RD Fund Project 12/06

SUMMARY WEBSITE REPORT ON ‘POSSIBILITY THINKING IN CREATIVITY’
Funding £1770 (with matched funding from The Open University)
Duration Dec 2004 to July 2005

Principal Investigator: Pamela Burnard

Co-investigators:
Anna Craft, Reader in Education, The Open University, 

Professor Teresa Grainger, Canterbury Christchurch University College

Teachers involved and sites of project

Bernadette Duffy and Ruth Hansson Thomas Coram Early Childhood Centre, London

Jean Keene and Lindsay Haynes Cunningham Hill Infant school, Hertfordshire

Dawn Burns Hackleton Primary School, Northamptonshire

Introduction
This study (see Burnard, Craft and Grainger, in press) was developed in the context of the development of the policy framework Creativity Find it Promote it! which is proposed for both identifying and promoting creativity within the Early Learning Goals and in the National Curriculum.  The framework characterizes creativity in education as involving:

· posing questions

· making connections

· being imaginative

· exploring options

· critical reflection / evaluation (QCA, 2005a, 2005b)

This framework is proposed as one for both identifying and promoting creativity within the Early Learning Goals for 3-5 year olds, and in the core and foundation subjects of the National Curriculum for pupils 5-16 years.  All of the practitioner researchers and one of the university researchers in this study were involved in the development and dissemination of this Qualifications and Curriculum Authority (QCA) framework which was utilized by the team. The study also drew on a body of literature which posits the notion of ‘possibility thinking’ at the heart of creativity in education. As well as the conceptual focus on what distinguishes possibility thinking, the research team sought to develop co-participative methodological ways of identifying and documenting the existence of possibility thinking in teacher pedagogies and the children’s learning experience.  
Data collection methods and research design
Decisions about the data collection methods and the order or sequence evolved and were developed as follows: 

i. Video-stimulated review (VSR) or dialogic view viewing of classroom interactions was used to stimulate reflection and critical conversations about possibility thinking as a form of engagement and strategy in the service of creativity and creative thinking process between researcher practitioners and researchers. The initial material for video-stimulated review (VSR) was drawn from the QCA Creativity: Find it! Promote it! video (QCA, 2005a) compilations and original video data sets from 5 schools drawing upon settings from Foundation Stage to KS2 (that is, with children aged three to seven).   

ii. Observation was used underpinned by an ethnographic approach to the process.  The university researchers observed in an open-ended way, screening nothing out and noting as many details as possible, guided by overarching categories whilst remaining open to new insights.

iii. Event record or event sampling analysis was drawn from detailed transcription of action and talk by a particular child in contemplative time, immersed activity, or children’s interaction as they engaged with a particular object, event or particular setting. 

The research was conducted over three phases, moving from a video-stimulated review with teacher accounts of key moments, main themes, explanations and speculations about what was going on in each site. This was followed by follow-up researcher observation of specific classrooms then on to an examination of newly generated data from within each site with microanalysis examining specific actions, alternative explanations and updating of coding schemes. 

Findings
The elements of possibility thinking which were evident in all of the classrooms are as follows: 
Play and Immersion

In all three educational contexts the children were offered opportunities to immerse themselves for extended periods of time in particular activities and these were returned to and revisited frequently. The provision of time allowed ideas to incubate and questions to merge through their playful encounters with each other and with the available materials. 

Posing questions 

The focus of questioning, generating ideas through pondering and positing ‘what if ‘scenarios in the mind was a central feature of possibility thinking. Both audible and inaudible questions were documented; many in the latter category were visible in the behaviour of the young learners through close observation and deep knowledge of the children.   
Self determination and risk-taking

In the open environments observed, which extended to perceiving the whole schools as a resource for learning, the learners appeared to grow in confidence and developed a degree of ownership of the learning space, both physical and intellectual. The children clearly took risks, working as they were in safe, secure and supportive environments in which their contributions were manifestly valued and were expected to exercise agency and decision making for themselves.


Being imaginative 

There was a wealth of evidence in the videos and the observations of young children demonstrating different kinds of imagination in their thinking.  Being imaginative and imagining was evidenced extensively in the data as the child imagined what might be, adopted roles and imagined world frames. Children often created imaginary worlds in which they could position themselves and postulate the reasons for this.
Reflections on methodology

Methodologically, the use of video material compiled for the purposes of professional development rather than pure research, was challenging, in that it could not easily demonstrate process, and often focused on outcome of the possibility thinking.  Nevertheless, by reference to rushes, visits to the classroom and practitioner knowledge of each captured situation, this issue was largely overcome in this study.  The capacity to work from a common set of data however across settings was extremely valuable and enabled links to be drawn and commonalities to be identified by all partners in the process and not simply by the university based researchers.  

Concluding remarks 

The present study has begun to identify and document what constitutes possibility thinking in the learning experiences of young children, and how teachers foster possibility thinking as an aspect of creativity. There are, however, still many issues which the team which to examine further, including when there are opportunities to develop possibility thinking in older classes, with an overloaded content-based curriculum, the balance between structure and freedom and the relationships between possibility thinking and the standards agenda which seeks to see rising achievement within curriculum areas.   
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