of all how do you even gauge better? There are people out there 

smarter than me than are not in this college. So what makes me better than them? 

Just because I knew someone who wrote me a recommendation letter? No.’ Just 

utter foolishness. 

  In questioning a gauge for measuring ones worth Kaleb is addressing an issue of 

equity and his own choice to not be a part of community he describes as being basing 

itself on the worth of its members. 
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  Kaleb’s moments of nay-swaying were fewer than other participants. I felt like 

this was because he only wanted to give so much credit to those negative moments. Even 

the ones he did talk about were very brief. I attribute this to how much of a builder he is. 

Even though he talks quite a bit about being critical and deconstructing texts and 

arguments, these talks are mere precursors to doing. In order to have the creativity in 

action he speaks of how one must carefully and patiently approach the situation, then one 

builds upward. 

Passionate Practitioners 

  With passionate practitioners the focus is what the teacher brings to the classroom 

and establishes as the foundation. For Kaleb much of this section focused on relationships 

and communication with the students. The traits and practices he has mentioned in his 

experiences with educators or as an educator himself are in the following chart:  

Table 11 Kaleb's traits for the passionate practitioner. 

Kaleb’s Traits of Passionate Practitioners: 
 

• Teachers not claiming or believing to have all the answers 
• Exposing students to critical journey  
• Building rapport through dialogue 
• Choosing meaningful over mere means to an end 
• Modeling creative teaching 

“We are not the answer holders”  

  Kaleb talked about the distinction of knowledge in the modernist sense versus the 

postmodernist sense and it reminded me of when I began teaching. I felt like as an art 

teacher that I needed to be able to draw anything. I put so much pressure on myself; it 

was stressful and unnecessary. After a few years I understood it was more important to 

direct students in knowledge creation than to give them “knowledge”. I didn’t need to be 
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able to draw everything from memory but I did need to be able to show them how to 

figure out how to draw different things.  

  Kaleb mentioned feeling powerful when he took his education into his own hands. 

The educator as the answer holder creates an issue of power in the classroom where 

students can be subjugated to a position of weakness. Not having to be the answer holders 

allows educators to step off of the pedestal and be more personable. Kaleb elaborates on 

this idea in saying: 

As teachers we are not the answer holders, we shouldn’t claim or believe that we 

hold all the answers or hold the end all be all of creative process but what we do 

hold is the ability and the position, and the unique opportunity to open students, to 

expose them, to that critical journey and that creative journey and I think that 

that’s what educators need to be doing, 

  I agree that having all the answers wasn’t as important as knowing where and how 

to find information. Lack of information in a new area is an opportunity for exploration in 

seeing how one’s own personality and experiences sort through that information. 

Teachers as answer holders create a dangerous expectation of students as answer holders. 

Kaleb explores this thought further with a teacher he had that allowed students to create 

their own knowledge. 

  Mr Cruz was Kaleb’s high school AP literature teacher. “He was a down to earth, 

cool guy”. Back in the day, Mr. Cruz was in a metal band until he decided that that 

wasn’t going to cut it. His classroom was a tribute to Pop culture, much of which Kaleb 

personally identified with. Posters for comic books and movies such as the Watchman, V 

for Vendetta, Pulp Fiction lined the walls.  



 

 

 

153 

  Kaleb enjoyed that space because it was open and welcoming to alternate 

perspectives. Mr. Cruz was successful not only at connecting to students on a personal 

level, but also giving them the space to be themselves. He even allowed Kaleb to play 

Magic the Gathering after he had finished his work.  

If you could support your perspective and you wrote it semi-well you did fine. AP 

lit…that was a great class. I guess it was a different type of learning because I felt 

comfortable in that space. He was really successful in allowing us to have our 

own unique perspective on the books and texts. My first year in college I noticed 

that professors really just want regurgitation. They just want to know what they 

told you in the lecture, which kinda sucks. It’s good if you want to make an “A” 

but it sucks if you want to be an independent thinker. 

  Kaleb struggles here in finding the banking concept of education in college 

classrooms (as Freire proposed), where the teacher is depositing all the answers in the 

students head. He points out the ease of making the grade, in the college course, because 

all that is required is giving a professors thoughts back to them. The comfortable space in 

High School was defined by a teacher who was interested in students, being who they 

were, and showing their own learning in ways that interested them.  

Building Rapport  

  For Kaleb rapport is one of the more important ways to guiding students to 

creative learning. The comfortable space he felt in Mr.Cruz class was partly because of 

his rapport with the students. 

I think that when it comes to connecting to students imaginations and the 

imaginative process I would try to build rapport with students, so they understand 
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consciously and unconsciously that I am there in order to insure that they are able 

to come up with their own thoughts and own thought processes and create their 

own philosophies on life. I think that would be a good starting point to the 

imaginative process of the student.”  

  This is contrary to the history teacher who Kaleb felt didn’t care enough to put in 

effort to know the students. Kaleb feels as though the relationships he builds with the 

students are part of connecting them to their own learning.  

I also think that all of the activities I would be doing with the students in the 

classroom would be very open-ended dialogue. As a result it presents 

opportunities for the students and the teacher to connect with one another 

authentically and with that authentic connection, we can not only connect to each 

others imaginative inclinations but also stimulate each others imaginations.” 

  In order to build rapport Kaleb sees communication through dialogue as one way 

to achieve that. As a teacher, I have experienced what having open, honest, and 

challenging conversations can do for the community within the classroom. Authentic 

dialogue according to Friere is a way for individuals to take power over their own doing 

to imagine together and then make those imaginings happen.    

“Experience it on their own” 

  Continuing with the benefits Kaleb sees in dialogue, he elaborates on how it 

relates to experience. Kaleb makes an analogy about relating taste and education and how 

reliant on ones own sense making the experiences both can be. 

  “I think open ended discourse is another good way (of getting students to be 

creative), I think that the best way to get people to learn things is not just tell them. You 
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need to get them to experience it on their own.”  

  Dialogue allows one to ask questions and sort through the facts of the 

conversation. It encourages students to choose their own paths of inquiry within a subject 

as opposed to just having knowledge poured upon them. 

It’s easy for me to tell you how a cracker tastes and if I have a cracker right here, I 

could say this cracker is really salty, really crunchy, and it tastes really good. I bet 

you’d really like it…I mean thats nice but I won’t really know until I eat it. I’ll 

never really know what something is until I experience it.” 

  This experiencing means students are not given all the answers or all the 

knowledge. They are creating their own connections in exploring the paths of inquiry for 

themselves. Kaleb talks in the next section about how at the college level he has seen 

examples of this being done. 

“Models of what creative thought looks like”  

  Modeling in teaching allows a student to experience first hand and then adopt 

techniques of their choosing.  Kaleb mentioned a variety of teaching styles in his own 

education studies at the university. He has had some experiences how to give student 

spaces for creativity that he will include in the construction of his own classroom and in 

the following he addresses creative possibilities in how education courses can look. 

I think that perhaps the best way to do it is to have these kind of open ended 

discussions, where we experience that interaction peer to peer, and how that 

interaction helps to formulate our own creative process and then once we begin to 

see how that plays out in the classroom we can recreate it in our own classroom… 

there were a few teachers that were really good I had you, I had Dr.Mountain, I 
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had Dr. Hale. You three were (examples) of the best teachers and models of what 

creative thought looks like and how we can recreate that same creativity within 

our students. With you all it was good, overall in the education department not so 

much, it was more positivist oriented and it’s not really good at communicating 

which is a problem. And I hope the walls aren’t that thin here…”  

  My first participant Anna also mentioned how in my classroom management 

course I had given students a space to be creative. While there were plenty of set 

assignments that have been established as part of curriculum, I was given plenty of 

freedom within that structure especially day to day with presentation of lessons.  

  While I did present chapters in power points, I would encourage a great deal of 

discussion. Constant journal entries further encouraged students to bring personal 

experiences to discussions. I didn’t tell students what to learn I encouraged them to relate 

the information to what fit them and the classroom they imagined themselves teaching. I 

feel like if a classroom management class can be a source for experiential and creative 

learning any classroom can. Kaleb stated that Dr.Mountain and Dr.Hale both also had 

similar environments where students’ voices were encouraged in order to create the 

learning experience. That being said there is a sad bit of irony in Kaleb pointing out that 

overall the education classes have not been models for his own classroom model. 

It’s in the cards.  

  Going back to the game Magic the Gathering, I asked Kaleb at the end of our first 

interview to choose three cards from his own personal collection that he felt represented 

aspects of his own approach to teaching. I did this not only because of his interest in the 

subject but also because I wanted to give Kaleb the opportunity to express his teachings 
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from a field text familiar to him 

  The first card he presented to 

me was called Gilder Bairn. “It’s a 

green blue card and bumps up your 

creatures or helps to trigger some 

ability. It proliferates them. It 

increases the strength or power of 

different permanents. So I think it’s 

a representation of how in teaching 

we should focus on 

multiplication…in the sense of 

multiplying the ways students can 

approach different problems on their 

own and also we should be 

multiplying. We as teachers 

should be multiplying ways of 

approaching our students.”  

 The next card Kaleb 

presented to me was called 

Brainstorm.  

“Brainstorm is a very fun card. 

It’s about looking ahead. So its 



 

 

 

158 

draw three and then put two from your hand to the top of your library in 

any order. You are preordaining, predicting the future and then basing 

your strategy off of it. Once you are done with it, you put two on the top 

of the deck you pull from, in order to help finish what your strategy will 

be for the next two turns. It’s a good representation of the fact that we as 

teachers should always look ahead not only that but students should as 

well.”   

 

  Sylvan Library was the final card he showed me and  “We should always be 

looking at different ways to approach problems but we also plan ahead creatively. We 

should strategize in an efficient and effective manner, one that doesn’t sacrifice creativity 

and imaginative thought.”  

  He described Sylvan 

Library in more of a continuous 

sense, day to day, 

 and moment to moment because 

the card itself works every turn. 

“The only thing different in 

essence is every turn we’re 

confronted with a problem we 

should look at different and 

creative solutions to approach the 
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problem”. For Kaleb its about how we should always be looking ahead. 

  Kaleb relates the card not only to students approach to exploring alternative 

methods to a problem but also to teacher’s exploring approaches to students as well. This 

aligns with the problem posing of Friere that Kaleb has mentioned throughout our 

discussions. The way Kaleb applies the cards to teaching and students is telling of the 

importance of equity in his classroom as well because the expectations of the teacher 

extend to the student. 

  The teacher is responsible for planning ahead with lessons and continually 

changing and adjusting as lessons are taught. Students then are expected to do the same. 

Planning accordingly and being aware of the context of ones own words and actions in 

the classroom. 

Kaleb’s Imaginative Space for Creativity 

  Here I will focus more specifically on how Kaleb’s classroom will look. When 

asked what four qualities would define his classroom space Kaleb replied with: Open-

ended, subjective, respect for all people, light-hearted & fun. These qualities neatly 

dovetail into the following more detailed description of Kaleb’s ideal classroom.  

Table 12 Kaleb's Imaginative Space. 

Traits of Kaleb’s Imaginative Space for Creativity 
• Comfortable Space 
• Allowing Unique Perspectives 
• Freedom in modes of expression 
• Multiplication in approaches students take 
• Planning Ahead Creatively 
• Continuously looking at different solutions 
• Helping Each other in unearthing 
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Teaching beyond the STAARS  

  I want to begin with how Kaleb openly addressed the standardized testing of 

STAAR because it sets the tone for what drives the learning in his teachings. “I’m not 

down for the whole standardized testing. Its hard to talk about getting rid of 

standardization but I feel like its pretty cancerous to creativity. First of all, if I teach 

English it’s going to be a little different, because I understand there are standards that 

students have to pass. But if I teach english its probably going to be more oriented 

towards critical deconstruction of texts, that people will write essays on. I’m not going to 

focus too much on the grammar stuff.  

I understand that STAAR wants it, we’ll go over it, but the way that I will 

integrate the educational experience for students is once they begin to interact 

with the texts I will pepper in grammatical units in order to meet the 

expectations…For the most part, I will focus on presentations and written exams, 

as in not multiple choice…more of just what you think the answer is in your own 

way. I’ve learned a lot of good ways from Dr Mountain and you and from Dr. 

Hale.  

  Kaleb feels as though testing should be an assessment after students have been 

taught in his course as opposed to governing his teachings. Again mentioning modeling 

he feels as though the same college instructors who showed him how to allow students to 

learn in creative and personal ways also have shown him how to teach beyond the 

standardized testing. “I feel like that type of education would equip students so much 

better than teaching to the STAAR exam. I have no evidence that’s just how I feel that if 

you teach students to think independently they should be able take the exam.” 
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  Focusing more on the process of learning rather than the product of learning 

Kaleb plans to teach beyond the standardized tests. Staying away from given answers in 

multiple choice and opting for expository and critical explanations through written or 

verbal forms. 

Freedom of Expression  

  In order to teach beyond the STAAR, Kaleb will focus on students own 

personalized understandings of materials. He will focus on creating a space where 

subjective understandings are welcomed components of personalized and creative 

learning. 

I will try to create an open and encouraging learning environment for all my 

students. (T)he way that I will approach the lessons and lesson plans will be in a 

way that stimulates creative thought within students. The environment I will 

construct around students will be open (allowing) for a full range of creative 

thought as well proximity and placement. I also think that whenever I’m teaching 

the lessons I’m probably going to approach the lesson plan in a way that is also 

very open for students and allows them to put their own interpretation of whatever 

it is they are doing you know later on I guess. 

  How will this openness look though? Going back to Mr.Cruz’s AP lit class Kaleb 

remembers one assignment in particular. The format of which, he plans to use in his own 

classroom in various forms. Instead of just normal presentations, students could take any 

one of a multitude of paths to achieve the final product.  

The final project for the course was to select 5 songs that applied to the books 

they had read for the course, and then present their findings to the class in 
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whatever format they wanted…The books were: The Great Gatsby, Animal Farm, 

Atlas Shrugged,  all these books that you read and then you just have to connect 

the music…show the lyrics on power point, play the music in class, connect the 

music… 

I chose the book The Sun Also Rises. I know vividly one of the songs I chose was 

Condemned “As I Lay Dying” and its pretty much just talking about the 

anonymity of individuals that become desensitized to violence and war and so I 

used that song as kind of a parallel to what the character was feeling coming back 

from war and conflict. How the conflict had taken something from him…In that 

process of taking it changes and even desensitizes us to the relationships that we 

did have. I really like that book. I thought it was a very good book and I think that 

the song that I chose and all the songs were about becoming desensitized, not 

being able to connect with people because of our experiences, the negative 

experiences that shaped us. 

I loved that class. We did a lot of cool things in that class, but I remember, that 

was my favorite (assignment). That was my favorite assignment ever in high 

school and I still to this day when I’m listening to music I’ll think “aw man I 

should have played this song for that assignment”. Its too bad that song wasn’t 

released five or six years ago.” 

  Since, Mr.Cruz’s approach to students’ creativity was not only memorable but 

enjoyable, and challenging for Kaleb, he later mentioned planning to adopt similar 

approaches in his own lessons. 

  One of the most basic fundamental ones I can think of is creating projects that 
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allow students the creativity or the freedom to be able to choose however they want to 

present it. Particularly in my classes I’ll have a lot of projects that allow students to 

choose how they want to present whether it be presentation style, whether they want to do 

a play, whether they want to do a power pt, show a video, have a debate. 

So I feel like if you allow for students the ability to present it in any format they 

wish with that their own thought processes behind it but it also lets students know 

the learning process is not something I’m going to be creating some kind of norm 

or criteria. The way and manner in which you present as long as its appropriate 

for all students and for the education its kind of irrelevant to me. More what I’m 

looking for as a teacher is that you are using your creativity and your imagination 

to try to convey what the lesson is. If I do that it would be a great way to see 

creativity flowing with the students.  

  Kaleb said specifically in attempting to get students to be creative with chewing 

their presentation style Kaleb would give examples of what they could look like. He did 

point out that he wouldn’t give to many specifics nor would he spend too much time 

showing the examples in order to give students less details which they should be filling 

on their own. Showing variety but not too much depth. Students must seek the answers 

and processes to those answers on their own. 

The debatable classroom  

  I was also interested in how Kalebs other creative outlets may or may not be a 

part of his classroom so I asked about debate and how it may have an impact.   

(M)y debate experience has taught me how to analyze adopt and embrace this 

critical mindset where I don’t just take things for face value. I want to investigate 
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them more. That kind of investigative and critical analysis of things, is what I will 

adopt in my teaching style and in my methods. I would want to help students or 

encourage students to criticize as well as to not just take things at face value but to 

delve a lot deeper. To deconstruct and determine their own meaning for it is and 

what its not.” 

  Again creating students own meanings is an integral part of Kaleb’s classroom 

plan. The techniques Kaleb learned years ago in deconstructive critical analysis will be a 

part of how he teaches. He also felt strongly about the readings and people students 

choose to support in coaching debate. 

I told my students that run stuff but only run things if you really believe them. 

You know I would run Heidegger and Neitszche because I believed what they 

said. You don’t have to do that, if you don’t believe that, but don’t just run things 

to win. Thats not a very good way to approach life…just doing things to win 

without embracing the journey. So I guess one end of the spectrum looks at the 

end and the other looks at the journey. I am the part of the spectrum that looks at 

the journey. I think that thats where the real individualized imagination comes 

forth because we are not just focused on the end result…which is just to win. We 

are focused on “Alright whats the process that we can go through where we’re all 

winners at the end of the day”. 

Problem-posing education 

  With the use of critical analysis, choosing people and readings to students believe 

in I wanted to know more about the role of critical pedagogy in his teachings. From one 

of Kaleb’s research papers for my Classroom Manangement class, I knew he had an 
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appreciation for Paulo Freire and problem posing education. I asked him how creativity 

fit into problem posing education: 

Friere, he would say its essential, that problem-posing education is just that. It’s 

posing problems to students for them to find creative solutions. So creativity is in 

essence the heart and soul of the problem-posing model, where you get students to 

communicate with one another and to communicate authentically with one 

another, but also to approach the problem in a way that is authentic to yourself 

and your peers. In its authenticity to yourself and the other it demands creativity 

to be authentic. Because it’s that creativity that displays the unique individualized 

imaginative system. So I feel like Freire would most definitely be down for some 

creativity in the classroom. 

  With problem posing education dialogue is key to progressing to action. Kaleb 

spoke about how the conversations are not only conversations with the other but also with 

our selves. “I think that our essence and soul has the answers to everything in life and so 

when we learn we don’t learn we relearn. I’m a big believer in that, which is why I think 

dialogue is so important because when you having open dialogue with someone about 

stuff like this its almost like an archaeologist digging for something…you’re helping each 

other to dig. To try to unearth those concepts that you already know. The interviews have 

been very helpful in uncovering  those concepts I probably already know have heard of or 

thought of sometime  in the past but it really kind of helped bring it to a head and into 

clear focus and crystalize the focus. 

  This unearthing and dialogue gives students a way to figure things out on their 

own in directing their knowledge.  
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I think knowledge is important, I think its good for self reflection and self directed 

improvement of ones essence and ones creative ability and imaginative 

ability…People need to make choices on their own and I think that I also chose at 

one point to embrace or promote imaginative thinking…to be responsible for my 

own education…To be responsible for ones own self-education… equipping 

students to teach themselves throughout life because life is an educational 

experience. Life is education and it doesn’t stop in the classroom and if we 

perceive that it does then we’ve already failed as educators.  

  Kaleb spoke about how “exposing students to the critical and creative journey” 

was very important to his teachings. 

Learning as uncovering  

In closing I asked Kaleb if he had benefited from these interviews and he said 

that: 

(The interviews) have definitely helped me to think deeper about creativity and 

imagination. Ironically that’s what my teaching philosophy centers on, I kind of 

realized after these interviews I hadn’t really spent a lot of in-depth time 

reflecting upon what those meant and with that reflection came some ideas and 

some concepts on how to best create that creative and imaginative classroom and 

how to help students to spur their imaginative growth. It gave me the opportunity 

to reflect upon it, which is good because I hadn’t really reflected upon it a lot as 

much as I should have. Yes, this just gave me the opportunity to confront them to 

reflect upon them. To look at how to unlock that potential.  

  “And now you have seen the powers of Forum! A space he designs with the 
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sharing of thoughts and challenging of those thoughts. Communication and freedom. 

Dialogue is the initial bond created through honest and open interactions. Cards are 

exchanged freely and new ones are unearthed. Problems are the greatest opportunity for 

learning in imagining possibilities for creative solutions” 
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CHAPTER SIX – BEHOLD BEGOLDEN 

 

Figure 17 Begolden's poster. 

“The third and final act is quite special, with the smile of the Cheshire Cat, and 

energy only rivaled by a truckload of squirrels, prepare to be astonished by Begolden! 

This nickname Begolden is not a reference to gold as money, although what she crusades 

for is indeed precious. It is a reference to the way gold reflects light back upon its source 

or even to places where there is no light.  

  At one time in her life she stood as a “goldfish amongst the piranhas” informing 

these meat-eaters they didn’t have to prey on each other or anyone else, but could in fact 

help each other. Each of us can beholden to those around us reflecting their own light 

back to them. 
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  Feeling inspired, imaginative, having fun, or being silly is not something only 

children get to enjoy and Begolden is the reminder of that. We can each hold onto that 

childlike zest without embarrassment for that is how she lives and teaches. 

  It’s important for her to keep seeing and speaking from that place, that exciting 

and curious place that others lose as they get older. She is a superhero of sorts 

attempting to not only preserve that period of our lives which comes and goes so quickly, 

but to speak to it and from it. The transition of imagination into creativity is very 

important to Begolden, the “doing” and appreciation for that process. With a chalky and 

exciting explosion of colors Begolden takes the stage! Don’t forget to have Fun for she 

would have it no other way! 

Julia Defining Imagination and Creativity 

  In defining imagination for Julia it is “letting the mind kinda swim in a land with 

no boundaries, and anything that comes around is welcomed”. Julia feels as though the 

imagination plays on the individual, on their experiences, what they know and the 

environment that surrounds them. “I think that’s very influential as far as imagination, 

because an individual can think about space but that…experience about space can be 

more in depth if they knew more scientifically about space”. Thus knowledge improves 

the experiencing the unknown through imagining. 

Julia’s Definition of Imagination 
Mind swimming with no boundaries 
Plays on individual’s experiences, knowledge, and environment 

Figure 18 Julia's definition of imagination. 

  Creativity then for Julia is trying to answer questions one has thought of. Trying 

to find original answers to those questions and testing the possibilities and the 
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impossibilities, finding different and new solutions. 

Table 13  Julia's definition of creativity. 

Julia’s Definition of Creativity 
• Finding original answers to questions 
• Testing possibilities and impossibilities 
• Finding different and new solutions 

  Process is an important part of understanding others’ creativity. It is an 

imaginative act to attempt to understand what a creator’s thoughts were as they engaged 

with their medium and subject. Understanding the process that  went into a creative 

product are as important to Julia as the product itself, which will be a recurring theme 

throughout her narrative. 

Reuniting with Julia 

  It is November of 2013, and even with my waterproof boots and thickest socks, 

my feet are cold. We are standing in the middle of a windy street in downtown Houston. 

Despite what some may think, it can get cold in Houston. This has got to be the coldest 

weather we have had to brave in drawing in the streets of Houston.  

  I stand next to Julia, an energetic and smiley individual whom I have known for 

nearly ten years now. I had the honor of teaching her many years ago when she was a 

junior high student. I was there when she was just beginning her artistic journey.  

  We have been artists for Via Colori since it began. It is a fundraiser for a center 

for children with hearing impairments.  We only worked collaboratively on it our very 

first year.  Vividly, I remember that first time and being worried I wouldn’t be able to 

complete a ten by ten foot art piece in two days, even with the help of a handful of 

energetic junior high artists.  

  I study Julia’s drawing on the pavement. Swirls of wonderfully warm colors 
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dance across her square, in stark contrast to the gray sky, the gray buildings and the gray 

cement surrounding us. Her art piece is a vibrant scene in outer space. Off center is a 

penguin floating confidently upside down in his little penguin space suit. The penguin 

takes me by surprise and broadens my smile. He reminds me of several things, but really 

he makes me proud to be standing there. 

  Julia is on the verge of having her own classroom. She will be teaching art as I 

once taught her. She is just as passionate and excited about teaching as she always has 

been about creating artwork. Even in the cold and hard wind produced by the tall 

buildings, she is full of questions about teaching. She has begun taking her education 

courses at the University of Texas. She had to take a greyhound bus to Houston from 

Austin in order to participate. Her dedication is beyond admirable.   

  Standing there in the cold, I realized how much I wanted to continue our 

conversations, but with me asking the questions.  

Julia’s Educational Background 

  Education has been important to Julia and her family as far back as she can 

remember. She always had strong educators at home. Her father taught her how to 

manipulate the physical world through gardening, mechanical, and physical creation. Her 

brother gave her the first glimpse into the world of visual art with tips on elements of art, 

perspective, and shading with values. Her Uncle expanded her horizons, with regard to 

visual media and culture, watching PBS documentaries and concerts but also seeing live 

concerts. Her sister inspired her to music and a love for the cello. 

  Julia’s parents both came from Mexico. At the young age of 15 her father ended 

his formal education and came to the US with a work visa. Julia remembered asking him 
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when she was very little, “Dad what did you enjoy playing with as a kid?” 

  “I didn’t have anything”, he replied matter-of-factly,”All I did was work. That’s 

all I did.”  

  One thing he was able to enjoy, somewhat indirectly as a child, was Looney 

Toons, the cartoons with Wiley Coyote and the roadrunner. He would pay a quarter to 

watch through the window of a neighbor’s house, who could afford a TV. Julia smiles 

every time she sees her dad, as a grown man laughing like a child, when he revisits those 

cartoons. Beyond that he didn’t really have a childhood. He worked very hard. 

   It seems as though Julia takes this to heart; she creates the childlike imagery as 

not to let go of what others may have not fully explored or been able to experience.  

When she was in first grade, Julia’s dad was laid 

off from work. He made the decision to become a 

truck driver. He bought a big orange truck. He likes 

the outdoors and yearned for the mountains in 

Colorado.  Julia’s dad gave her little doodle drawings 

he did while on the road, which she would cherish. 

They are of mountains tops and deserts and far always 

places. She imagines her dad smiling, as the coyote 

and roadrunner play amongst his landscapes. 

 

Figure 19 Julia's dad's artwork. 
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Figure 20 Julia's dad's artwork (close-up). 

  In describing her own education, Julia begins each of her “chapters” with the 

teacher. As I interviewed her the list of teachers sat in front of her the whole time as a 

reminder. That list began with junior high. This is where her “formal” education in art 

and music began. She was involved in both subjects for all of her junior high career and I 

was her art teacher for 6th and 7th grade. Julia would also find great success in orchestra 

as a cello player. Her orchestra teacher, Mr.Boondocks would become a cornerstone of 

her education for the next 7 years, all the way through high school. 

  For Julia, High School would be a tricky navigation in figuring out what she 

should do with the rest of her life. Sadly, Julia’s orchestra career would be cut short her 

sophomore year, while playing basketball. A bad pass from a teammate would break 

some fingers and her cello playing would never be the same. 

  Even though she found great success and satisfaction in the arts, at the time it 
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didn’t occur to her as a viable career direction. Julia was always told she could be a 

doctor or an engineer.  

  Julia thought, “Well I’ll do engineering”, she chose environmental engineering 

because she felt it had a purpose. She could help the environment “because some of the 

stuff we do as humans is pretty bad”, that way she could do more than,” adding more, 

buildings, machines and manufacturing to the world”. She thought about designing a 

Japanese Garden that recycles water and other environmentally friendly creations. 

  Julia took a heavy AP course load and did it because everyone else was telling her 

she needed in order to get into college and it helped. The beginning of senior year though, 

she had had enough. She thought, 

  ”I’m wasting all this time with these AP weekends, and AP this, and AP that!” 

and she decided,” I’m not going to do anything with this”.  

  “No, no, no I’m not gonna do it”. She knew she could have, but she also knew it 

was not going to end well if she continued with science because she hated it. 

  She remembered thinking, “‘What other options do I have as far as finding a 

career?’ My dad was not supportive of me, forgetting a civil or environmental engineer. 

He said ‘go into computer science you’ll get a job and make money or be a doctor”.  

  I’m like “naah, Dad just because I can fix a computer every now and then doesn’t 

mean that I’m going to be successful in that”. 

  “He’s very stubborn but also very proud. He’s seen academically my capabilities, 

but my mom and my brother I know they were very supportive artistically wise, and they 

are just like do what you are going to do.” 

  In attempting to figure out her career direction, Julia would never forget a 
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conversation with Mr.Boondocks, her orchestra teacher. It happened near the end of her 

high school career: 

He asked,“Alright what are you going to do? Did you ever think about being a 

teacher? You could teach art or theatre?”  

  I said, “I don’t know… you think I could be a teacher? I just don’t know.” 

  “I think so”,he replied 

   I mean I kinda thought “that’d be cool to be an art teacher.”  

Mr.Boondocks said “you do have the leadership skills in doing that I and I know 

you like kids and you have the patience to talk to people who ask you about art 

that you go for it and you do all that you can to advocate for it”.  

  I said “ok maybe I can do this”. 

He said to her “there will come a time in your life when you realize what you 

want and you’ll have to put aside what people think will be good for you. You 

will fit well into it.”  

  Julia put a lot of though into where to go to school.  Her siblings had gone to UH 

close to home which was an option. Instead though Julia decided on the University of 

Texas after researching all of the art education programs in Texas.  

  Mr. Boondocks told her, ”It would be good, a good environment for you to be 

artistically challenged and to surround yourself with.” and I was just like “I don’t know 

about leaving home” but at the same time I’m like “Go for it Julia!” 

  “When I decided I'm not going to be an engineer, or a doctor, or a lawyer, or any 

of those common high child fantasies, want them to be's, (my dad) was disappointed, 

because he felt that my abilities could have definitely been able to conquer those careers 
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because I had done academically so well.” 

  I told him, “Dad, I know teachers don't make a lot, that's not hindering me right 

now with this decision.  It's the fact that I want to be able to do something that I love.  

People are going to notice that I care a lot about that and so a job will come.  I'm not 

worried about it, you shouldn't be worried about it.“ Her dad is very proud of her 

choosing the university of Texas . He wears all of the burnt orange gear. Julia is currently 

working on her art education degree.  

Julia's Memories of Creativity 

  Julia’s memories of creativity seemed to focus on art, orchestra, and art education 

the most. The first two were predominant mediums which began at a very early age but 

also with education its seemed as though Julia has always been very receptive to how the 

teacher…teaches. 

Orchestra   

  One part of Julia’s life that helped her open up to the world was music. Her 

passion for music may not have happened without one of her most influential teachers, 

Mr.Boondocks. He was tall enough to be a basketball player, with the long dark hair of a 

surfer, and the laid back attitude to match.  

  Her older sister Jenny would study under Mr.Boondocks first, having him for 

orchestra. He quickly became a family friend and Julia remembered going to Jenny’s 

concerts at a very young age. Julia wanted to play cello just like her big sister and she 

would.    

  Mr. Boondocks did everything he could to enable his students to succeed. There 

were few teachers in the school and let alone the whole district, who devoted as many 
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hours to teaching as Mr.Boondocks and students reciprocated this dedication. He was a 

second father figure. Many of the melodramas that came with being a teenager, Julia 

would go to him for advice. He was a counselor for her and every other student he taught.  

  She felt a very strong sense of community within orchestra. Even though her 

classmates played different instruments and came from different cliques, when they were 

in that classroom they all had that one interest.  

  The music wasn’t possible without them relying on each other. Being successful 

in orchestra required a seeking of connection to those around her. playing as well as she 

could but still paying attention to what the others are doing, listening to the violas, and 

looking at Boondocks to make sure she was on the right beat. Julia felt camaraderie with 

her fellow students because of the sense of community, from the shared goals established 

by her teacher. 

Art  

  Julia was very shy about her artwork, even with the head start her brother had 

given her showing her some tips and techniques. Art was something she kept to herself. 

Julia didn’t think it had value to others. Several weeks into her junior high career, as a 

sixth grader, Julia was doodling away in a sketchbook in her science class.  

  Lost amongst her doodles she didn’t notice Ms. Perrin peaking over her shoulder, 

”Julia, have you ever thought about art class?… because these are really good”, Julia 

tried to cover her sketchbook but it was too late. 

  “No, no I’m in orchestra, I’m good, Thank you”, Julia replied hoping she could 

put the sketchbook away and end the embarrassment. 

  Ms. Perrin insisted,”No I really think you should meet the new art teacher. He’s 
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pretty cool.” 

  The bell rang and before she could escape, Ms. Perrin was showing him her book 

in the hallway. Julia was so embarrassed. It was scary to have a stranger looking at her 

drawings. 

  “Mr. Leerkamp, this is Julia” Ms. Perrin said. 

  Mr. Leerkamp was tall and skinny with super spiky hair. He quietly and  quickly 

flipped through the sketchbook, his blue eyes scanning every detail.  

  After a few minutes he finally said,“Julia these are great! You are more than 

welcome to be in my class if you like?”  

   She hoped her cheeks were not defeating her, as they do sometimes when she 

blushes. A big embarrassed smile stretched between her rosy cheeks. 

  “Um, okay thanks”, Julia said trying to be as brief as possible. 

  “Just call me Leerkamp by the way, mister is a bit too formal for me”, he 

whispered to her as she left for next class.  

  She entered Leerkamp’s classroom a couple days later. He welcomed her and 

other students in a warm and genuine way. Julia was intrigued by the books he had, the 

interesting objects around his desk. Even his handwriting was strange and sometimes 

hard to read but looked so cool. Julia would later call him Petri because of his special 

ability to flare his nostrils at blazing speeds, very much like a dinosaur in one of her 

favorite movies. Julia felt comfortable right away in Leerkamp’s class.  Leerkamp “kept 

it real” as Julia put it.  

  With each new project she completed, Julia began to think to herself, “‘Okay 

maybe I do have a chance in the art world,’ Because my perception of the art world was 
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more related to the fine arts. I just didn’t imagine that what I was doodling and drawing 

could be on the same playing field as other art as I’ve had in mind as like classic art” 

  The next year, in seventh grade, Julia had Leerkamp again for a mural painting 

class where she and other students got to do murals all over school. Julia even got to paint 

a mural for Mr. Boondocks over the entrance to the Orchestra room.  “It didn’t matter 

how different we all were you were also able to connect us together, (whether) with the 

murals or taking on field trips, or Via Colori.” It was a community of artists. Julia and 

others even did commissioned paintings as a fundraiser for murals and field trips. 

  In this mural painting class Julia drew on the pavement with chalk pastels for the 

first time. Several of the students along with Leerkamp designed and drew for Via Colori. 

Via Colori  

  Ms. Tuttle, Julia’s high school art teacher, encouraged her to continue working 

and developing her skills with Via Colori. Julia remembers in high school getting fliers 

and posters and telling all the teachers. Julia told everyone “its gonna be great invite the 

family. If you love art your gonna love this. Theres fun things for the kids. Theres food. 

Theres wine. Its gonna be beautiful. And sometimes it wasn’t beautiful and it would pour 

rain and it’d be freezing and my fingers would be cut and scabby but I still did it.  

And this year with experiences like that it was freezing an my sisters like “Why 

are you out here?” and I’m just like “I have to go” and my dads like “Why are you 

going to go its going to be cold no ones going to be there” and I was like “No dad 

I have to go no matter what I have to go. I have to show up at least and see how it 

is out there. I’ve made this commitment for so many years I’m not going to back 

out now. I planned my whole year around this I look forward to this. This is 
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something very important to me. I’m not going to give up and I went. My dad 

looks at me like I’m crazy. My sister’s like its so cold its so cold. Man I don’t 

have any gloves or my jacket over there so you need to stop complaining.  

But that’s one of the best experiences I have in my life that I’ve gone through just 

being able to see more of Houston. And people coming up and asking me, and 

once I started doing more of my work it was very interesting. And I got a job 

opportunity that was a bust but it was just like oh my goodness they are just going 

to come and start talking to you about your work and maybe you’ll get a job. It 

was bizarre to me first. But it was fun. And I kept telling people and I tried to get 

people to do it themselves and I got my student counsel to come and just be 

general volunteers they absolutely loved it. I love it. 

  While in High School Julia was a part of a promotional semi-event for Via Colori. 

It was a mini Via Colori at her high school. “I was considered the veteran artist and I did 

that (shows image to left) and 

I know it wasn’t my work but 

I loved Disney.  In secret it 

was always a dream of mine 

to work at Disney or Pixar.“ 

  

  While in her Physics 

class she mentioned what she 

had been working on. The whole class when on a mini-trip to the parking lot. Coach 

Figure 21. Julia's pastel street art. 
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Davis was asked completely surprised “Julia you can draw?” and everybody just looked 

at him and was like have you been totally oblivious this whole time? He shrugged his 

shoulders in a sorry I didn’t know manner.  

  I was like “”Art is not just paintings on a wall of a museum, you can do it on the 

sidewalk with chalk. Its not that hard you have to just let your fear go and just go for it.” 

there you go, thats what I do.” This is why I doodle and not always do physics. I think 

that one was my favorite moment just because I think people kind of…credit was given 

more to me, like this is what I do because I think people were just like “what are you here 

for Julia?”  

  “I’m an artist dammit! This is what I do. I don’t always flaunt it but this is what I 

want to do with my life because I think a lot of people had high expectations for me 

academically” like Julias father.  

  With such a large section dedicated to art in the telling of her narrative, It’s 

important this love for art has evolved into a love for exposing others to art. Which brings 

us to Julia’s involvement in art education as a creative outlet. 

Art Education 

 At her new University, Julia would not begin taking art education courses (Visual 

Art Studies) until her second year. First she would have to get through some basics, 

taking initial studio art courses. In the studio classes Julia felt that a lot of times the 

creative process was forgotten and the Studio professors were very critical and focused 

on just the final product. 

  In contrast, she felt that “the final presentation isn’t always as interesting as how 

the artist achieved that final product”.  Looking around her college she noticed which 
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students were studio majors, which students were art history kids, and wondered where 

she belonged. By the end of her sophomore year of college she had finally taken several 

art education courses and she felt right at home. The difference between the courses stand 

in strong contrast.  

  The studio classes were a place where value had to be earned and that  value was 

derived from the artists product. Julia questioned the teachings of the instructors when 

they chose to not acknowledge process. Ideas were guarded, defended, and protected.  

  In the art education courses though, value was given just in entering and sharing 

with the community. Ideas were shared freely and positive interaction was encouraged. 

Her professors in the art education classes were much more appreciative of process, 

asking “how did you come up with that?” or “what techniques did you use?” or “what 

new experimental mistakes happened enabling you to create such a wonderful thing?”  

  While she did feel support from some professors in her studio art classes it wasn’t 

nearly the same kind of support as in the art education courses. Quite often critiques in 

the studio felt more focused on the grade earned, fulfilling the rubric, or pleasing the 

instructor, as opposed to growth as an artist. 

   “In the art education here everyone is supportive and very interested in what you 

have to do because sharing means adding the possibility of adding something more to 

one’s own classroom.” Her creativity as an artist and as a teacher were much more 

welcome in the art education courses.  

Julia’s Moments of Nay-swaying 

 In the same way Julia tells stories of inspiring classrooms around the teacher who 

constructed those classrooms, the same goes for the other side of the coin. Here her 
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moments of nay-swaying were times that she made a choice to retreat from certain 

spaces. 

Fallen out of Love with art 

  It was important to include the following, because it was a well-meaning teacher 

that did many things for Julia. Unfortunately, the teacher was becoming less passionate 

about her subject and this began to affect Julia’s own interest in the class.  

  Coming into High School Julia’s art teacher was Ms.Tuttle. Julia was excited 

because she already knew Ms.Tuttle. She knew Ms.Tuttle would give her room to 

develop her own art skills but also to polish them as well”. Julia was deeply disappointed 

though, “Bless her heart because Ms.Tuttle was such a sweet person, but she had fallen 

out of love with art and art education”.  

  Julia felt as though Ms.Tuttle was worn out from being the department head and 

responsibilities and stresses beyond the art. It was frustrating to Julia and she wondered if 

she should switch to a different art teacher or if she should just get out of the visual arts 

in general. ”I thought about taking classes at Glassel school at the museum or maybe I 

should just take outside classes as far just High School maybe I should just focus 

academically or try to work something out in Orchestra?”.  

  The teacher’s own emotion detachment from teaching had enough of an effect for 

Julia to think about withdrawing completely. No longer being invested in teaching can 

affect the imaginary spaces for students. To counter this begins with teachers being aware 

of not only their own emotional status but also the words and expressions they utilize in 

their teachings. 

 Julia described another grade school teacher, Ms.Kramer, who’s art room shaped 
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some of her thoughts on products and art contests. Ms.Kramer “was more cookie cutter as 

far as the curriculum goes”. Julia felt constrained in different aspects with the class. Julia 

would feel excited when Ms.Kramer would initiate a new project but towards the end 

Julia would feel like she was just catering to what Ms.Kramer was looking for. “There 

wasn’t very much room for experimentation and exploration which put emphasis more on 

the grade and not for the process or what I had experienced creating the work”.  

  Julia had become accustomed to creating for the sake of exploration and 

expression as she had experienced in her first art class. In this class there was a strong 

push of submitting work for art contests. Product was the focus.  “There was a lot of 

pressure there. The teacher was focused on hyper-realism”. From my own experience as 

an art teacher prismacolors (very expensive color pencils) are used to win many contests. 

They take a great deal of time to use, and to master. Julia remembered thinking, “I don’t 

want to do that, I don’t have the skills right now” She thought to herself. I hated working 

with prismacolors.” To this day Julia still doesn’t like to use prismacolors because of that 

experience.   

  Beyond the tedium of the medium, Julia was not encouraged to be creative. She 

was encouraged to copy images that were not hers. Julia describes the monotony of being 

encouraged to participate in art contests in Ms.Kramer’s class: 

(I)t was like, “Oh, it's rodeo, draw a horse.  Here's images of horses.”  “Okay, 

alright”.  Or, “Here's the science calendar: use images of a Bunsen burner. This 

has no meaning for me (she thought to herself).  There's no meaning with any of 

this, they’re just images that look nice, that are going to have people buy them 

who work in the administrative building. I guess that’s where I just stepped back 
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from the art world just because, I was like I don’t want to do rodeo. I didn’t want 

to do scholastics the science calendar. It never interested me. It really didn’t.”  

  From my own experience, the art contests are comparable to standardized testing 

in that the principals push them hard. Similar to the standardized testing they both bring 

in money and they can eat up tons of time and curriculum. A winning piece can take 4 to 

6 solid weeks for a student to produce, at any grade level. There is a contest created by 

the Texas Art Educators Association called VASE that does do things differently in that 

the students creativity, process, and interview is taken into account as opposed to just the 

product. Julia did mention how much she enjoyed VASE compared to other contests. For 

Julia this product versus process issue is one that will surface repeatedly in our 

conversations. 

  Keeping focus here on Julia’s objective of art as an exploratory process, contests 

can benefit students if they take this process into account. Most though are preoccupied 

with monetary gains in the form of checks and scholarships, which can help many 

students, but at what cost though? Especially if, as I have seen, highly skilled art students 

go from one contest to another, when will they find the time for exploration? 

"Man you need to calm down there."  

  In another story of product over process Julia recounts an argument with an 

instructor teaching one of her studio courses.  

(O)h man I butted heads with a grad student last semester…Kip…I had him for 

drawing and he was just completely consumed with the idea of fine art being fine 

arts and nothing else. Fine art was only credible if you came from a fine arts 

background degree and everything needed an in-depth reason behind it. 
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Sometimes the purpose of art is more playful or sometimes it just wants to go for 

the joke. And he was like, “No! Its needs to have research and it needs to be 

polished as far as craftmanship”. “Man that’s not the only route in art…you need 

to calm down man there”. I remember butting heads with him in 

conversations…(in one) argument about what is contemporary art and he gave us 

the assignment of finding contemporary artists that we liked and we had to create 

a work very similar to what that artist was doing.”  

  Julia chose an artist she thought was really cool, who mimicked the classical 

process of stain glass but he used alternative materials like plastics and not traditional 

glass. The artist used steel casing but then also alternative materials instead of glass. 

“I was like “man that’s really cool” I understand its stained glass but the process 

behind it I find to be contemporary. Kip said “How many of you actually believe 

he’s contemporary artist because I don’t?” 

  He’s like “Julia, why do you think he’s contemporary?”  

I said, “because he’s using alternative materials, he’s using cost efficient materials 

and he’s thinking outside the box. Yeah its looks exactly like a stained glass but 

thats the beauty behind it.”  

  And the instructor was like “no I don’t think so.” 

  I was like,“No he does it differently and I find that amazing”. 

  Even though Julia constructed a logical and realistic defense of her opinion, it was 

still rejected by the instructor, for seemingly arbitrary reasons considering it wasn’t 

explained to her. Instances like this one have caused other students in the class to be 

argumentative with the instructor. One classmate Sean was perplexed as Julia was with 
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what Kip was saying. It comforted her that she was not the only one who felt Kip’s 

argument was one-sided and aggressive. Sean asked: 

“Is art work art, if it has a function to it?” like a chair Kip was like “no because its 

just a chair. People can design furniture but I don’t find them as artists.” I was like 

“ but they’re putting their research of looking at styles, focusing on line work, and 

all that and he was like (shakes her head no). Its hard to let that go when you 

know he’s going to be the person grading your work.”  

  With the other art education student, Sean, intervening, which Julia mentioned 

happened more than once, indicates a space where students feel the need to point out the 

teachers gaps in logic. This instructor was not working towards an imaginative space 

encouraging positive engagement. Julia felt as though she shouldn’t care about it, but 

grades are so important to keeping the grant which pays for her classes its hard not to. 

The grades shouldn’t be based on arbitrary rules that only the instructor knows.  

  Grades here are used as an instrument of power. The students can only take their 

thoughts so far because of fear of angering the instructor and being graded poorly 

because of it. “Yeah I don’t recommend taking classes with grad students anymore.” Also 

this bad experience with a grad student at the college level Julia went through shares 

some similarity with Anna, in that the educator does not have the students’ growth and 

interests central to the classroom.  
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Table 14 Julia's characteristics of nay-swaying moments. 

Julia’s Characteristics of Nay-swaying 

o Encouraging mere copying over creativity  
o Forcing a technique repeatedly 
o Lack of Enthusiasm 
o Aggressive 
o Argumentative 

 

What not do in Critique… 

  As a way of summing up the some of her nayswaying moments, I wanted to 

combine it in a more logical manner. With Julia having so much experience with art 

critiques and negative ones at that, this section points out: what not to do in a critique or 

how to be a piranha. 

  Julia talks about how she has run into quite a few art students who just aren’t 

interested in others work. Students feeling like they have nothing to learn from fellow 

students. Here Julia addresses that and other differences she has seen in between the art 

education and studio classes.  

The studios (studio artists) are nice people but their are some people that not very 

welcoming they are kind of absorbed in their work. I mean they’ll talk when you 

talk to them but its not as much fun as being in here (VAS studio). The great thing 

is there’s a lot of talent in the VAS program. Everyone starts off as artists, studio 

artists and then learn more to become educators, but I think its a different 

perspective.  

  One factor that could be driving the difference in studio art classes and art 

education is that colleges want studio artists to be competitive and independent because 
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that is the face of the modern artist. This competitive nature that is fostered in studio 

classes is the opposite in the art education courses. In the art education courses it is about 

encouraging others to participate as opposed to discouraging. I experienced very similar 

conditions in my masters program working in studio classes and art education courses. 

There were no collaborations or connections between the art education departments and 

and the studio art department. There was always a perceptible distance between the two. 

  In response to how harsh Julia has seen the studio artists criticize each other she 

said “you can’t do that to some people. You’re missing the point of art. Your being 

consumed by what the professor is doing. You’re not the professor, you should be 

supportive of your classmates because they are on a similar path as you are, and they are 

trying to develop their skills and develop their artistic ideology. They are forgetting about 

the joy of art and how it’s meant to bring people together and you can’t forget that …” 

  Anna as well as Julia both have given professors the right-of-way to be critical in 

less tactful ways. It feels as though for them, the professor has permission to be very 

critical without being tactful.. 

I saw some cases where a professor would just be completely baffled with what 

the student presented in critique and sometimes it would be off the assignment, 

but at the same time I’m like “They still created something you should at least 

find something to be appreciative for that” and sometimes the professor say “oh 

that’s not what we were trying to do here” and you can see the hurt in that 

student’s face and they try to walk it off. I was like, “man that was horrible”. I 

feel so bad for that person and sometimes I say, ”I really like what you did, I hope 

you continue this” and I think that definitely happened more with I guess the grad 
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students who would teach a classes. I (wanted to say to them) “no you don’t know 

everything, you’re still learning. You need to step off the high horse”.  

  Julia felt that the grad school students were overstepping their boundaries. She 

acknowledges a professor may have more of a right to give harsher critiques, because as 

she put it they are experts in their fields but even they should at least find something to be 

appreciative of within students’ work. 

"I’m a little tiny goldfish compared to all these piranhas"  

  Julia acknowledged that she was not the same as her studio classmates for 

multiple reasons but here in particular she separates herself by the interaction she chooses 

to have with students and the way she approaches her art. 

I remember being very intimidated and sometimes I was regretting coming to crits 

just because sometimes those kids…those students…man they’ll rip you to pieces 

and they’ll have no shame with it. I was just like “I can’t, this is too much for me. 

I’m a little tiny goldfish compared to all these piranhas” and I didn’t have…I’m 

still trying to figure it out I guess my niche or my personality style (with her art). I 

know I’ve jumped around a lot with a lot of ideas, but I think I’m getting there. 
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Figure 22 Julia becomes Begolden. 

  As for her goldfish analogy, while Julia could have mentioned all sorts of 

predators, here she 

mentions piranha and 

piranha are not as fierce 

on their own. Piranhas 

are most lethal in 

numbers, in which case they can be devastating. They require a community to be 

successful at taking down prey. This might be a community opposite to the goals of our 

What not to do in critique (or The Guide to Being a Piranha): 
o Focus only on the product 
o Disregard creative work  
o Speak without tact 
o Attack the artist’s work 

Table 15 What not to do in critique. 
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imaginative community, but it is a community with common goals, with support not 

being one of those goals.   

Passionate Practitioners 

  Julia related almost all stories of her education through the educators that taught 

her. This section focuses more on the traits she associates with great teachers that have 

stood out to her.   She felt that it was important for teachers being who they are and 

admitting they too make mistakes. She also pointed out how apologizing eliminates 

boundaries and hierarchy. “Having honest conversations” came up with several of the 

teachers she spoke of along with taking notice of what the students are doing while they 

work on the assignment. Being receptive to students reactions and interactions while 

working through lessons. One teacher that exhibited several of these characteristics was 

her reading teacher from junior high. 

Star Girl  

  Her english teacher Mrs.Hanning had a very kind and gentle demeanor. A genuine 

smile. One reason Julia loved the readings was because of how animated the teacher was 

in presenting them. Whether Mrs.Hanning was reading them to the class, acting them out, 

or even discussing them, it was obvious she loved the material. She wasn’t afraid to 

discuss difficult themes, like death and relationships with seventh graders. For Julia this 

was a subject other adults would often avoid.  

  Some teachers make you feel like a student, she didn’t. “There’s a hierarchy in the 

classroom, which affects students and how they reach out for help. It can block the 

opportunity to learn more about the subject or even life stuff”. Mrs.Hanning was just as 

excited to explore the students thoughts on the readings and that hierarchy was never an 
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issue. 

  She had the kids read books that were relatable and relevant to their own lives. 

Julia’s favorite book from the class was called Stargirl. In reading the book, Julia quickly 

identified with main character who was a young girl considered to be weird by fellow 

classmates. People would look at her weird and Julia was like, “Hey… people look at me 

weird too. I can relate to this girl, thats me. I wished I had that confidence to be able to 

just do that and not give a rat’s ass what anyone thinks”. Reading so many inspiring 

pieces, Julia even thought to herself “I could be a reading teacher and encourage kids to 

read books, I think I could do that”. 

  Mrs.Hanning brought in more more emotion into the classroom through humane 

aspects of life and complicated subjects like death or relationships. Julia felt as though 

relevance was important to her as far “not just teaching abc’s, its learning your abc’s so 

you can understand this lesson to life”. 

Mr.Boondocks  

  Mr. Boondocks was a passionate practitioner Julia spoke of often in our 

interviews. Relating and knowing his students was important and enabled him to give 

students a sense of responsibility through their relationship. 

“(Boondocks) He cared a lot about what was going on in other classes and what 

was going on in your head. He made us accountable. He always told us practice 

doesn’t make perfect but being successful isn’t possible without it.” 

Talking more generally about teachers taking the time to know their students. Here Julia 

relates how that extra time is part of the job. 

Of course, I always knew teachers have lives too, but it's matter of don't complain 



 

 

 

194 

about your students if you yourself are not giving back to your students what they 

need help with.  If you can spend, I don't know, maybe half an hour with that kid, 

and figuring out what it is you're teaching him, then you don't have to deal with 

him later on in the week.  That sounds like harsh, but don’t let the kids struggle 

and confusion snowball, help him from the start, before he gets lost…” 

Boondocks had very good classroom management skills. He cares so much about 

his subject. The kids instantly read the teachers passion. He was very upfront. 

(Students) didn’t want to disappoint (him) because he was giving us his all and we 

wanted to do the same for him. If we needed private lessons he would set them up 

with…. He would go out of his way to make sure every student had the resources 

they needed. 

The dedication of the educator to his/her students can be a key component for effective 

teaching. Students respond to the emotional involvement of the educator. 

Penguins  

  I was another teacher that Julia kept bringing up. It was odd at first not knowing 

how she should address me in first or third person. I also was afraid of focusing too much 

on our shared experiences, but I knew how important those experiences were not only to 

Julia but also to me as a teacher. When I taught her, I was really beginning to love my 

place in teaching.  

  Julia remembered how we explored my website of my artwork at the time. She 

talked about a grant I won which gave me the opportunity to travel through Europe 

producing drawings and photos of the adventure. I shared these with students through the 

lessons I taught them. Julia thought to herself, “I want to do that! It sounds like so much 
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fun.”  

  Julia related a story about how she had seen me draw all kinds of weird things but 

she noticed the penguin was a recurring theme. When the class was working on a two-

point perspective city and I drew Pengland, a penguin metropolis. Julia had to know more 

about the penguins. She asked me “Leerkamp, what’s with all the penguins?”. 

 

Figure 23 Leerkamp's Pengland. 

  I fell silent for a moment, she could tell it wasn’t an easy question to answer, 

“Well my Mom recently passed away and that’s my way of remembering her and keeping 

her next me, because she surrounded herself with little penguins.” 

  It was a difficult time in my life, and it was important for me to share with my 

students how art helped me through those times. On the flip side I was always trying to 

connect to students and find out their own interests and how we could explore them 
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through the assignments I designed.  

  In speaking further about my classroom she said, “You let students use different 

outlets: You gave students options with projects… or you gave the students a taste of 

how it would be as a commissioned artist: selling a blank canvas, being able to draw 

whatever the client wanted us to draw. It’s a different aspect of doing art.  Working with 

clients doing the Via Colori: stepping outside of the box, and stepping out of the cookie 

cutter curriculum, and just doing outside things out in the real world, taking us on field 

trips.” 

  It was important to me to let these young artists know they could create just as 

powerful art work as any other artist. Working hard made them artists and not their age.  

Pillows for the cats  

  A more recent teacher Julia mentioned was in her college studio classes: 

Maggie, she’s my professor now. She’s the artist who curated the large cube 

sculptures outside at discovery green (an urban park in Houston). It’s very 

interesting to hear what she has to say. She wasn’t my first female professor but 

as far as being professor/active artist, its definitely a lot of girl power there. Mary 

is chill and down to earth, motherly. She even bought a pillow for the cats in the 

sculpture studio!  

She has lots of artists to recommend for any situation. She knows her stuff. She 

made those sculptures. She has this badass studio in Pflugerviller. She had an 

exhibit last thursday. She’s like been all over the world. She’s studied in Japan. I 

just thought that was pretty amazing but at the same time she’s very nurturing 

about what each of us was wanting to do with our mapping projects and where we 



 

 

 

197 

wanted to go with it.  

  “Even with our hesitations she was like y’all are very fortunate that y’all aren’t 

at…y’all don’t know as much as us older folks, so y’all are able to let go of the rules of 

art. She noticed how I would contemplate over ideas and spend so much time with it and 

not just doing it. She was like, “Sometimes you just need to do it Julia. You just need to 

go and play around. You need to get your hands on the materials. She made us get into 

that shop and learn those tools using wood tools and welding.” Julia’s father gave her 

similar advice when she was a child encouraging her to get her hands dirty in the garden 

and in his workshop. So much of learning comes with experimenting and stepping into 

spaces that we are not accustomed to. 

  Maggie is a supportive and caring educator, which Julia continually brings up, 

along with the support and encouragement. In order to recommend artists as exemplars to 

a student means effectively a teacher must have an idea of where that student is 

attempting to go with that piece. To make recommendations meaningful for a student the 

teacher must have some background on the student.  

Presentations of a Passionate Practitioner  

  Another aspect of the passionate practitioner is how they present lessons to 

students. Julia revisited repeatedly in our conversations is how teachers have to know 

their students. Not just for the sake of rapport but also to understand how receptive they 

are to what is going on in the classroom, so changes can be made. Here particularly she 

talks about how presentation is a part of that. 

When presenting and they don’t get it, present it in a way you would find 

appealing. How would you appreciate this information being presented to you? 
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Make it age appropriate.  You can learn from others work but don’t copy. Play to 

your strengths in whatever medium it may come. Finding ways and activities to 

get everyone involved…and roaming around the classroom and see what they are 

doing to inform their own work…I think it also has to do with presentation of 

information that you're giving.  If you're talking about black holes but you're just 

giving bullet point facts but you're not showing images … whereas if you show 

images, that probably would branch off to a lot more creative ideas the student 

would have.”   

  Julia also talked about how we use our voice and how important it is to not just be 

monotone  in what we say. “being descriptive, being considerate in how you're presenting 

your information. Depending on what kind of activities you have: are you giving them 

work sheets?  Or are you giving them an experiment to do it hands on? There needs to be 

an element of creativity in their work, because otherwise it's going to be boring and shit, 

and they're going to get tired of teaching it themselves.“ 

  I thought it was great how much she related much of this to teaching science just 

because even though she will be teaching art she was imagining different spaces for 

creativity beyond the classroom.  

Teachers fall in love with a subject because of something. Teachers need to hold 

onto that and teach remembering how they were taught. what they read into it 

which inspired the spark to want to learn more about it. I know not every teacher 

is going to be fun and happy within their style is, but I think just a matter of just 

thinking about what the kids would be interested in. 

  Again Begolden focused on teaching from the eyes of the child. She looked at 
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how to make learning fun from their perspective by gaining understanding of what they 

love. Make it exciting.  Make it expressive. Make it interesting, and believe that it is. 

Table 16 Julia's traits for the passionate practitioner. 

Julia’s Imaginative Space for Creativity 

  Along with these traits of the passionate practitioner, how will Julia’s classroom 

look then? Within that classroom how will critique for creativity look? With those 

questions in mind I wanted to begin with a story that happened more recently to Julia. It 

revolves around her negotiating her place as more than an artist, but as an educator. 

“Sometimes you just need to be supportive” 

 I begin with Julia addressing how differently she views the art studio courses she 

has taken compared to the art students and her own purposes and in conversations and 

critiques. 

I bang my head sometimes, I tell the studio kids “Guys what I do is completely 

different from y’all. I don’t come here to find my expression or…I’m not 

consumed by all of that. I pay attention to how the professor conducts his 

classroom, his relationship with you.  How is he able to balance the 

whole…everyone’s individuality, but at the same time teach the lesson he’s trying 

Julia’s Traits of The Passionate Practitioner: 
• Be a real: through personal work, stories, & flaws 
• Keep connected to students 
• Devotion to subject and kids 
• Master of domain without being a dictator.  
• Inviting laughter, having a sense of humor.  
• Well-planned lessons relating to students 
• Connecting students through community projects 
• Giving real world opportunities 
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to teach.  

I explain during critique “sometimes you just need to be supportive and there’s so 

many doors and opportunities that that person could have made. Whatever you 

tell them is not always the right thing and sometimes I would see that. I would see 

students in critique as a lamb up front with just a bunch of lions surrounding them 

ready to jump.“ 

  Here Julia is stepping out of her role as a mere student in the classroom. The art 

students were no longer the only ones being critiqued for their role in the classroom. As 

personal as a creative endeavor is: how can a viewer have all the answers? Again this 

calls back to Anna’s professor telling her she shouldn’t write poetry. I can understand 

recommendations for improving the composition of an art piece by recommending 

something to balance it out, but to be definitive on what will make a piece successful is 

something else. “We are not the answer holders” as Kaleb put it. 

  If we are to believe that creativity begins with “creative interpretation of 

experience”(Beghetto, 2005) then to govern that experience risks taking away from one’s 

personal interpretation. In critiquing, the goal shouldn’t be right answers but possible 

answers that could align with the creators vision. 

Learning About Spaces for Creativity 

  Julia talked about how her teacher education courses have addressed creating 

spaces for creativity. ”That's something that they're good at … We've had many 

discussions about how to get the kids excited to whatever it is that you're teaching.  In the 

art classroom… her (one of her art education professors) attitude with teaching us, 

everything is just very positive.  She would say, “Oh, you're doing such a great job, and it 
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looks wonderful.”  Sometimes kind of over excited about stuff. She's such a happy 

person, but that does set the mood of, “It's going to be fun of what we're going to be 

learning.”  I definitely appreciate that. You want to be very supportive of the kids.  It 

doesn't even matter what grade level, especially for the little kids. Complement them on 

the work that they've made. Never tell a child that their artwork sucks. That's a no-

brainer, but sometimes it can come across that way.”   

  The energy the teacher brings to the classroom can be infectious whether it’s the 

sadness and lack of enthusiasm (of Julia’s High School teacher) or excitement. Students 

respond to the emotional state of those around them. 

  Julia also talked about how I critiqued in the junior high class. I can’t lie, it felt so 

good to know that some of my core principles as an educator have stuck with her…  

You didn't critique the students like later teachers who would say, “Oh, you didn't 

do this right.”  Instead you would make a recommendation “for next time, this is 

how you could do that.”  Julia said that I pointed out that there was no one answer 

or one way to do things. “You showed me, “Okay, this is how to get that effect,” 

or, “If you can't understand it this way, I'll show you another way, a way that's 

more math articulate.  If you need more structure, there you go, instead of doing 

freestyle.”  

  Because of my own educational experiences I didn’t want students feeling like 

they were being told what to do. I wanted them to find their own answers and be critical 

of how they made those decisions. Mistakes were just challenges needing to be 

overcome. Quite often there are multiple ways to achieve a desired result. 

  When I was a student, I ran into too many teachers who acted as though they had 
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all the answers and their’s was only one way to do things and that those answers were the 

only solutions. Possibilities being given over answers, gives the student more power in  

governing the piece.  

  Julia also mentioned being creative within Orchestra class. Being that I am not a 

musician, and knowing from what she told me that they always were playing music 

written by other artists, I wanted to know how creativity was a part of that process. She 

pointed out the importance of having confidence in defending creative decisions. 

You aren’t tailoring yourself to a composer, you can be more expressive with the 

music you choose and how you accent certain bars or part of the musical piece, 

changing the pace and support the way you played it. Art is the same way, 

supporting your decisions.”  

  Julia has more recently figured out that with art there is no wrong answer or way 

of doing something, its just a matter of defending it and whether you have the confidence 

to defend it. She felt like a lot of kids aren’t taught that. She used the word defended here 

because that is what she has had to do on repeated occasions in college a studio art 

critiques. The crits are a space of oppositions where creators must defend attacking 

criticisms. It is not a discussion or dialogue. It is an argument.  

  Also with orchestra she mentions how Mr. Boondocks would approach being 

critical of students. “He held students accountable for the performance. He wouldn’t 

single people out either he would tell people one to one. Do you need advice, help, 

practice? Is there something else going on? He very much cared for everyone.” He 

constantly said “you are my kids”. “This is a good place we ought to be happy and have 

fun with the music” 
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  It is a simple yet powerful question to ask “How can I help you?”. This is 

something I did in my own classroom because if a student is having difficulty negative 

criticism may be the last thing they need. “How can I help you?”, makes any difficulties 

the student is facing  a shared one that they aren’t being blamed for, which encourages 

connection and partnership.  

Making it Fun  

  Why is fun not associated with education? How different would it be if it was? I 

feel like fun has always been a part of Julia. I can relate perfectly to this because if I 

wasn’t laughing and enjoying my time my classroom, why would the students? She 

mentions one professor who addresses creativity and fun. “I think Dr. O has taught that a 

lot: making the work matter, making it fun, making it fun for you, making it fun for your 

kids, finding meaning in it.  Even in the basic stuff, finding meaning in which to help 

your kids better understand what you're teaching them. Don’t have the students work on  

Table 17 Julia's space for creativity. 

Julia’s Imaginative Space for Creativity: 
• Make it fun 
• Choose words carefully 
• Be supportive 
• Be Enthusiastic 
• Dialogue to meet student needs 
• Instill confidence for dialogue 

stuff you aren’t passionate about or it will be a waste of time. You’ve got to have fun.” 

  Julia recounts how another education professor Dr. B said, “Yeah, you want to 

make this fun for your kids, because then they can go home excited and tell their parents 

what they're learning. You want to make sure that the art is a good outlet for the kids.  

Even kids who aren't artistically good at it, that they can still use the skills that they 
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learned in art to use in other classes, in the other core academic classes.”  You fuel 

creativity, so that they can use that creativity for other classes, and they can have that 

optimistic idea about school, and have it incorporated into the other classes.”   

  Creativity and art can be motivators to actually be in school. I’ve developed a 

program “guy talk” where a group of young men would come after school and we could 

talk about anything they wanted. Several of them admitted it was the only reason they 

came to school. Finding one classroom to fit in can be enough to keep a student in school. 

  “I remember Dr. Bain also encouraging us too, if you're interested, go and reach 

out to the science teachers, and go talk to the science and math teachers, and ask them, 

“What are you teaching the kids?  What are they learning?”  So that you have an idea of 

what other things your kids are going through.   

  This can give students perspective with how complex learning and knowledge can 

be in that subjects are all connected. Math doesn’t stop once you leave the math 

classroom and of course this goes the other way, art doesn’t stop once you leave the art 

room. 

If you overhear them saying, “Man, I hate math,” you can be like, “Why do you 

hate math?  There's an artist that deals with math, and he uses shapes or geometry 

or volume or surface to calculate his sculptures,” and that kind of like leads into 

the conversation of, “I didn't know math was that important or math could be that 

cool.  There you go.”  It turns out the kid gets a B in the next test.” 

  Frustration with a subject can be an opportunity for engagement, not only 

building rapport with the student but also new insights into the subject you teach. From 

this section I have formulated Julia’s experiences into techniques for critique.  
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My Job  

  For a project in one of Julia’s classes she had to come up with an alter ego, and 

present artwork to match that ego. Her’s was Axel Loveall, a rowdy dude, because it 

allowed her to say anything. The art piece was a painting she did of her nephew using 

only peanut butter.  

 

Figure 24  Julia's peanut butter painting. 

  She recalled something Axel said in a mock interview, “When we grow up, we 

oppress our inner child, which depresses our hearts.  I feel that it is my job to remind 

people that once they allow their inner child to come out again, essentially, they will 

become happier and appreciate life like a child would.”   

 “My hope is that Begolden has inspired you to shine as she has already inspired 

so many others. Keeping it real. Keeping it fun. Keeping in touch with what excited us 

when we too, were little ones. Be passionate about what you choose to do. Be supportive 

of those around you, these are her words.  

  You have now bared witness to this sideshow of wonderful freaks. They as I, have 
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welcomed you to this space. Each sharing stories of our own education. Anna with her 

ability to explore and inspire others in tapping into their own experiences. Kaleb, a guide 

in the journey for self- knowledge. Begolden with her childlike enthusiasm, And even me 

Cavanicci, building the stage. So here I bid you farewell, and hope you too will build a 

stage where burgeoning minds can seek their own paths. And don’t forget to be golden!” 
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CHAPTER SEVEN – SYNTHESIS AND ANALYSIS OF FINDINGS 

 This chapter will act as a distiller for the previous three chapters. Here I wish to 

condense the findings of my participants into one place as a way to present my 

interpretation. I will revisit the themes of the passionate practitioner, the creative 

classroom, and the creative critique.  

Defining Imagination and Creativity 

  First with regard to imagination and creativity, each participant defined these 

terms in relation to their own background and experiences. Their definitions of 

imagination and creativity were as follows: 

  Anna’s imagination was more figurative and literary, Kaleb’s imagination was 

more philosophical, and Julia’s imagination was about exploration. They did all mention 

 Anna Kaleb Julia 

Im
ag

in
at

io
n o Thinking outside 

the box 
o Connecting ideas 
o Connecting 

objects not 
normally 
together 

 

o Thinking beyond the 
norm or status quo 

o Capacity for 
creativity 

o Foundation of 
creativity 

o Finding unique 
solutions 

 

o Allowing the mind to 
swim with no 
boundaries 

o Plays on individual’s 
experiences, knowledge, 
and environment 

 

C
re

at
iv

ity
 o Coming up with 

a product 
o Process of 

creation 
o Building 

something new 
o Reshaping 

something old 
 

o Manner, way, or 
action of bringing 
forth imagination into 
the real world 

o Finding unique ways 
to use the 
imagination 

o Crafting of the 
imagination 

 

o Finding original answers 
to questions 

o Testing possibilities and 
impossibilities 

o Finding different and 
new solutions 
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imagination as thoughts beyond the boundaries of what we are accustomed to. As 

mentioned in the literature review Maxine Greene spoke of imagination as, “moving from 

the entanglement in the ‘cotton wool of daily life’ to ‘moments of being’ ” (1976, p. 72), 

to moments of awareness and intensified consciousness. Hakkarainen (2013) was 

referenced in discussing how for children, truth is not what guides their sense-making of 

situations, but their imaginations. Imagination can infuse excitement into teaching in a 

relatable way to students. My own definition of imagination has expanded from 

connecting the mind beyond what we already “know”, to viewing imagination really as a 

space for engagement. Again, it is a choice to enter the freakshow, to enter the tent, to 

participate in that space. So with my participants they have described inviting ways to 

excite students with their own or others creativities.  

  Creativity was defined as crafting, building, finding, testing, and/or reshaping 

one’s thoughts at the boundary of the known and unknown. It requires knowledge in the 

forms of craft (medium of communication) and information (previous experiences and 

new). Creativity is choosing to show others what we have found at that boundary of the 

old and new. While, imagination is thinking or experiencing beyond boundaries or the 

norm, creativity is a personal construction. Creativity is taking the stage of the freakshow 

and sharing. The question each participant answered through their own experiences is, 

“What are some ways to encourage students to step forward into that space where they 

must extend beyond personal knowledge?” 

Nay-swaying  

  Brene Brown (2010) found in her research of the wholehearted that negative 

experiences around creativity, can have just as profound an affect as the positive. I found 
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the same in my own personal narrative and the narratives of my participants. I labeled 

these negative experiences as nay-swaying moments, in that they deterred participants 

from being a part of learning experience, many of which were creative opportunities. In 

the following table I have condensed the traits, my participants found prevalent within 

these nay-swaying experiences. 

Table 18 Participants' traits of nay-swaying. 

Traits of Nay-swaying 

Anna Kaleb Julia 

o Competition 
o Raising doubts 

about one’s skill 
o Ridicule 
o Favoritism 
o Negative Criticism 
o Not acknowledging 

strengths 

o Uncaring 
o Favoritism 
o Lack of respect 
o Minimal effort from 

instructor 
o Elitism 
o Arrogance 

 

o Encouraging copying 
over creativity  

o Forcing a technique 
repeatedly 

o Lack of Enthusiasm 
o Aggressive 
o Argumentative 
o Focus only on product 
o Disregard work  
o Speak without tact 
o Attack the artist’s 

work 
 

The Passionate Practitioner 

  In order to bring together their experiences as students and as educators I devised 

the term passionate practitioner. The process of encouraging imaginative spaces begins 

with the teacher, and each participant had their own way of describing a teacher’s 

connection to their students. Kaleb called it “authenticity,” for Anna it was about 

practicing what one preaches, and Julia called it “keeping it real.” I loved all of their 

descriptions, but “keeping it real” was a phrase my students used often, so it has a 
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familiar and fairly distinct meaning for me. It also speaks directly from my student’s 

perspective. My interpretation of “keeping it real” is being honest with who you are and 

what you believe, not only in your actions but also your words.  

Table 19 Participants traits of the passionate practitioner. 

Traits of the Passionate Practitioner 
Anna Kaleb Julia 

• Teaching as a 
profession 

• Practicing what one 
teaches 

• Modeling the process  
• Showing Mistakes 
• Being creative in 

process and teaching 
• Improvising 

 

• Teachers not claiming 
or believing to have 
all the answers 

• Exposing students to 
the critical journey  

• Building rapport 
through dialogue 

• Choosing meaningful 
over means to an 
end 

• Modeling creative 
teaching 

 

• Being a real person 
through personal 
work, stories, & 
flaws 

• Staying connected to 
students 

• Displaying devotion 
to one’s subject and 
students 

• Inviting laughter 
• Well-planned lessons 

relating to students 
• Community projects 
• Real world 

opportunities 
 

  Each of my participants’ interpretations converse well with each other, because 

they speak about the teacher showing students they care about what they are doing. They 

mentioned teachers showing their connection to their subject through their own doing and 

experiences and expanding their knowledge of students through dialogue. The passionate 

practitioner is dedicated to students, teaching, and the subject they teach. They model 

processes, interactions, and communication. The passionate practitioner builds rapport by 

genuinely communicating personal experiences and flaws. They support students by 

giving them power and freedom in their own education. Many of the traits storied by my 
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participants reminded me again of Geneva Gay proposing that, “caring teachers expect 

(highly), relate (genuinely), and facilitate (relentlessly)” (2010, p. 47). 

Imaginative Spaces for Creativity 

  Having established what creativity is to the participants and the teacher’s role as a 

model and architect of those creative spaces, I want to review how my participants 

described different spaces for creativity.  

Table 20 Participant spaces for creativity. 

Spaces for Creativity 
Anna Kaleb Julia 

o Identify and show 
students their 
strengths 

o Help them realize their 
context and beyond it 

o Help them find a 
niche/Options in 
projects 

o Prompts are both 
specific and general 

o Adjust lessons for 
engagement 

o Structure as a guide for 
students 

 

o A comfortable Space 
o Allowing unique 

perspectives 
o Freedom in modes of 

expression 
o Multiplication allowing 

multiple approaches 
for students 

o Planning ahead 
creatively 

o Continuously looking at 
different solutions 

o Helping each other in 
unearthing their own 
knowledge 

 

o Make learning fun 
o Choose words carefully 
o Be supportive 
o Be enthusiastic 
o Dialogue to meet 

student needs 
o Instill confidence for 

dialogue 
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  With two of my participants, discussions of creativity led to stories of art and the 

critique of art. I derived the following list of ways my participants felt would be 

successful with critiquing a creative 

piece that students may present. I have 

combined Anna and Julia’s 

suggestions with critique into a single 

chart because both participants talked 

about all these traits in very similar 

ways even though they came from 

very different backgrounds, with Julia referring to visual art and Anna talking about 

textual art. 

  Each of my participants spoke about making learning an enjoyable experience, 

and this translates well within creativity. Humor can ease that tension of nervousness 

when we share our creativity with others. Anna, Kaleb, and Julia each mentioned how  

 enjoyable creative learning was when it was fun. Egan (2012) also points out the 

importance of humor and fun in learning. Being positive spurs momentum. Julia’s focus 

on the process can provide insights into not only how something is created but also how a 

student wants a piece to turn out. This leads to the next technique with figuring out 

destinations or headings. Recommendations of exemplars can be more readily made if we 

understand what they are looking for. Choosing words carefully in dialogue can avoid 

disinterest in finishing a project, as can getting excited about students’ strengths. Lastly, 

Critique for Creativity 

o Have Fun 
o Be positive 
o Ask about the process and the 

product 
o Ask about their destination 
o Choose words with care 
o Talk about what works 
o Recommendations through choices 

versus answers 
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choices give more freedom in completion versus saying, “This is how it should look.” 

 Community for Creativity 

 Community for creativity is my own way of pulling all of my participants’ spaces 

for creativity into one more detailed image. This is necessary because within many of the 

stories that have been told I felt there was a distinction between how strong an 

association in the community participants felt. Where the nay-swayer moments would 

represent a negative association the following represents levels of positive association.  

These levels build upon each other. They are dialogue, democracy, and kinship. The 

following is a table laying out participants’ descriptions of these elements. 

 

 

 The following diagram then shows how these elements interact with each other:  

 

 

 Participants Inputs Community for Creativity 
Anna Kaleb Julia 

Dialogue honest conversations Problem-posing, honest 
conversations 

Real talk, honest 
conversations 

Democracy Freedom of expression, 
teaching as improv, 
inclusion of student 
voice 

Freedom of expression, 
inclusion of student 
voice 

Freedom of 
expression, 
inclusion of student 
voice 

Kinship Knowing students 
strengths, 
Knowing students 
interests 
Knowing students 
context 
Sharing Teacher flaws, 
experiences, 
creativities 

Knowing students 
context 
Knowing students 
interests 
Sharing teacher stories, 
experiences, creativities 

Humor, knowing 
their interests, their 
strengths 
Knowing students 
context 
Sharing teacher 
flaws, experiences, 
creativities 

 Figure 25 Participants' creative spaces input in community for creativity 
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Figure 26 Community for Creativity. 

It begins with dialogue for a community cannot exist without communication. 

This dialogue is specific though in that it is honest, real, and problem-posing as my 

participants put it. Each individual’s voice is valued as an important part of the whole as 

Leitsyna (2004) and Freire (2000) point out.  

  Dialogue is a powerful component of democracy for it is the way by which we 

become participants in democracy. In the literature review I mentioned how Maxine 

Greene (2007) stressed that democracy in the classroom cannot exist without truly 

listening to the students. For Dewey, democracy meant associated living, in that the 

decision-making is a process of inquiry to be shared by all, community then, is best 

achieved through democracy (2011).  

Kinship is not often heard in reference to a classroom. I use kinship here as the 

highest achievement of a community for creativity. In my view it is about strong 

• Voices	  of	  individuals	  
valued	  in	  honest,	  real,	  
and	  problem-‐posing	  
conversations.	  

Dialogue:	  

• Voice	  of	  individuals	  
honored	  in	  lessons,	  
choice	  of	  expression,	  
and	  themes	  in	  
learning.	  	  

Democracy:	  

• "knowing"	  through	  
continous	  dialogue	  relating	  
and	  incorporating	  strengths,	  
interests,	  and	  context	  of	  all	  
individuals	  in	  the	  classroom	  

Kinship:	  
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connection to others, not just knowing others, but wanting to know others as a means to 

strengthening community. Each of my participants mentioned how powerful not only 

knowing the students was but how the passionate practitioner reveals their own 

personality, experiences and interests to students; whether knowing their strengths, their 

interests, or even their context. Earlier in the literature review I mentioned a community 

of care. Brown (2010) spoke of embracing vulnerability in order to be creative and the 

role of compassion for oneself and others. This compassion is what brings me to the word 

kin and also looks back to ethics of care. As stated before, “Students want to know how 

much you care and not how much you know” (Freiberg 1996, p.158) thus the teacher 

must establish a place where care is consciously valued. An ethic of care  

is based on respect for voice and responsiveness to relationships (Gilligan 2012). So 

kinship then with the community for creativity is action in students supporting, 

challenging, and understanding each other. It is a process where imagination and 

creativity that constantly revisited and rejuvenated through dialogue and democracy.   

The Sideshow Posters 

 I will now describe in detail the meaning and inclusion of elements within the 

paintings. The actual use of the sideshow metaphor came about within this design 

process. Only after having convinced myself through developing Kaleb’s overall design 

did I fully develop the rest. I was always considering ideas for each participant, but 

Kaleb’s was the first where each of the elements clicked into place. They fit, explained, 

and extended his narrative with a truth I could identify and feel good about following 

through with.  
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Forum 

  The design for Kaleb’s poster came first. I had made the connection of two of the 

most influential activities in his early and adult life: debate and Magic The Gathering. He 

is a clear and concise speaker, not only through the interviews but also in the university 

course where he was my student. I liked the way these cards he played with could 

represent different thoughts and experiences that one could bring to a dialogue within his 

classroom following the concise manner in which he told his stories. I also have a vivid 

memory of him staying after my classroom management class, with a couple other 

students to show me how to play Magic the Gathering. I sat quietly and watched him 

shuffling the cards in one hand, with such ease. This visual of how comfortable he was 

with these cards stuck with me. 

  Kaleb’s personality has a showmanship to it as well, which I wanted to portray. 

He is an entertaining storyteller and is methodical and purposeful with his words. He is 

interested in sharing, but equally interested in hearing what others have to say. He 

practices the dialogue, which he preaches. 

  Kaleb seeks to make his classroom a place for dialogue to happen often and I 

envisioned thoughts and positions becoming visible on the cards, detached from who the 

person is. While dialogue can be highly subjective, having thoughts on a card means they 

can easily be shifted, left behind, or added to one’s repertoire. The way he talked about 

how much he enjoyed hearing others’ sides to an argument gave me this idea  

  For dialogue to work, people must be interested in the thoughts of others, and I 

envisioned the game Magic the Gathering, where a card is a played and players are 

constantly reading the cards or looking at the artwork as they are played in order to read 
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the details of what the card means to the game itself. The game requires constant learning 

and interaction in that way. 

  Dialogue is not so easily achieved if we refuse to change our cards or never show 

interest in others cards; the game simply cannot be played that way. Sometimes we 

become so emotionally intertwined with certain thoughts that truly listening is no longer 

possible. In the painting, the symbols on the floor are representative of the influence of 

magic and the cards he mentioned in interviews. 

The Shaman 

Anna’s painting came next and I could not shake her quote, “people who are 

around those with illnesses want to help you by curing your illness, but they don’t realize 

it’s the mental part that is so difficult.” The blog she writes for the nonprofit organization 

on dealing with pain came to mind where she is writing to heal herself and being 

approached to heal others, as did the many stories she told of interacting with students in 

the hospital. 

  This healing is not about illness; rather it is the metacognitive process involved in 

writing and particularly in reflective writing. She also exhibited this with her published 

piece as a way to relive and sort through the bad experiences she had in her interactions 

with doctors. In narrative research, it is the unpacking of one’s own experiences in order 

to better understand them. 

  Through teaching her in my university course, the interviews, her photography, 

and her writing, Anna often felt very connected to her own context. Simultaneously 

though, she shifts easily to understanding the place of the other. Her writing is 

meticulously aware and conscious of environments and people. One can feel the textures 
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and sense emotions of the characters. 

  Anna’s personality is very calming, as are her voice and tone. There is something 

spiritual about a person who is so aware of others and their environments and their place 

within those spaces. This is why “shaman” came to mind. A doctor often attempts to heal 

the physical body, but a shaman works from the inside out.  

  Anna is teaching others to how to better understand their own experiences through 

writing. She writes with her eyes closed to better connect to the place she writes of. In her 

painting, the skinned horse, a part she played long ago in the play The Velveteen Rabbit, 

sits off to the side, reading her work and encouraging her to move forward. The rabbit is 

there, too. The feathers act as instruments of flight into one’s own stories. 

Begolden 

Julia’s portrait was quite difficult to figure out, possibly because I have known her 

for so long. So finding the right fit was tricky, but I think it is more than that. Julia is an 

artist through and through and has been for as long as I have known her. As wonderful of 

an artist Julia is, I felt as a teacher, her personality will be her most striking trait and is 

why students will gravitate to her.  

  The breakthrough came as I reread her conversations with fellow artists, 

describing herself as a goldfish with a bunch of piranhas. Julia has lived preserving what 

is most important to her, childlike enthusiasm and curiosity. She stated as her alter ego, 

Axel Loveall, that speaking to children is so important for her artwork.  

  Begolden is a mantra about exploration and helping others explore. It is a 

reminder that we can choose to be whomever we want, as her childhood hero, Stargirl, 

reminded her. A photograph she showed me of herself as a super hero at a high school 
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event came to mind and it fit perfectly. She is dressed as a mix of a warrior and a super 

hero in somewhat of a reference to Athena. 

  The orange tree in the background of Julia’s painting is a reference to her family 

and a reminder of how hard her father and the rest of her family worked for what she has. 

The Rabbit is a sculpture she completed made of brillo pads, the penguin is me, the cello 

represents Mr. Boondocks, and the stars are a nod to Mrs. Hanning for introducing her to 

Stargirl. One of her proudest pieces of art sits beneath her feet. 

Chaos Cavanicci 

I bounced back and forth with whether or not I should paint myself. I had ideas 

early on of what I would be, but they did not feel right. In conversations with fellow 

researchers, I was told I should be in it. Because of the depth by which I tell my own 

stories and my connections to my students, in the end I convinced myself I should be 

represented. At first, I was not sure if I even wanted another self-portrait hanging around, 

but as entrenched as I am in my research, I must become comfortable with my own 

stories and thus my own portrait. 

  It was difficult figuring out how to represent myself, because I was not at the 

same stage as these fresh pre-service teachers. After teaching art for eight years and 

education courses for the past two and half years, I could not envision my painting. What 

role would I represent? A beginning teacher? A researcher? An artist? A student entering 

into teaching or a teacher entering into research? I barrage the reader with these questions 

as a snippet of the constant barrage I put upon myself in the design process.  

  The cannon and cans of paint in my painting represent my days of creating murals 

and large collaborations with students. The wall with the penguin represents my 
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navigation through research methodologies and finding a fit. My pose is the most telling 

because I reach out to you the audience, as a researcher, as an educator, and as someone 

who honestly cares about what is happening in classrooms. I am welcoming you to the 

stage to share your stories and to research as well. My other hand reaches to the curtain, 

welcoming the most important part of this study to the stage – my participants and their 

experiences. 

  Really though, I am at a transition just as my participants are. I am moving into 

the unfamiliar territory of university teaching and research. A place where all of the roles 

I have fulfilled as teacher, artist, and researcher will come into play. I was adamant, even 

against my wife’s wishes, to grow the mustache that stretches across my face in the 

painting. It was a reminder that I am a ringleader at this point. It is a daily reminder of 

what I am doing and how I am thinking about my research. It is a reminder of my own 

transition and the need to continue.  

 These paintings are not about painting participants as teachers. They are about 

painting each at a moment in their lives. At this moment I am an artist researcher 

welcoming those I have taught to the stage and welcoming the audience I address to hear 

the stories of my participants. I am at an intersection, one hand reaching out, one hand 

reaching back, connecting the audience to the sideshow of the wholehearted. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT – LOOKING BACK & LOOKING FORWARD 

Introduction 

  Reflective practices are inherent to this research and with the methodology of 

narrative inquiry. I received the following email from my third participant, Julia, on one 

of those dark and dreary days when I could not write anymore. It reaffirmed to me not 

only why I teach, but also further illustrated the idea of reflection as a part of teaching. 

I chose these topics to write about for my PDS Application. This 
application was the start of my actual process with becoming a teacher in 
Texas and becoming certified.  

Enjoy!  
-Julia 

 
Figure 27. Julia's PDAS application 

Topic 2 - Describe the best teacher you have had and analyze how the teacher affected 
you and your goals. 
!
He never treated us as students but as human beings who were capable of being 
superheros. Cavan Leerkamp was the best art Yoda any student could have and I am 
very thankful to have had him as my middle school art teacher and mentor in college. 
Leerkamp managed his classroom to feel like a sanctuary, where everyone was really 
welcomed to create pieces that represented their thoughts and opinions. He 
encouraged everyone but also provided well developed constructive criticism that 
never felt negative and provoked open discussions of inspiring improvement. He was 
cool as a cucumber and dorky at times but his teachings contained heartfelt passion in 
creating artwork for the community to enjoy and to learn from.

 

He went above and beyond in his attention for his students and was the first teacher 
that brought the outside world into the classroom. He made learning fun and realistic 
which a lot of teachers I’ve seen struggle with. He had a brilliant balance of fun and 
professionalism that trickled down to his students demeanors. We were excited to 
make pieces that had meanings and messages that we felt relevant to the pressing 
issues at that moment and from history we felt connected to. He gave us the chance to 
create our own processes of addressing issues in the world with our art. We were not 
middle school kids to him, we were the future leaders and he wanted to make sure that 
our heads were skewed on right and know in our hearts that we could turn to art to 
relieve ourselves and the worlds problems.
!
Leerkamp is a great man, and I really do hope that I can function my classroom like he 
had. Till this day I can reach out to him and he is more than willing to give me advice. 

He challenged me when I was in grade school and he still does today as we talk about 
how I want to conduct my classroom and what kind of teacher I want to be. He has 
unconditional love for art and teaching which I am very proud of. I promised myself that 
I would be the game changer that Leerkamp was. He gave a new meaning to “thinking 
outside the box” in art with having us visit museums, traveling all around Houston, 
partaking in festivals and having discussions that made us feel valuable. I appreciate all 
his efforts and it has been my new challenge to surpass his excellence.              

  
!!!!!!!!!
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 I think I blush every time I read it, along with the thought that I am putting it out 

there for everyone to read. I had to remind myself it is a record of the research. It is about 

the metacognitive reflection of teaching. It is about teachers as professionals taking 

seriously what they do and the practices they follow from the experiences they have had. 

From the interview process alone, these pre-service teachers have explored new depths in 

their own teachings. It is about the way narrative research allows the researcher to 

become a part of the stories it is based on. 

 I remember hearing the quote “we teach until we are surpassed by our students.”  

Julia does not even have her own classroom yet but is already ten steps ahead of where I 

was when I began teaching. I have no doubt she will be a wonderful teacher; not 

particularly because of any influence I had, but because of how she is approaching the 

role. Her philosophy of teaching is highly reflective and responsive to students. I can 

easily imagine the students she will inspire. This idea of surpassing is not about 

surpassing me as a person or even me as a teacher. It is about bringing more potential to 

the stories they have yet to live.   

 I was at a nature preserve this weekend in Port Aransas – a beautiful marshland, 

birds everywhere. A few little sandpipers were running through the water pecking into 

the marsh every few steps, using so much energy to move through the mud and water, in 

a somewhat spastic manner. There was a shadow overhead, so physics-defyingly-slow, a 

pelican gently gliding down to share the same space. The pelican cruised in with grace 

and confidence, its feet effortlessly unraveling at the last possible moment as it landed in 

a couple inches of water, barely even taking a step. The sandpiper was me when I began 

this research, the pelican – my participants. There is such rightful confidence in the 
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classrooms they have imagined. I had very little vision if any in the image of what I 

thought the community of my classroom would or should look like. I would not say I had 

no vision and when I taught Julia, it was my second year teaching, so I had developed 

more. When I hear these teachers tell their stories, I am a bit envious of where they are 

and where they will be, because they are definitely ahead of where I was when I began. 

Looking Back 

 This qualitative study began with my self-narrative, a series of vignettes from my 

childhood, as a student, and my adulthood. I wondered how these experiences affected 

my learning and teaching. I wondered how my perceptions of my own creativity were 

shaped by and continue to be shaped in classroom interactions. This led me to wanting to 

explore other teachers’ experiences around creativity. I studied three pre-service teachers 

at a moment in time where they were each imagining their own classroom based on their 

experiences as students and as student teachers. In looking at these three teachers and my 

own stories, the goal was to illuminate characteristics and idiosyncrasies found in the 

telling of our narratives as opposed to just comparing four people’s stories. 

    I began interviews with participants defining the terms imagination and creativity. 

Then participants explored their own stories of creativity. These stories spanned the 

participants’ life histories as well as mine and continue forward. The stories focused on 

the challenges and successes of finding creative voice in their own process of living. As 

the researcher, I have brought out themes and points of interest within these stories, but 

what is to be learned from them is, as personal a determination as living them. 

  I introduced my own metaphor of the sideshow in order to not only tie the 

participants’ stories and my stories together, but to better understand each participant’s 
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experiences. This metaphor serves as way to look at how each of the educators in this 

study use their own creativities to not only make their teachings more personal, but also 

as way of modeling to students how to understand and explore the world around them. To 

reveal requires opening up and showing what we may not want to show to everyone. We 

risk being called a freak in showing what we are passionate about, in using our voice.  

The Shaman  

  The first participant whose stories I shared was Anna. Anna loved creating as a 

child and as she reached junior high her perspective of her creativity became more 

focused. Being called creative or even an artist was something that required more than 

throwing stuff together. It required dedication. For Anna, her creativity has given her an 

outlet by which to thoroughly explore others’ perspectives. Her writing has given her a 

way to not only talk through her own challenging experiences but to help students do the 

same. For Anna, connecting students to their creativity means being a writer alongside 

them, showing her own flaws and challenges, while building on students’ own 

experiences and strengths. 

Forum  

  Kaleb was the second participant I introduced. He was not confident initially 

about his own creativities. Upon reflection though he realized how creative he was with 

his most passionate endeavors. For Kaleb, imagination and creativity have more 

philosophical critical foundations where the focus is dialogue (imagining) within a 

community and then action (creativity) in making the imaginings reality. Also for Kaleb, 

the teacher is not an answer-holder, rather more of a guide in navigating one’s own 

landscape through dialogue and problem-posing. Some tools hanging from this guide’s 
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utility belt are building rapport, making meaningful lessons, giving freedom in 

expression, and modeling. 

Begolden  

The last participant I presented was Julia. She has been a visual and musical artist 

from very early on. For Julia, the teacher’s connection to the subject and their students 

has been important in strengthening or weakening her own connection to the subject. 

Julia wants to teach students by “keeping it real.” Making assignments fun and guided by 

students’ interests, Julia plans to invite humor and real world opportunities in her 

classroom. Her concept of imagination and creativity are about exploring and testing 

possibilities. 

Chaos Cavanicci  

My own perception of imagination has become more focused, through this 

research, on how it can encourage engagement and lead to creativity if the teacher has 

worked on student connection.  Reflection is such an important tool for teachers 

imagining their own classrooms.  As I wrote the literature review for this study, I 

remember doubting how much this would truly look like something I could identify as 

my own. I was surprised by how much my own voice and many modes of thinking could 

be successfully integrated into the study, while still remaining devoted to the stories of 

my participants. I am not exactly sure what I thought my dissertation would look like. I 

was convinced it would be just a ton of reading and typing. It was much more than that. It 

has been so important for me to be able to speak, study, and contextualize my thoughts 

while interweaving physical, philosophical, and textual mediums throughout the process 

and I feel I have done this in a way that has allowed much more burrowing for me as a 
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researcher.  

 The last thing I wanted was for my art to feel like an accessory to the writing. Not 

only did it serve as a way to think through the writing, it acted as a compass when the 

writing became clouded. The narrative and the art worked together. I call it Art-Narrative 

Ping Pong because they each played different roles even between participants. It was a 

back and forth that I began conceptualizing really before I even started interviewing. 

Which came first – the narrative or the art? The answer is both, neither, or even better, it 

does not matter. They both served in a symbiotic relationship of one feeding into the 

other. Neither would have been the same without the other. 

Table 21 Researcher rationale for art and narrative. 

Rationale for Art and Narrative: 

• Gave depth to my understanding of my participants 

• Clarified my perspective of my participants to readers 

• Gave me momentum in actually completing the study 

(enriched researcher resolve) 

• Unified my themes in ways the text couldn’t 

Looking Forward 

 In debriefing with my participants, I was given clarity on how these story 

continues to unfold beyond the study. Julia has been approached by a Via Colori (the 

street art festival) representative, to be a featured artist at a street drawing event in a new 

city. She is also working on a collaborative grant with fellow art education students to 

collaborate with a museum in Colorado to better understand their education outreach. 

Kaleb has graduated and is continuing to study in a Master’s program in education at his 



 

 

 

227 

university. He plans to begin working in the classroom soon and eventually pursue a 

doctorate in education so he can do research of his own. Ana is finishing up student 

teaching and she mentioned to me, ”After talking to you and thinking about my history, I 

realized that there has never been a time in my life where I have not felt the need to 

create something.” She spoke of how much more conscious she is now of sharing with 

students in her own creative process.  

 Each of my participants talked about how the study has caused them to think more 

particularly about their perceptions of creativity in classroom. I would love to see how 

this will all develop after they have taught for a few years. I want to compare what they 

thought would work out to what ended up working the best for them. After the context 

has changed, how do they perceive the plans, techniques, and stories they told in this 

study? What has surprised me is how important reflective teaching practices have become 

to my research and how perfectly narrative inquiry studies it. I also plan to further 

explore further the parallels of narrative inquiry and art as inquiry. 

Conclusions 

Opportunities for Imagination 

  From my findings, teachers teach from positive and negative experiences in the 

classroom. This means that experiences in the classroom can have powerful effects over 

students’ investment in not only a subject, but learning in general. Therefore, I feel as 

though teachers should be conscious of the way they are connecting to students. I 

recommend, regardless of subject, that teachers provide imaginative opportunities for 

students and allow students to be creative from those imaginative spaces as a way of 

personalizing the learning experience. The imagination is way to make learning more 
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meaningful (Egan 2011). 

Passionate Practitioners 

  Educators in my research used their own creativities as a way of relating their 

teachings to their students. Teachers’ own personalities and interests can help with their 

connection to their subject, their students, and their teachings. Teachers need 

opportunities to express their own creativities in the classroom. If the expectation or goal 

is for creative students then educators need be given the time, opportunity, and 

encouragement to present their teachings in ways representative of their own passions. 

They need be given opportunities to reflect upon their teachings. 

Table 22 Participants descriptions of passionate practitioners. 

Traits of the Passionate Practitioner 
Anna Kaleb Julia 

• Teaching as a 
profession 

• Practicing what one 
teaches 

• Modeling the process  
• Showing Mistakes 
• Being creative in 

process and teaching 
• Improvising 

 

• Teachers not claiming 
or believing to have 
all the answers 

• Exposing students to 
the critical journey  

• Building rapport 
through dialogue 

• Choosing meaningful 
over means to an 
end 

• Modeling creative 
teaching 

 

• Being a real person 
through personal 
work, stories, & 
flaws 

• Staying connected to 
students 

• Displaying devotion 
to one’s subject and 
students 

• Inviting laughter 
• Well-planned lessons 

relating to students 
• Community projects 
• Real world 

opportunities 
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  In my eyes creativity bridges the gap between art and craft. Through a distinction 

between art and craft, I wish to make a comparison. As dangerous as dichotomies are, I 

feel the need to address how we look at teachers and students and whether our education 

system wishes to produce craftsmen or artists. The craftsman creates what he is told to 

create after mastering the technique he was told to master.  The craftsman does not 

inquire he merely follows instructions.  

  The artist, though, is something else, while she too has mastered the technique or 

craft. The productions of her craft differ in that they are infused with her own original 

interpretations and experiences. Her productions and her art each represent a mile marker 

of her own making, on a road of her education and not someone else’s. Her art is not 

limited to what it should represent. It begins with the passionate practitioner. This 

passionate practitioner is an artist, and one objective of these artists is to give students the 

opportunity to be passionate practitioners as well. How much artistry is encouraged in 

teachers’ classrooms who do not have freedom in their own curriculum? How much 

artistry are students practicing, when the majority of class time is hijacked by one state 

mandated exam? How important is it for teachers and students to be creating art versus 

craft as a product of learning? 

Community for Creativity 

 In the findings I brought my participants’ descriptions of creative spaces together 

into a community for creativity. Maxine Greene said “imagination makes empathy 

possible” (1996, p. 3) which is really the foundation of this community. 
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Figure 28 Goals of a community for creativity. 

 My participants were often talking more about teachers’ relationships more than 

their content knowledge. This could signify that relationships are more important to 

teaching and student creativity than solely possessing knowledge. Teachers wanting to 

encourage student creativity might want to begin with their own connection to students 

and to each other. This means developing a democratic community, where imagination is 

encouraged as a place for dialogue. Voices can be heard through writing, art, 

philosophical arguments and countless other creative outlets emanating from that place. 

These voices need to be honored and given credibility for their worth in the process of 

learning. Kinship then is caring and respecting for connection and voice. “You wanna 

teach with imaginative spaces for creativity?…Build yer own freakshow!” Cavanicci 

announces as the final curtain falls. 

• Voices	  of	  individuals	  
valued	  in	  honest,	  real,	  
and	  problem-‐posing	  
conversations.	  

Dialogue:	  

• Voice	  of	  individuals	  
honored	  in	  lessons,	  
choice	  of	  expression,	  
and	  themes	  in	  learning.	  	  

Democracy:	  

• "knowing"	  through	  continous	  
dialogue	  relating	  and	  
incorporating	  strengths,	  
interests,	  and	  context	  of	  all	  
individuals	  in	  the	  classroom	  

Kinship:	  
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