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“Creative Pedagogies” 

Several years ago I prepared to teach a new elective called Spirituality and Creativity. I 
wondered whether a different and more creative pedagogy might be necessary so that the 
medium and message were congruent. I hoped students would obtain a solid grounding in the 
academic content (theories, psychological processes, contexts) of creativity, but I also hoped to 
engage students in experiential aspects of creativity. I was intrigued by Simone Weil’s concept 
of attention1 combined Maxine Greene’s notion of wide-awakeness but I wasn’t sure how to 
achieve or assess those outcomes.2 Imagination and wonder were essential to empathic 
engagement, 3 but I was unsure how to foster creative thinking related to spirituality in 
curriculum and pedagogical practice. Making, in this case, was surely as important as knowing 
and thus experiential and affective content would need to be included. 

Pedagogical change can occur at a variety of levels, including content, context, delivery, or 
course assignments, but change is ultimately constrained by the need to uphold academic 
integrity in a university course. My first experiment with teaching this course reflected this 
concern by requiring extensive reading in the science of creativity.4 Fortunately for the students, 
activities were added that tried to connect the theory of creativity with critical making.  

Students visited a museum to reflect on objects and had unexpected and painful encounters with 
disembodied objects removed from their own cultures—a potential metaphor for disembodied 
learning and uncritical creativity. They also participated in art workshops led by guest instructors 
in Chinese brush painting, non-dominant pastel drawing as a form of prayer, and art making with 
acrylic paints. During these explorative experiences, students made unexpected connections 
between course readings and the experience of making. Although these insights were welcome, I 
felt that the course needed a more transparent creative process that students could employ in 
future that prepared them for framing questions, designing responses, working collaboratively, 
and evaluating both failure and success as normative. That kind of process, I suspected, would 
require more than serendipitous encounters with paint and objects, but what model could be 
used? 

I used my sabbatical last spring to clarify the challenge of “teaching creativity creatively.” A 
search of the literature revealed that creativity, particularly when associated with innovation, is a 

                                                        
1 Simone Weil, “Reflections on the Right Use of School Studies with a view to the Love of God,” in Waiting on 
God, p. 66. New York: Routledge, 2010 [1951]. 
2 Maxine Greene, Releasing the Imagination: Essays on Education, the Arts, and Social Change. San Francisco: 
Jossey Bass, 1995. 
3 Johanna Selles, Empathic Communities: Educating for Justice. Oregon: Wipf and Stock, 2013. 
4 Keith Sawyer, Explaining Creativity: The Science of Human Innovation. New York: Oxford, 2012.  
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priority for higher education in this century and is considered an essential workplace skill for the 
knowledge economy.5 Where was this theory supported in practice? 

I was invited to attend a class in a Master’s program in Strategic Foresight and Innovation at the 
Ontario College of Art and Design University in Toronto.6 Design thinking is a structured 
approach to generating and evolving ideas that has five distinct phases (discovery, interpretation, 
ideation, experimentation and evolution). Design thinking relies on holistic thinking by diverse 
student groups who defy disciplinary boundaries while collaborating to find innovative solutions 
to real-life complex problems.7 By engaging in a design process, skills in communication, 
conflict resolution, facilitation and non-hierarchical team building prepare students to address 
complex problems in their chosen careers.8  

Religious education, I realized, shared many of these goals with design thinking. Adapting 
pedagogy to diverse student groups challenges traditional classroom pedagogy, as my college 
welcomes students from Muslim, Buddhist, Christian, Jewish, and other faith and secular 
traditions into theological classrooms. How might creative pedagogies guide this encounter from 
mere tolerance to deep engagement in order to prepare students to work with complex challenges 
and pluralistic communities?  

Teaching creativity through pedagogical practices such as design thinking may provide a model 
for the engagement in wonder with attention and wide-awakeness through hands on collaborative 
critical making. Although Harvard Business School’s Clayton Christensen predicts the disruption 
and demise of traditional higher education through online learning,9 creativity learned by 
engagement in design processes and critical making provides a potential model for pedagogical 
development in religious education.10 The resulting practice will likely result in radically 
different roles for both teachers and learners while providing adaptive capacities and cultural 
competencies to changing work contexts for both. 

  

                                                        
5 A.Schleicher, Schools for 21st-Century Learners: Strong Leaders, Confident Teachers, Innovative Approaches, 
International Summit on the Teaching Profession, OECD Publishing, Paris, 2015. 
DOI: http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264231191-en 
6 http://www.ocadu.ca/academics/graduate-studies/strategic-foresight-and-innovation.htm. Accessed on Sept. 7, 
2015. 
7 L. Richards and N. Harfoush, “Master of Design in Strategic Foresight & Innovation,” (work in progress)Toronto: 
OCADU, 2014. 
8 See, for example, http://www.ideo.com/work/human-centered-design-toolkit/. Accessed on Sept. 7, 2015. See also 
The Art of Critical Making: Rhode Island School of Design on Creative Practice. New York: Wiley, 2013. 
9 Clayton Christensen, The Innovative University. San Francisco: Jossey Bass, 2011. 
10http://www.risd.edu/uploadedFiles/RISD_edu/About_RISD/History_Mission_Governance/FINAL_RISD%20min
i%20plan.pdf. Accessed on Sept. 7, 2015. 
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