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Creativity and Photographic Learning


Building bridges between academia, educational policy makers and employers through recognition of creative skills and thought processes 

Introduction
Teaching and developing creativity and creative thought has gained increased currency in recent years, not just in education but also in organisational management and industrial training. The notion of enabling people to adapt positively to rapid social change, and making them fit for economic competitiveness appears very attractive to government (Edwards 1997; Leitch Review 2005), but this misses out other essential values of education, e.g. self-growth, pursuing personal aspirations, and developing new understandings of the world. As the debate about creativity and education, and its meaning and relevance to the challenges of the twenty-first century continues, there appears to be a divide between the worlds of academia, educational policy makers, and employers. Different philosophies and approaches are apparent when photographic and other creative educators cross paths with those representing industry. For opinions not to become polarised, debates should focus on fostering a greater understanding of the three worlds rather than maintaining separate agendas.

Two significant aspects of photographic education and training are the creative skills and thought processes imbedded in photographic learning. In the current UK academic climate these skills are only valued if they conform to an educational policy which is predominantly concerned with measures and outcomes (Kennedy 1997). Employers within a narrowly defined ‘Photo Imaging Sector’ appear to focus upon immediate instrumental employability skills (as represented by Skillset 2005). However, the higher education environment of the twenty-first century presents stakeholders with ‘the phenomena of uncertainty, change and uniqueness’ (Schön 1983: 239). This requires educators and students alike to develop skills which enable them to analyse particular circumstances in order to assess how best to respond to them. These skills are not best acquired through learning activities of an instrumental nature, which employ a production line approach to education and undervalue the social and cultural purpose of learning. Teaching and learning methods, which actively involve students in the process of knowledge and skills acquisition, placing what they learn in a broader social context, are required.

The teaching of creative practices, photography for example, is inclined to be interactive as tutors and students engage in an ongoing discussion concerning the research, development and production of images. This process advances communication skills and the ability to reflect, which in turn encourages independent thought. Furthermore, the engagement with creative practices can provide a platform for sharing and learning from the diversity of students who make up cohorts in educational establishments, embracing widening participation strategies and globalised recruitment. A medium such as photography engages people creatively in problem-solving, enabling them to find a form that expresses their concerns, cultures and aspirations, and in thinking critically about their experiences, and their environment. Photography also encourages teamwork and group discussion, and helps to build self-confidence through developing a creative voice and achieving set goals. 

The aim of this debate is to create a space for interaction between educational and industrial frameworks - a space where stakeholders can exchange ideas and appreciate the interests of each others’ world, and recognise the value of creative skills and thought processes as a fundamental contribution to the social and cultural purpose of education and subsequent employability. The overall objective of this discussion is to encourage all stakeholders to reach across the boundaries and to create a forum for the development of educational provision in collaboration.
Argument

The author proposes that education needs to be recognised as a valuable social phenomenon which offers many possibilities of enhancing creativity through encouraging a culture of sharing, diversity, difference, and individualism. The educational context should promote flexibility in thinking, learning to consider different perspectives, and being open to alternative solutions when addressing problems or tackling challenges. All of these would contribute to a new critical understanding of the creative process and its social value for individuals and communities in which they exist. In other words, concerns would no longer merely lie with the individual who demonstrates a special talent or gift, but with a process that is multifaceted and socially entrenched in a specific environment. Within the field of higher education this means to provide a space that offers trust and support to students, and accommodates a creative process, which invites collaboration and teamwork. 

Furthermore, the author suggests that students require an education which will equip them with skills which enable them to respond to unpredictable situations in any context of their lives. Students should learn to be sensitive to change, making informed decisions, and anticipating future circumstances. A curriculum that turns learning into a Taylorised production line activity through repetitive and alienated routine tasks, does not teach those skills, and does not recognise the value of creative skills and thought processes and their contribution to the social and cultural purpose of education. The author does not negate the importance of teaching key technical skills required by employers but favours a curriculum which gives equal weight to the skills of creativity and imagination. 

Barron’s list of the ‘ingredients of creativity’ is highly relevant to the subject discussed here, as most of the ingredients are inherent in photographic learning; some in a literal sense, others more ambiguously. 

They are:

1. Recognising patterns

2. Making connections

3. Taking risks 

4. Challenging assumptions

5. Taking advantage of chance

6. Seeing in new ways

(Barron 1988: 78)

Recognising patterns relates to learning about conventions within different genres of photography; photographs are taken from a particular viewpoint and for a particular purpose. For instance, the construction of meaning within a documentary photograph differs to that of a fashion shot. On the technical side, it responds to the exposure of light sensitive material, and how that will affect the final print. 

Making connections is found in both the technical and the conceptual side of photography: technically, it can relate to the relationship between aperture and shutter speed; conceptually, it alludes to symbols and signifiers within a photograph. These connections are part of the construction of meaning and the understanding of visual literacy.  Connections are also made in terms of representation of social and moral issues and how this relates to one’s own culture or life experience. 

Challenging assumptions can be achieved through representing a stereotypical view of something or someone from a different angle, introducing a different perspective to the chosen audience, or shedding light on what is taken for granted or unquestioned. 

Seeing in new ways can relate to observing the world through a viewfinder and looking at it from a different viewpoint. Meeting a diverse range of people studying the same course who bring their own cultural experiences with them will extend this process. These will be shared during discussions of work or other critical engagement with the medium. As observed by Stanley, ‘the significance of democratic and collaborative creative practice is that it opens up to young people the dynamic possibilities that are inherent in photographic practice and understanding’ (Stanley 2003: 141).

This statement reflects the authors’ philosophy - that photography is an active medium which opens up a world of experiences beyond mere technological knowledge. It has the potential to enable people to grow, understand themselves and others, and supports the development of new ways of seeing through understanding connections with culture and society.

Questions to be addressed during the discussion:

1. What methodologies and strategies need to be employed to foster collaboration between academia, educational policy makers, and employers?

2. What are the roles of individual stakeholders in this process?
3. How can creativity support this collaborative venture? 
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