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Abstract

In this paper we will explain the ways in which we have introduced creativity to staff and research postgraduates through our work in the Centre for Staff & Educational Development at the University of East Anglia in Norwich.  We will examine the development of the UEA Innovation Lab, the Creativity and Creative Problem Solving workshops, and the impact of the Creativity European Association on our activities.  There will be specific examples of how we have applied creativity in facilitation, idea generation and problem solving with staff from across the University and external groups.  We will describe the various influences which shaped our creative approach and ultimately share what we have learned from our own experience.
Scribbling on the Walls: Introducing Creativity at UEA, the story so far...
Introduction
In recent years the idea of learning about and using creativity has become increasingly popular, but how is it applied in Higher Education?  Coinciding with this general interest in creativity, we began exploring its use in the work that we were doing as staff developers in the Centre for Staff and Educational Development (CSED) at the University of East Anglia (UEA).  The impetus for this originated with a Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE) funded project, which brought us into contact with others who were engaged in interesting work in this field.  The approaches that were developed as a result are described in this paper.

The LHI Project and the iLab Concept
Background

Learning the Habit of Innovation: Harnessing Technology for Strategic Planning (LHI) was a regional project which ran from 2001-2004
.  A collaboration between UEA, Anglia Polytechnic University (now Anglia Ruskin University), University of Cambridge, University of Essex, University of Luton (now University of Bedfordshire) and the Royal Mail, it was funded by HEFCE and was based in CSED at UEA.

The LHI Project aimed to transfer to Higher Education a novel approach to team working developed by the Royal Mail.  This is based on the concept of an Innovation Lab (iLab), a special place where groups and teams can explore and extend their thinking beyond the normal boundaries of assumptions and constraints.  The Royal Mail iLab, a unique model for using technology to stimulate innovation and creativity, had been used for a number of years by teams from commercial companies to tackle issues ranging from strategy to policy development, to project planning and new product development.  The LHI Project further developed the idea and clarified the key components of the approach, and it is possible to describe a template - a minimum set of conditions that make up the special nature of this environment.

Components of the iLab Concept

The concept has three components:

1. 
A dedicated space that in no way resembles normal working conditions, to promote willing suspension of disbelief, to alter the mindset.  The features which characterise it are privacy, multi-media, floor to ceiling curved whiteboard walls to capture thoughts and ideas, toys, and a distinctive design of layout, lighting and decoration.

2.
Collaborative ways of working which encourage the contribution of all.  This includes the use of electronic meetings software which contains tools for brainstorming, information gathering, organising, prioritising and consensus building.  Brainstorming using the software generates lots of ideas quickly and anonymously.  This enables the sharing of everyone’s ideas and allows groups to be more honest, less conformist and to express concerns.  It liberates them from the restrictions of hierarchy which often operates in groups.  There is no need for the group to stop to write things up – all data is captured in the process of working.

3
Facilitation Techniques to structure the process and to stimulate open creative thinking, leading to practicable outcomes.  “What might happen, what might we do, what do we really want?” is combined with “What steps do we need to take to make this happen?”

Future focussed approaches to problem solving may involve asking the group to communicate their hopes, to identify priorities, consider options and potential action, and to create a shared vision of the future with tangible outcomes.

The combination of these three elements can help groups to work faster and more effectively to generate lots of ideas, expand their thinking, and evaluate and agree action.  The unique features of the iLab make it an ideal environment for collaborative group work.  The approach aims to balance the needs and contributions of the task, the individual and the group with the focus very much on shared thinking and positive outcomes.
How do we use creativity in the iLab?
The iLab experience is interactive.  A typical session involves a mixture of activities designed and managed by the facilitators.  These activities may include open discussion, group work on the whiteboard walls and brainstorming using the collaborative software. Maintaining movement and momentum is essential and just as a sequence of activities can move the group through the task so changes in pace, mood and atmosphere can re-energise and prompt new ideas.  It is not simply the varied nature of activities which makes the process dynamic.  The use of creativity in session design is important.  The iLab provides an arena where tools and techniques can be applied creatively to stimulate and enhance the experience of the group.  Facilitators draw upon a compendium of ideas and approaches for activities to help groups work collaboratively and with fresh insight, using technology, graphics, personal challenge, games and so on.  These can be found in The iLab Toolkit:  A Facilitators Guide
.

A session in the iLab may include any of the following activities:

· Icebreaker or warm up

· Electronic brainstorming, votes and surveys

· Headlines

· Cut and paste collages

· PowerPoint presentations

· Revivers – activities to re-energise

· Discussion

· Wall activities – pictures, maps, cartoons and timelines

· Other peoples perspectives using the electronic software

· Scenario building

· Role play

There are a number of creative stages in a workshop, and an array of techniques.  It is up to the facilitator to judge when they happen and which techniques they will use.  It is very important to remember that creative thinking is not necessarily a rational, linear process; going round in circles, revisiting and refining ideas can also be a good way to progress.  A major use of creativity is to generate alternatives.  Generating ideas is something most people enjoy.  The software is ideally suited to producing an initial flood of thoughts and the group can go on to categorise, rationalise and vote on the outcomes.  Developing ideas is more challenging.  For some groups particularly where the detail matters, you can go on using the software to condense, categorise and evaluate the material provided by the initial ideas generation.  For others staying sitting at the screen is too passive and they think and work better when moving around, using the walls or techniques such as creative feedback and story creation.  Changing perspectives is very useful at this stage.  For example, inviting the group to view the ideas developed so far from the perspective of others – customers, students, patients, shareholders or staff affected.  Using props or role play may help to stimulate empathy.  Changing time perspectives can also be effective.  Asking people to place themselves some years ahead, and describe the world as they hope it will be then can be very powerful.  What are the steps that move them from where they are now to achieving the ideas generated?   For all of these it is valuable to make the realisation as tangible as possible, so drawing and time-lining on the walls, and creating and acting out scenarios are the sorts of techniques to consider.
The activities described above are good examples of creative techniques which stimulate the imagination and promote collaborative working.  At the heart of the iLab approach is the idea of learning to look at problems in a different way, to try different starting points and to ask different kinds of questions.  Essentially the process is learning the ‘habit of innovation’.  Creativity provides impetus in helping groups to do this; to think more freely, to look beyond the obvious and to explore the alternatives.  A quote from a senior manager at the University of Essex sums up the iLab experience:

Firstly, that the emphasis was on lateral thinking and creative solutions.  Secondly, the iLab enabled us to very quickly identify problem areas and move onto possible solutions – this would all have taken much longer in a conventional workshop.  Thirdly, that the environment fostered a team-based approach – too much time at the University is spent sitting in individual offices, e-mailing!  Fourthly, the iLab environment bypassed hierarchies and encouraged each individual to freely contribute their honest views.  And finally, it was fun to use.
Creativity Workshop
Another example of our attempts to introduce creativity at UEA, a creativity workshop, developed from an awareness we had of the growing popularity and availability of creativity and creative thinking programmes.  As well as reading literature on the subject, early inspiration came from the work being carried out by the Springboard Consultancy
, a group whose Navigator and Springboard men’s and women’s development programmes we had delivered at UEA.  Their newsletter for spring 2002 announced an exciting new course, Creativity at Work, saying “It seems the creative process has been analysed, dissected and identified into lots of neat categories, bullet points and academic theories.  So now we can all know lots about creativity at work.  But very little on how to do it.”

A colourfully-crayoned flyer for the course was particularly enticing, and details of their other initiatives in 2002 such as Creative Ways and Everyone is an artist - and we will prove it!, seemed to indicate that this really was something with which we should be involved.  At this time there was an overtly artistic quality to such programmes, though by 2004 Springboard’s creativity offering had become the more serenely titled Purple Process.  It was as if the word creativity in the title, and an over-association with drawing and painting, was putting off some people, perhaps making the focus too narrow.  The implication seemed to be that what was really required was a broader perspective on how creative thinking could be applied to real issues and problems.  In their spring 2004 newsletter Liz Willis says “This course is not about art or arty things, it’s about you, your creativity and how you can apply it to practical action at work.”

A year later construction began on our own Creativity Workshop based on reading and involvement with the LHI Project.  Books written by some respected authors working in the field of creativity were particularly helpful (such as Edward de Bono’s Six Thinking Hats technique and his concept of PO to describe the uses of provocation
, and Tony Buzan’s work with Mind Maps
) as was a workshop presented at UEA by Simon Middleton, at that time Director of Creative and Brands for Norwich-based advertising company Fox Murphy
.  Aside from these, however, the material in the books seemed to vary wildly in content and presentation and was often like a scrapbook collection of creative ideas, for example Girsch & Girsch (2001)
 and Smith (2003)
; entertaining, inspiring perhaps, but not so easy to use when designing a workshop.  However, some common elements did become clear, such as the use of tools to generate lots of ideas, harnessing the subconscious mind to work on problem solving while you take a break, the use of stimuli or provocation to generate lateral thinking
, and incorporating a degree of playfulness.  It is probably the latter that many are wary or sceptical of.
The Creativity Workshop had at its core a model of a creative process (see Fig 1) based on these common themes, and a range of tools to encourage creative thinking and make the ideas flow.  The workshop was piloted in January 2005 and presented twice in the April of that year.
Although the feedback from participants was positive, the workshop was just one approach to the topic and it wasn’t clear at this point whether it was an effective programme or how similar it was to the courses others were offering.  What was needed was knowledge of recognised formal structures or processes for creative thinking with which to compare and judge the course.  This was to be found at the 2005 Creativity European Association (CREA) Conference.

CREA

The LHI Project funded places at the 2005 CREA Conference for several facilitators from the project partner institutions.  Those attending and presenting at CREA are mostly professionals from a wide range of backgrounds including business, education, design, and psychology, and are from many countries and cultures.  They all have one thing in common; a desire to meet with other creative professionals, to learn about creative processes and to exchange latest thinking and new ideas.
The 3rd CREA Conference took place in April 2005 in Italy.  The event is structured to ensure that everyone attends a core training course for almost half of the time, and chooses from a range of parallel sessions and special events for the rest.  The starting point for first-time participants is an introductory course in the Creative Problem Solving (CPS) process, which we attended.
We learned that the CPS process was developed by Alex Osborn and Dr. Sidney Parnes.  In 1939 Osborn developed a method, which he termed ‘brainstorming’, to generate ideas for dealing with his company’s financial and marketing problems.  Studying creative people to find out how they produced good ideas, he incorporated what he learned into the early versions of the CPS process, aiming to handle business problems more imaginatively.  In the early 1950s he met Sidney Parnes and together they worked on the CPS process, creating what is now known as the Osborne-Parnes model.  This was developed by a businessman, not an academic, and was designed to be applied in a real business environment.
In the 1950s Osborn founded the Creative Education Foundation (CEF)
 to promote the use of CPS, though he never copyrighted the actual process, wanting it to be spread and used freely.  This has resulted in many of its elements appearing in much of the creativity literature of the past 50 years.  It is hardly surprising then that we became aware of how closely the model of a creative process and the tools in our Creativity Workshop matched the main essence of CPS (compare Fig 1 and Fig 2 at end).
When offering creativity workshops, one difficulty we encounter is in persuading creativity sceptics to appreciate the value of what might at first seem to them silly and playful and not serious enough - there are definitely some barriers to break down.  However CPS, with its formal structure (unlike the ‘scrapbook’ approach of many of the books available on the subject) appears to address this.  It is also relatively easy to understand and use.  The process offers a structured, step-by-step method designed to help one approach problems or challenges in imaginative and innovative ways, exploring different options and finally formulating an action plan.
A key concept of CPS which happens at every stage is that of diverging (generating a lot of ideas or making lists) and converging (narrowing them down or making choices).  Diverging is when we can experiment, play, make crazy suggestions, be like a child, and break the rules.  Converging is where we judge and behave in a more pragmatic manner.  We can repeat steps in the process, so for instance we can always diverge again even after converging if we feel we need some more ideas or want to take our thinking in a different direction.
Inspired by our experiences at CREA we put together a one-day Creative Problem Solving Workshop but incorporating a few touches of our own such as the use of whiteboard walls and an exercise in the iLab.  After piloting this with CSED colleagues, the workshop was presented in February and November 2006.  The workshops were very well received by staff and postgraduate students from a variety of schools and departments at UEA.  Some of the feedback suggested that participants would be able to use the CPS techniques in their own work, for example “[It] helped me to reflect how I approach problem solving in my private and professional life, hope I can integrate your tools into my work” and “I will introduce some of these techniques to my students and try some of the wacky techniques when I’m feeling stale.”

The hybrids - a new approach

As a consequence of the iLab, LHI Project, CREA and the creativity workshops we have been able to construct a new approach to working with groups which combines the various tools, techniques and environments.

One session which demonstrates this well is a workshop requested by the Association of Colleges in the Eastern Region (ACER) as part of their course, Delivering Teacher Training in Adult Literacy, Numeracy and English for Speakers of Other Languages.  This half-day session took place in March 2006, and the brief was to encourage participants to be more imaginative in their training delivery, to be creative in the use of technology in their teaching, and to have a more flexible, positive approach.
We combined the use of the iLab and software, and the breakout space with general facilitating techniques and CPS tools. We usually start with a warm up exercise with the aim of setting the tone for the session, gently loosening up participants and stimulating inventive thinking.  We asked participants to form groups by putting together creativity quotes on A4 sheets that had been cut into pieces like a jigsaw.  In their groups they had to each choose a famous person to be, then use the whiteboard walls to map out the story of how they all met.  When you have not experienced it before, scribbling on the walls seems like breaking rules and is very liberating.  A key point about this exercise is that participants must think fast and act fast; individuals formulate their ideas without having time to judge them.
In one activity participants were asked to change perspective by putting themselves in the shoes of the learner and think about what would personally engage them.  They then brainstormed positive ideas anonymously using collaborative software in the iLab (an example of diverging).
To encourage more ideas and lateral thinking we used CPS tools; a detour list and an attribute list.  This is a technique where you make a list of something seemingly unconnected with the topic in hand, such as Things people do at the weekend (a detour list) or Qualities of a postage stamp (an attribute list).  The participants must then force connections between list items and the topic, and because these are totally unrelated this may lead to the occasional wacky idea.  This is absolutely fine - such an idea, while not directly useful in itself, does help keep the activity in the realms of play and fun, and quite likely will cause someone else to think of a really good practical idea.  The key is never to judge when you are diverging and generating ideas, all ideas are accepted at this stage.  Judging at the wrong time conveys a measure of disapproval (even to oneself); it places boundaries on what is acceptable, and is a sure way of curtailing the flow of ideas.  However, suspending judgement is one of the hardest things to do, and this is when the use of collaborative software is particularly helpful.  With everyone’s ideas being typed in anonymously, participants can contribute freely because there is no fear of being judged, and those of different rank and position can work together on the same issue.  Promising ideas are extracted from the list later when participants are converging and judging affirmatively (i.e. picking out the good ideas rather than rejecting the less-useful ones).
Other activities in the ACER session included participants reflecting on their personal journeys through their training, articulating this on the walls with pens and collage materials, and indicating significant milestones.  Participants then walked around the room and viewed each others journeys - we particularly wanted to include some physical activity and to provide different ways for individual expression.  We also had the groups designing lesson plan outlines on challenging topics but in imaginary environments suggested by us (eg a gymnasium, a large kitchen).  We wanted to challenge them to be more creative and think beyond their usual constraints and limits.

A great deal was packed into the session, but this is typical.  Sessions are often fast paced with lots of activity and changes of medium to keep the interest and ideas flowing.  Those commissioning sessions are always looking for solutions to problems, or for new ideas of how to move forward, or to gauge feeling about some issue.  Time is limited so they want to make as much progress with quality ideas and solutions as possible.

Conclusions

We called this paper “Scribbling on the walls” and we feel this neatly encapsulates the main ethos of working creatively.  It suggests breaking rules and current patterns of behaviour to open up new possibilities that we may be blocking ourselves off from, and to encourage new thinking.  We have provided a stimulating environment for creative thinking and problem solving where participants can break the rules (literally scribble on the walls and play with toys) in facilitated, guided sessions.  We have found the results to be well worth the logistical effort and the mental ‘leap of faith’ we frequently have to make - often we’ll try a daring, risky exercise and we have to believe it will work, otherwise neither will the participants.
As a result of its unique approach in enhancing group collaboration, the iLab has become integrated into planning and problem solving by university departments.  However, it is not only departments that have benefited; individuals themselves have also gained from exposure to iLab sessions and attendance on creativity workshops.  Feedback indicates that many have a desire to alter the way they approach work issues, for example “try to be more creative in the lessons that I deliver” and “be more creative!!  I’ve let myself get bogged down with all the official stuff.”  However, it is difficult to assess the true impact of exposure to creative approaches and techniques on participants and this is one area that warrants further investigation.
Our work in creativity has certainly changed and influenced us.  There is a greater willingness to experiment and take risks with the way we deliver courses.  This makes training more interesting for us and keeps our approach fresh - over time we can easily become jaded by what we routinely do.
We have found that a successful creativity workshop or facilitated problem solving session needs to be loose enough to get the ideas flowing, but structured enough to produce tangible results.  It seems to be a continuous guided process which shifts back and forth from loose to tight, from informal to formal, from being wild and wacky to being logical and practical, from diverging to converging, and indeed from creativity to conformity.
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Fig 1 - The model of creativity used in our Creativity Workshop

Fig 2 - Diagram of the CPS Process
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INCUBATION�Take breaks, do something unconnected with the topic and leave it to your sub-conscious mind.  This often leads to a Eureka! or Aha moment of inspiration.





GENERATE LOTS OF IDEAS�Use tools and techniques for increasing the number and quality of ideas, break rules, think like a child, do the unusual, make connections.  Do not judge or be critical at this stage - wild ideas often act as stepping stones to great practical solutions.





IMMERSION�Observe, listen, read, collect materials, pictures and objects about the topic.





EMBELISH AND SELL�Add to the ideas, improving and developing them.  Extol their value to others.





REFINE AND SELECT�Select the best ideas to develop.  This is the time to judge and be critical.  Collaboration can be helpful at this stage.





RESULT�You should now have achieved your objectives unless they have changed.  If not, repeat the process.  Above all be passionate and persistent.





OBJECTIVES�Be very clear about your objectives and the outcomes you seek.















































