Developing Creativity in the Music Classroom
The Fall column described three important and related initiatives that are synergistic: the Partnership for 21st Century Skills (P21); the Task Force for the Arts and Creativity in Education (TFACE); and the new music curriculum guide, Planning Curriculum for Music.  That column described how the curriculum guide’s recommendations provided the comprehensive musical understandings embodied in the Wisconsin Model Academic Standards.  The January column detailed how the student-centered processes of instruction/assessment recommended by the guide help students achieve the 21st Century Skills.  This column will show how those same processes can help students and teachers achieve the goals of the TFACE Action Plan, which are an important aspect of P21.

Creativity factors
Research and teacher practice show that, rather than a single cause, creativity appears to be the result of the flowing together (confluence) of several factors.

Climate 
Dispositions


Habits of mind
Motivation


Higher order thinking
Disciplinary knowledge


Problem attack strategies (heuristics)

These will be described below, as well as strategies to implement them in the classroom and rehearsal.

Climate.  There is a mutual influence among the factors above.  Climate has been termed the seedbed of learning and creativity, one that encourages risk-taking, autonomy, collaboration, and mutual support.  It also fosters motivation and a disposition to learn.  The teacher’s interaction with the students, from the teacher’s respect for and manner of greeting the students to the instructional/assessment strategies, sets the climate of the class.   On pages 41-2, the guide describes some methods used by teachers for developing and maintaining a positive learning environment.  

Dispositions.  These are one’s tendencies to react in certain ways.  They are often innate but can be influenced and developed through suggestion, modeling, questioning, and, at times, direct instruction.

All students bring different strengths and challenges to the learning environment.  This is also true of dispositions.  Some will be 
innately curious 
imaginative 

self-directed 
willing to work hard

self-confident 
an ‘inquirer’

observant
risk-taking

an outside-the-box thinker
While these qualities enhance students’ learning, they are also the vital factors in creativity.  The major difference between accomplished learners and those who are creative is the degree to which these dispositions influence a person’s actions, especially curiosity and imagination.  
Preschool children, unaware of the strictures on thinking and ‘staying inside the lines,’ are fearlessly creative.  Soon, however, schooling practices and the desire to ‘fit in’ often smothers the creative spark.  Teachers can help students rediscover their pre-school creative tendencies and develop these attitudes and values by modeling, asking questions, even using direct instruction.  For instance, curiosity and imagination can be encouraged by asking ‘What do you think?’ What if . .? What is another possibility?’ etc.  Perseverance and self-direction seem to be directly related to motivation.  Risk-taking and thinking outside the box flourish best in a supportive climate.  Teachers should model these qualities, name them, and devise ways to help students make them their own (metacognition).  This is described in more detail in an issue paper, “Creativity in the Classroom” at http://dpi.wi.gov/cal/musiced.html 

Habits of mind.  This area, closely allied with dispositions, is defined variously.  Some examples are

flexibility
visualization


imaginative thinking
metaphoric/analogic thinking


metacognition
careful perception


impulse control
reflection


playfulness
use of prior knowledge


open-mindedness

While certain dispositions may be innate in some students, most habits of mind need to be developed through teacher modeling, guidance, and strategic questioning.  For instance, imaginative thinking can be modeled by teachers and used as a group activity in addressing a musical problem.  By ‘thinking aloud’ during such activities, the teacher can help students identify these approaches and consciously transfer them to other situations in school and life.  This helps students gain executive control of their thinking processes (metacognition).  Metaphoric/analogic thinking, the ability to find and express similarities between two or more dissimilar entities, may seem confusing at first.  An example might be describing creativity as a river fed by the springs of climate, motivation, etc.  Toscanini, frustrated by his inability to explain a certain nuance, reputedly tossed a silk handkerchief in the air and let it waft gracefully to the floor.  That was his use of a metaphor.  Musicians often model the use of metaphors (‘Think of ___ as you sing/play this phrase’), and teachers must help students develop this way of thinking as well.
Motivation and higher order thinking.  Motivation is a subject both broad and deep, and it fits in well with projects that challenge students’ thinking skills.  Pages 38-40 in the guide and the references on page 65 offer important insights into this area.  Briefly, when students are given an authentic task, such as suggesting how to improve a particular musical passage they have just rehearsed (Standards F & G), several things occur: they have been asked to assume the role of an adult and given a measure of control of their learning (motivation); and are exercising higher order thinking as they analyze and evaluate their performance.  An easy first step in this is to explain that there are three areas in a rehearsal situation that yield different perceptions of the quality of a performance: what happens within the ensemble; what is audible from the podium or the front of the classroom; and what is perceived by the audience.  Asking the students what they heard as they performed causes them to listen more carefully.   When this is a familiar strategy, asking two of them to stand behind the conductor or teacher and listen for strong points and challenges carries this approach a bit further.  Soon several will volunteer for the task, and student focus, analytical listening skills, higher order thinking, and motivation will increase.  This is an organic way to ease students – and teachers – into more substantive teaching/learning that is student centered.  It is discussed in more depth on pages 33-34 of the guide.  Also, the teaching examples in Chapter 8 of the guide almost all involve student or peer assessment.  Finally, the Learning Loop model described in the guide (pages 29-30) engages students’ higher order thinking, uses motivational strategies, and is applicable to all learning contexts.
Disciplinary knowledge.  Obviously, acquiring in-depth knowledge of a discipline is a primary function of education and is necessary for both learning and creativity.  When addressing a problem, students must be able to call on prior knowledge of the discipline to define it and creatively develop and implement a solution.  This means knowledge of the Music Standards, and the curriculum guide demonstrates how to plan, teach, and assess student achievement of the Standards at all levels.   
Problem attack (heuristics).  Research has found that a repertory of ways to attack different problems is an important factor of creativity.  Some examples are brief, such as concept mapping; brainstorming; and trial and error.  Other heuristics are more involved, such as the problem solving process of finding and defining a problem, developing and implementing a solution, analyzing, reflecting, etc. (Planning Curriculum for Music, p. 23) and the Learning Loop model, which operationalizes the process (p. 30).  Teachers should model their problem attack strategies and encourage students to use them and create their own as appropriate. 

Recap
The columns in the September, January, and this issue examined the relation of the Music Standards, Planning Curriculum for Music, the Partnership for the 21st Century Skills, and the Task Force for the Arts and Creativity in Education.  When teachers consider them carefully when planning learning projects, their students will become more fully self-realized, able to think critically and creatively, and prepared for life-long learning and for contributing to and functioning in a just and democratic society.
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