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Developing a creative culture
Aims of the project
• To gain an understanding of the philosophy behind a creative curriculum.
• To identify the strategies and processes for developing a creative culture in school.
• To formalise the management systems for supporting teaching and learning in this environment.
• To challenge existing practice and reflect on how change can be realised.
• To analyse the pedagogy employed to develop the creative curriculum.

Context
The core project involved Black Firs Primary School, all its teachers, children and community. Wybunbury Delves CE Aided
Primary School was a partnership school throughout the study, allowing a comparison and ratification of the outcomes of our
perception analysis. The third strand was provided through professional dialogue with interested visitors to both schools.

Summary of main findings
• Three key factors were recognised when identifying a generic for ‘a creative school culture’: shared vision and philosophy,
collaborative pedagogy and organisational structures.
• Shared high expectations led to higher individual standards and raised attainment levels.
• Leadership and management was key to a creative school culture - it provided direction and exerted influence.
• Practice concentrated on how children learned rather than how teachers taught.
• Teachers found a reduction in disaffected children as children developed life long learning skills.
• Learning became enriching and far more fun for teacher and child - an infectious enthusiasm was generated.

Background
Black Firs School in Cheshire serves the local housing estate in which
the school is situated. There are 248 pupils on roll with equivalent
numbers of boys and girls. Twenty-six pupils are on the SEN register
and 7.8% are entitled to free school meals. There are six ethnic minority
families in school.
The children are organised into seven pastoral classes; three teachers
work across a pair of year groups giving a teacher ratio of 1:25 across
the whole school. A variety of teaching strategies are employed including
whole class, group work and individual work as appropriate. The three
senior teachers (head of Key Stage 1, head of Key Stage 2 and special
needs coordinator) do not have a pastoral teaching role; this provides
non-contact time for their management responsibilities. The semi-open plan design of the building allows flexibility in organising
groups. The school hosts a playgroup and after school club.
Wybunbury Delves Aided CE School is a traditional school building, founded in 1822. The seven classes are organised by
year group. The school serves a supportive community in a rural village in Cheshire. Currently, there are 200 pupils on roll,
with 5% of the children on the SEN register and 2% entitled to free-school meals. The children’s parents are from mainly
professional backgrounds and have high aspirations for their children.
The Headteacher became interested in curriculum change after reading the Government White Paper Excellence in Schools,
1997. It stated that if we are to prepare successfully for the twenty-first century we will have to do more than just improve
literacy and numeracy skills. We need a broad, flexible and motivating education that recognises the different talents of all
children and delivers excellence for everyone.
“...we cannot rely on a small elite, no matter how highly educated or highly paid. Instead we need the creativity,
enterprise and scholarship of all our people.”
Rt. Hon David Blunkett MP, Secretary of State for Education and Employment
The School has consistently applied a self-evaluation research process first established in 1997 when the School joined a
pilot project in our LEA. The project, looking at school self-evaluation and research, involved working with an objective,
external consultant - a ‘critical friend’. The final report identified our strengths and pinpointed ‘black-holes’ inaugurating a
transitional change in School culture. Over the preceding six years, by using this process of data collection through
perception analysis, direct observation, documentary analysis and interview. Black Firs School’s pedagogy and curriculum
has been evolving from the traditional subject based approach to a more integrated child centred model, but with rigorous
objective-led processes. The School continues to apply the research methods and benefits from links with the now
established Network Learning Community, CHiLL (Cheshire Heads inspiring Leadership & Learning - website at
http://www.chillnetwork.org.uk/The%20Process%20of%20Self%20Evaluation.htm).
The Headteacher engaged with the current debate on creativity after reading the NACCE report ‘All Our Futures: Creativity,
Culture and Education’ (May, 1999) and attending a presentation by chairman, Professor Ken Robinson from the University
of Warwick, in February 2001.
The philosophies of both schools centre on the belief that creativity is a natural human precondition of learning. Teachers
strive to model this, by teaching creatively in order to stimulate and motivate children to develop their intrinsic love of
learning. Children enjoy learning; they immerse themselves with enthusiasm and full involvement. Where children are taught
creatively and creativity is valued in children’s thinking, connections between knowledge, understanding and skills naturally
occur. Children and teachers reflect and make links which involve more complex and higher order skills for life-long learning.
The NACCE report argues that a national strategy for creative and cultural education is essential to the process of
educational change. NACCE produced three Detailed Recommendations: The School Curriculum & Assessment, Teaching &
Training, and Partnerships & Resources.
It was on the first of these recommendations that Black Firs School began its research into how we are raising the priority
we give to creative and cultural education, promoting the creative development of children and encouraging an ethos in
which creative and cultural diversity is valued and supported. The following findings are from our first year’s investigation.

Findings
The factors identified as having enabled Black Firs and Wybunbury Delves schools to establish and maintain a creative
culture are grouped under four main headings:
The impact of the creative curriculum on teachers and pupil learning
• Commitment and energy were evident in all the staff at both schools - teachers were inspired to take chances, try out new
strategies and continually reflect on practice.
• “Don’t be afraid to take big steps. You can’t cross a chasm in two small jumps”. (David Lloyd George)
• Quality learning took place where children felt connected and displayed a sense of belonging to the learning community.
• “Teachers who help children find a voice will discover that their own voices are clearer and stronger in the process”.
(Yvonne Lincoln)
• Shared high expectations maintained high standards and continuous improvement. The quality of children’s work was
frequently moderated amongst all staff. Continuous improvement is evident in the formal KS2 assessment where PandA
grades have risen from C’s to A’s & A*.
• A shared, agreed definition of ‘learning’ was essential for continuous improvement. OfStEd commented very positively
about the team’s shared goals. Both schools have gained School Achievement Awards for continuous improvement over
the last three years.
• Through interview with children, teachers found a reduction in disaffection. The children felt that this was because their
learning skills were more relevant.
• A creative learning approach was seen as more fun and enriching for both the teacher and child. Everyone commented
about this in discussion: an infectious enthusiasm has been generated. A class teacher of 25 years said he believed the
last two years had been the most enjoyable and professionally stimulating in his career.
The philosophy underpinning a creative culture
• The children’s activities were child centred - starting from where the child ‘was at’, with learning moving across all subjects
and areas of learning.
• A holistic approach was adopted which recognised that both the overt and the hidden curriculum impacted on the child’s
spiritual, physical and intellectual welfare.
• Learning was assimilated by the child where the activity was practical, first-hand and related to current experience.
• Learning was about the acquisition of skills, knowledge and understanding, and informed how children responded to
choices and solving real problems.
• A strong culture was dependent on everyone in the community having similar shared values which needed to be defined
and agreed by the learning community.
The pedagogy employed to deliver the creative curriculum
• The creative curriculum was crafted and delivered through ‘study work’ or ‘story-topic’, requiring children to produce fewer,
but higher quality outcomes.
• A deep connection was forged by the teacher enabling the child to see the relevance and make an emotional link to what
was being learned. This helped learning to be committed to long term memory - the teacher created ‘hooks’ (such as
educational visits and artefacts) on which to hang children’s learning.
• Observers noted teachers acting in a facilitating role, working alongside children to reinforce learning, suggesting strategies
and ensuring optimum time, space and resources - learning was not a merely a transaction between teacher and child.
• Teachers invested time in creating dynamic classrooms with informative, stimulating, reflective and interactive displays
and artefacts.
• Visitors to the School, including OfStEd, have affirmed the integrity of practice and commended the quality and creativity
seen in how the children and teachers work.
• Teaching was focused upon ‘how children learn’ rather than ‘how teachers teach’ - teachers organised learning in terms of
what children needed to know to be better life-long learners.
• Don’t try to satisfy your vanity by teaching a great many things. Awaken children’s curiosity. It is enough to open minds; do
not overload them. Put there just a spark. If there is some good inflammable stuff, it will catch fire. (Anatole France, “The
Earth Speaks”)

The organisational strategies required to build and sustain a creative culture
• Creative environments within the buildings and their grounds were essential in securing, encouraging and stimulating
quality learning and quality outcomes.
• Quality required a financial commitment - money was spent on small quantities of higher quality papers, paint, resources etc.
• Opportunities to cut down on paperwork in all areas were exploited to create time for teachers to enjoy being more
creative in their own life, reflect on their work, and focus on producing quality outcomes with children.
• “Preserve the core; let the rest flux”. (Professor Paul Clarke)
• Timely teacher intervention was recognised as the key to achieving quality.
• Leadership with strong vision and a shared philosophy combined with involving parents, children, governors, were key
agents in driving a creative school culture.
• Every opportunity to model ‘creativity’ was grasped. This includes leadership and management. Both Headteachers have
been deemed to be creative leaders, using a collaborative management style with individuals as key players.
• Sharing practice and discussion of key areas was seen as consolidating whole school approaches and resulting in
collaborative leadership.

Research Methods
The research developed through self-evaluation. The critical friend met with all school staff and the focus for evaluation was
identified - ‘What makes a creative school culture?’ Lessons were observed, with the focus on observing creativity and recording
when the teacher acted as knowledge deliverer, skills developer, learning facilitator etc. Children’s views were surveyed and
samples of work were examined. The information was reviewed and turned into strategies and plans for future development.
During open forum discussions, teachers, parents and governors were asked, ‘What do you think ‘creativity’ is at Black Firs?’
and their perceptions were recorded. Their definition for creativity was:
Imaginative activity fashioned so as to produce outcomes that are both original and of value.
Four characteristics for a creative process were identified:
1

They always involve thinking or behaving imaginatively.

2

Overall this imaginative activity is purposeful: that is, it is directed to achieving an objective.

3

These processes must generate something original.

4

The outcome must be of value in relation to the objective.

Discussion did not resolve issues such as how to recognise originality or whether the recognition of ‘original’, or if it is
possible to be truly original in any idea.
Flip-chart notes made during these discussions were then analysed alongside the school’s policies, mission statement and
prospectus. Common features and language highlighted a creative and unique approach. Subject coordinators analysed
their own policy and carried out lesson observation around school. Comments and perceptions were aligned under three
broad headings:
1

Shared vision and Philosophy

2

Pedagogy

3

Organisational structures

To make observations more generic and take the ‘Black Firs’ element out, these statements were compared with the partner
school which shared the same creative philosophy, but developed within its own tone and context.
Teachers visited between the two schools regularly, recognising common features. Visitors included LEA advisors,
performance management consultants, Headteachers and governors from other schools, teachers and teaching assistants,
prospective parents, visiting artists, local residents, students and their tutors spent time at both schools commenting on
similarities. The Headteachers debated at length the detail of the perceptions, comments and findings; anything that was not
the same at both schools was discounted. Conclusions formed a presentation, illustrated with photos of children’s work and
classroom / school environments from both schools.

Conclusion
What we were all clear about was:
• that learning was a consequence of thinking;
• learning was an activity which required reflection as much as it did action;
• the best learning was the stuff that often happened in the space between the
curriculum parts;
• teachers needed to ‘plan’ for this reflection time;
• creativity happened where knowledge, skills and understanding overlapped - they
did not have to be in equal measure, but learners required some element of all
three; and
• when moving into a new creative pursuit some of these areas could be transferred,
others researched and in the middle, creative thinking began.
The project still continues to develop. This academic year the school is analysing existing pedagogy, to distil the generic
knowledge, understanding and skills used to develop children’s creative thinking across the curriculum. We want to be more
explicit about what we do and why. We are now experimenting with and adapting a model for creative thinking.

Suggestions for further reading
www.chillnetwork.org.uk - research process, school self-evaluation and using critical friends.
‘All Our Futures: Creativity, Culture and Education’ NACCE report, May 1999
www.eqi.org everything you wanted to know about Emotional Intelligence
www.21learn.org new ways of thinking about school organisation and thinking
www.mind-map.com Tony Buzan Mind-Mapping website
www.apt.com/sixhatsschool

teaching lateral creative thinking

www.thepacificinstitute.co.uk

training in Emotional Development strategies for adults
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