Creative Thinking in a Community of Enquiry

Aims of the project

The aim of this project was to investigate to what extent the thinking skills approach known as the Community of Enquiry could stimulate and support creative thinking in young children. The main research questions for this study were:

· how could aspects of creative thinking, expressed by individual children during Community of Enquiry sessions in my KS1 class, be identified and investigated?

· how did that creative thinking develop in the course of a school year? and 

· how did that development in creative thinking compare to the children’s creative thinking as expressed in two Torrance Tests of Creative Thinking? 

Context

The study was carried out between September 2001 and July 2002 in a Year 1/Year 2 class at a First School in Northumberland.  The study involved nineteen children in a mixed age Year 1/Year 2 class, who all have English as their first language, and took place during seventeen Community of Enquiry sessions. The project involved analysing all of the children’s responses in terms of creative thinking.

Summary of the main findings 

· During the year, there was a distinct rise in the total number of responses made during the enquiry sessions.
· There was a greater rise in the responses which expressed higher order creative thinking, than in those which reproduced information. 

· A high correlation was found between responses which expressed disagreement and responses which expressed higher order creative thinking.

· Most children took a more active part in enquiries in the second half of the year than in the first half.
· For most children there was a rise in the number of responses they made which expressed creative thinking.
· This rise in creative responses seems to have been reflected in the Torrance Teat of Creative Thinking test scores.
Background of the study

The study took place at Mickley First School, which is a small village school in semi-rural Northumberland, with a roll of around 50 children. The school has a very small percentage (5%) of free school meals.

For a number of years, our local partnership of schools had been involved in various Thinking Skills projects with the Learning and Teaching Research Centre at the University of Newcastle’s School of Education. The focus of one of these projects had been on questioning in the Community of Enquiry, which is a well-known approach in the field of teaching thinking skills, based on questions raised by the participants and shared thinking.   Building on this work, I applied to study for an M.Phil at the University of Newcastle. This research represents the work undertaken for that degree, which I am hoping to complete this year.

The Community of Enquiry

Background

The Community of Enquiry is widely known through Matthew Lipman’s Philosophy for Children programme.  Lipman, an American professor of Philosophy, developed his method in the 1960s in order to teach children to think critically, creatively and democratically through philosophical dialogue. In this country, the method has been adapted to include the use of children’s literature, and is well known as an approach in thinking skills education. This study, however, owes as much to the ideas of John Dewey, who, in his Theory of Interest, put much emphasis on the need for education to be grounded in the experiences of the learner: Although the format of Matthew Lipman’s strategy was broadly followed, I did not specifically encourage the children to raise philosophical questions and the discussions were often not of a philosophical nature. Instead, the Community of Enquiry was used primarily as an opportunity for children to explore and extend their own enquiries and interests together. 

The Community of Enquiry invites and teaches participants to raise questions, to listen and speak carefully, to accept and respect differences of opinion, to be willing to change their mind, and to use a range of thinking skills.
The format of a Community of Enquiry session

Community of Enquiry sessions generally start with a stimulus. In this study the stimuli which I presented were mostly picture books, with the exception, on one occasion each, of a video, a poem and a letter. After the stimulus, the pupils are given time to think about anything the stimulus has made them wonder about, and asked to formulate this into a question, often in pairs. The questions are then shared with the group, and one question is chosen for the group to reflect on and discuss. 

Examples of chosen questions in the study were:

· (After reading the stimulus ‘Frog and Toad Together’): How old are Frog and Toad?

· (After reading the stimulus ‘Willy the Wimp’): Why did Willy shrink when he bashed into a lamp post? 

When making a response, pupils are encouraged to link their responses to those of others by using the format of ‘I agree/disagree with… because….’  The sessions were often concluded with a ‘last words’ round, to give everyone the opportunity to share with the group if, and how, their thoughts had changed during the enquiry. 

The role of the facilitator

My role during the sessions in the study was that of facilitator.  As the choice of question and the course of the discussion cannot be predicted, facilitating enquiries is, in my view, different from other teaching - you need to ‘think on your feet’ much more and to balance three needs of the group involved in the enquiry, which can be represented in a triangle: the needs of individual children (to give equal opportunities 

and protect self-esteem), those of the group as a whole (are attention levels still up?), and those of the discussion (how can I best develop and challenge what is being said?). In every response which the facilitator makes, he/she has to make choices, moving between different areas of this triangle. This model also helps to explain the different styles facilitators have, depending on their own view of what is important in the Community of Enquiry. Facilitators who use the approach for Philosophy for Children, for example, will more often lay emphasis on the ‘enquiry side’, than I did in this study.
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Findings
(Explanations of terms used in this section are given in the ‘Research Methods’ section.)

Development in the main response categories
The total number of responses (Fluency) coded was 541. 
In the four main response categories the number of responses totalled as follows: 
· Reproductive (non-novel) responses:   
228  
· Tangential responses:


    9
· Original responses:
        


230
· Reasoning

          

  
  74
The total of responses expressing a degree of Novelty (the total of Tangential, Original and Reasoning responses) was thus 313.

The following graph shows how this level of Novelty rose during the year:


However, although a general rise in these types of responses seems to have been apparent, this needs to be offset against the rise in the overall number of responses, i.e. ‘Fluency’ (from, on average, 21.3 responses in the first half of the series of enquiries, to 43.6 in the second half). In order to establish if the actual level of Novelty responses had developed, it was therefore important to investigate the rate in which each of the individual response categories had changed.  For each half of the series of enquiries (E1-E12 and E13-E21), I calculated the percentage each response category represented out of the total of responses.  These percentages are compared in the following table.  
Average percentages for each main response category
	
	Enquiries 1-12
	Enquiries 13-21

	Reproductive responses 
	45.6%
	40.1%

	Tangential responses
	1.6%
	1.0%

	Originality responses
	43.7%
	43.3%

	Reasoning responses
	9.0%
	15.4%

	Total (Fluency)
	99.9%
	99.8%


Overall, the total average of the responses expressing Novelty rose by 5.1%, with the highest increase (6.4%) seen in the most creative, Reasoning responses. The biggest reduction (5.5%) was seen in the least creative, Reproductive responses: evidence of the fact that during the year the children’ s creative thinking developed.  

Developments in other response categories
Reflectiveness responses, showing children’s awareness of their own thinking, also rose more than proportionally - from 7.4% to 11.9%. The numbers of responses mentioning explicit disagreement rose, per average enquiry, from 3.3 in the first half to 6.5 in the second half of the series of enquiries. This response was not at all expressed during the first enquiries, and when it started being expressed, the older Year 2 pupils did so first. This signifies perhaps that the Community of Enquiry provides a rare opportunity at school for learning to disagree. This is interesting, as a high correlation was found between disagreement and reasoning. Correlations were also found between responses expressing disagreement and a range of other responses. 

Individual children’s responses
More children took an active part in the sessions during the second half of the series of enquiries (85% of the children on average), than during the first (61% on average), and only one child made fewer responses expressing novelty in the second half. On average, fourteen more novelty responses were made in enquiries in the second half than in the first half of the series.  Of these, more were generally made by Year 2 children than by Year 1 children, and more were made by boys than by girls.  

For some children this change had been remarkable: one Year 1 pupil had not made any verbal response until, after Enquiry 13, I asked him what he thought of the Community of Enquiry sessions. He told me he liked them, but that he never said anything, because he wasn’t sure whether what he thought was right. When I told him that in my opinion the best thinkers are often not sure whether what they think is right, his face lit up, and from then on he started to make very valuable contributions to discussions, scoring a total Fluency of 13 responses, out of which ten were Novel and six were Reasoning responses.  The other children soon started to regard him as someone who has very interesting things to say, and his self-esteem seemed to rise not only during the Community of Enquiry sessions, but generally.

In the Torrance tests, only two children’s age standardised scores had decreased, whereas many had increased considerably: for ten out of the other seventeen children, the age standardised score had gone up by more than thirteen percentile points. 

From the evidence of my field notes, interviews with children, self-assessment sheets, and the comments of some parents, the Community of Enquiry sessions in the study were very popular with most children, who relished this opportunity to enquire and to explore their own and each other’s thinking. 
Research Methods 

Methodology
This was a small case study during which both qualitative and quantitative data were gathered and analysed.
The qualitative data consisted of observations recorded in field notes. The children’s opinions of the process were gathered in plenary sessions through a self-assessment sheet and interviews with individual children. 
The quantitative data came from two sources:

· the Torrance Tests of Creative Thinking (Figural Forms A and B, which were carried out in October and July respectively); and

· seventeen Community of Enquiry sessions which were audio-recorded and transcribed. To analyse these, I identified response categories indicating creative thinking and/or thinking which seemed to be inherent to the Community of Enquiry, and applied their criteria to code all children’s responses.

To avoid bias, I defined categories and criteria as clearly as possible, and in order to reach a high level of consistency, test papers and transcripts were scored and coded twice.  Samples of the raw data were also scored and coded by my supervisor to maximise the level of reliability.

The response categories
In the Torrance tests, responses are coded which reflect such aspects as Fluency, Originality, Abstractness of Titles, and Elaboration. I used a similar structure to identify relevant response categories in the enquiry transcripts, and I used the definition of Creative Thinking as ‘the ability to generate new, or novel, ideas which can be applied effectively.  I then aimed to identify in each response both the degree of novelty and the degree of effectiveness in relation to the enquiry, which it presented. The total of responses (Fluency, which is the term used for all relevant responses in the Torrance Test) was thus sub-coded into four main categories:

(All examples below were taken from the transcripts).

· Reproductiveness - responses repeating or rephrasing an idea already mentioned in this session (marking the ‘lowest’ level of creative thinking):

‘In the story it said they were lovely and warm.’
· Tangential responses - responses which, although relevant, clearly diverged from the main question or issue. (This involved ideas which were new, but relatively ineffective):
‘Yes, they might chuck a ball in. Well it’s got red, what my granny knits with… and a cow might sit on the ball...’ 
· Originality - responses which introduced a new concept into the discussion:

‘Because it said in the story that there was some water there and the

arrow might have sneaked round the bottom and shot back up and…’

· Reasoning - responses which introduced a concept which was not only new, but also very effective in relation to the question. These responses often involved a degree of critical thinking:
‘You can easier umm…. build the houses somewhere else instead of in the forest.’

In addition to these four main coding categories, responses could also be coded according to the following categories: responsiveness, responses mentioning agreement, responses mentioning disagreement, procedural responses, responses which introduced an issue which other children chose to respond to, speculative responses and responses showing reflectiveness.  

All coded responses were entered into spreadsheets to compare the occurrences, development and correlations of these response types, for the whole class and for individual children. In order to compare responses from the beginning to those from the end of the series of enquiries, relevant averages were found for the first nine, and the second eight enquiries.  Finally, each child’s data for the response categories is being compared to their Torrance Test results.

Conclusion

The research seems to indicate that most children’s creative thinking developed during the year the Community of Enquiry sessions were held.  It is, of course,  not possible to establish a causal link between the two. However, the Community of Enquiry was seen to provide both a clear stimulus and a platform for the children to express their creative thinking. This, I believe, is not only very valuable for the teacher who tries to understand the way children think, but especially for the children themselves and for each other.

Further research could focus on which stimuli, questions, topics of discussion, teacher interventions, and other factors stimulate and support creative thinking in the Community of Enquiry most. It would also be very interesting to investigate how similar the results of this study would be to similar studies carried out with older children, and if larger scale studies on this topic would provide comparable results.  Thinking in the Community of Enquiry which is not expressed verbally, would form another interesting topic of investigation.
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