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Learning and creativity

by Sandra Hill, of the Community Development 
Resource Association, September 2008

Experiencing development as creativity and learning holistically: 
incorporating creative processes and art forms in your learning practice.

Our understanding of development is closely connected to our understanding of creativity and art as “an impulse that results in the emergence of the new.”
 By practically engaging in the creative arts, whether it is dance, movement, painting, sculpting, writing, or making music, we tangibly experience working into the unknown. In the same way that an artist cannot predict the final outcome of her creative endeavour, we, as development practitioners, cannot pre-determine the results of our interventions, nor forecast all the features along the way. We know this. Yet working with different art forms helps us to really understand and internalise this knowing – to remember it in the face of clamouring demands to manage and deliver according to plan. Using creative art forms helps us keep faith in our way of working and hones our ability to engage with open-ended processes. 

There is the kind of knowing that comes from doing…whether it is riding a bicycle, burning your fingers or facilitating a group process. In John Heron’s model of holistic learning
, this is known as practical knowing and is grounded in experiential knowing. However, when you ‘do’ something creative, another kind of knowing kicks in. Somehow, somewhere we intuitively know the answer, or see a little further into our question. Heron calls the intuitive grasp of something presentational knowing, because it is often shared or presented in imagery. But before looking at how we use different art forms to share insights or present findings at CDRA, I want to concentrate on how these same art forms and creative processes help us reach insights in the first place.

Creative processes help us penetrate the dominance and limitations of ordered, linear left brain thinking (home of logic & the intellect) and into the colourful, chaotic world of the right brain (home of creativity & intuition). I remember one home-week’s creative session, facilitated as always, by an artist. We were painting wet, vibrant colours onto wet, heavy art-paper. On one side of my page, I paint reds, oranges and yellows. On the other side, purples and blues. Two spectrums of colours moving closer and closer on the wet paper until they mingle – and in that simple interaction – a new colour is created, green. This will not surprise you, nor did it me. But what did surprise me was understanding that green is not the blasé mix of blue and yellow I thought it was – it is the mix of light, (with its spectrum of colours – reds, yellows and oranges) and dark, (with its own spectrum of colours –  purples and blues). Colour exists because of a relationship between light and dark. Unlike Newton, who believed that all colour is contained in light, Goethe figured out that colour arises in the meeting of dark and light. Why is this important for development practitioners to understand? Because like colour, development does not happen at the poles but in the between spaces, in the places where contrasting impulses act on each other and reactions are transformative. In his telling of the story of Newton and Goethe’s contention about colour and light, development practitioner Allan Kaplan
 pointed out that in fact everything arises out of the meeting of polarity and that even polarity itself, is inseparable. Newtonian thinking is pervasive. It is evident it our tendency to see things as separate from each other and from our selves, a phenomenon Henri Bortoft
 refers to as ‘spectator awareness’. It is evident in our tendency to polarise, to see things as opposites. “In a polarity headspace, the relationship between differences becomes competitive, confrontational, aggressive even.”
 Working with colour, as we did that creative session, was one way of making the idea that everything arises out of the meeting of polarity, clearly visible to us. 

Another creative process, known as free writing
, helps us past the inner critic who tells us we’re no good and what we are writing is worse. This same inner critic keeps us from new ways of thinking, preferring that we stick to the safe and comfortable, the well worn versions of our life and of the world. Creative exercises can silence the inner critic. We often use analogue drawing and free writing to dismantle road blocks in stuck thinking or to introduce a new area of discussion and inquiry. 

The use of creative mediums to share insights is widespread and familiar to many. In CDRA, we for example, write and tell stories, work with visual or word images, draw maps and pictures, make body sculptures, use mime, drama and song to depict the essence of our learning or experience. Using creative processes and art forms to present one’s findings has two primary benefits. It routes the information through the heart, not only the head, thereby helping us integrate and retain the knowledge. And it captures the attention of the audience – making it more likely that they too will engage with the message.

So, creative processes and art forms help us reach insights, to internalise them and to share them. There is another real benefit to including creativity in our learning process. Building community. Eurhythmy teacher Liz Smith
 explains that creative exercises enable us to experience ourselves fully, as rational, non-rational, physical, emotional, and spiritual beings – a necessary, but oft overlooked precursor to bringing oneself into commune with others. When you are better connected to self, you are better able to connect with others. In her paper, Facilitating the becoming of healthy community
, development practitioner Nomvula Dlamini looks at the importance of artistic processes and expression in the process of becoming community. She reminds us that creative processes and art forms provide people with ways to explore and express parts of themselves deeply buried in their hearts and psyches.  She points out that “artistic processes and expressions are important for the healing of people – they are symbolically taken to heal the soul….” (p3). 

And lastly, creative art processes are fun. They allow us to meet and work together on a different footing and in a different climate. There are no experts, only novices. There is no deadline, only a sense of adventure. There is no product expectation, only affectionate curiosity.
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