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Preface 
 

Examining the maze of current American education policy begs a difficult question:  

what is the purpose of education? 

I identify a distinction between the perceived purpose of education and the current purpose of 

education in America. The public believes, at some level, that the goal of school is to educate 

and socialize American youth so that they are successful within our society. This entails literacy, 

speaking, reading, writing, etc. On the surface this is achieved, with vague, arbitrary 

benchmarks, like “most American adults can read and write”- at an 8th grade level.   1

My theory is that education is actually acting repressively and its purpose doesn’t have 

anything to do with learning at all. Its current purpose is to keep Americans relatively 

uneducated, especially students who live in urban areas, struggle with language barriers, come 

from families of poverty, or have parents in the working class. As a result, the current system 

perpetuates social inequality and deepens gaps of wealth. It is a mechanism of government 

control; the people who are wealthy either live in areas with effective public schools or can 

afford to send their children elsewhere. Our public schools enforce widespread sameness 

because, in theory, the more homogenous a society is, the easier it is to control.  

Our right to education has been perverted by politics and any effective learning structure 

in public schools has vanished. Policymakers and legislators have a heavy hand in education, and 

schools are increasingly dictated by the private sphere. The few have been allowed to redefine 

what learning is, but this “redefinition of skill in schools, is both unjust and immoral and may 

1 A comprehensive analysis of American reading level by Shane Snow and the National Center for Education Statistics show that almost half of 
American adults have Below Basic reading comprehension skills.  
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well be part of the ongoing plan to deprofessionalize and decertify teachers” and devalue 

education (Emery #). The truth is, to paraphrase Emery, both political parties have joined the 

American “elite” in selling out public education (Emery 8). Our schools have few advocates in 

positions of power, and public schools are in dire need of reconstruction to better address the 

multitude of current problems within their own institutions instead of stubbornly obstructing 

much-needed national change in the interest of individuals. Because schools currently teach 

students to experience the world one-dimensionally and only in relation to one’s own experience, 

society is becoming polarized. America will not restore innovation or resolve economic 

differences this way. The value of thinking creatively is de-emphasized, despite the ability of 

creativity, in many facets, to restructure our brains.  
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I 
 

Public Schools are the Missing Link Between Creativity and Learning 
 
“There is the standing danger that the material of formal instruction will merely be the subject 
matter of the schools, isolated from the subject matter of life-experience.” 

         John Dewey, Democracy and Education, 1916 
 

Learning, encouraged by curiosity and passion, is a lifelong experience. If we are 

fortunate, we get to spend our entire lives learning and engaging with the world. In America, 

there is a continually expanding gap in our public schools between learning and creativity. 

American schools, instead of integrating creativity and learning, separates the two mindsets, 

effectively making learning more difficult and less enjoyable. Institutions of education should 

span the gap between creativity and learning, but instead, American public schools widen and 

deepen it through one-dimensional structure and policy.  

Over a century ago, John Dewey feared a harsh division between academics and “real 

life” and warned us of the tension between the subject matter of formal instruction and the 

subject matter of reality. Although real life and academic study are not actually separate entities, 

the distinction between a student’s private life and his or her school life is now a key component 

of secondary school in the 21st century; students are students at schools and something else on 

weekends or after school. The disdain for public schools in American youth is perpetuated by the 

monotonous, rigid structure of school and curricula. School has become standardized, and, as a 

result, the focus of public schools has shifted from nourishing an individual’s ability to reflect 

and question, to the creation of the “right” kind of students. Students are expected to conform to 

schools rather than expecting instruction to conform to the needs of each student- the “right” 
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kind of students are those who fulfill the expectations of the school. The true purpose of learning 

is neglected because the classroom no longer connects to reality; herein lies the danger of public 

schools becoming detrimental to the growth and development of individuals.  

The misconception that American education policy is changing for the benefit of the 

individual is cultivated both by our politicians and our public’s inability to separate verbal 

commitments from real, implemented policy change. Many Americans do not think critically or 

ask questions about our governance, internationally or societally. Our public schools have not 

become ineffective by accident- enough politicians and education bureaucrats (the few) 

manipulate our perception of improvement in education policy, so that the actual results and 

effectiveness of our American public schools remain unquestioned by the general public (the 

many). A recent example is Betsy DeVos’s, and by extension the Trump Administration’s, ploy 

to distract parents by driving a wedge between public and private schools with the hot-button 

discussion on freedom. Politics, in this case, shroud a lack of progress.  

Both the contemporary political game and the missing connection between life and 

learning are having a negative influence on American education; our public school system needs 

reviving. We can restore American schools by identifying, utilizing, and nurturing the 

relationship between creativity and education and expanding the nation’s notion of creativity in 

order to restore critical dynamics of learning, such as curiosity and passion, as key pillars of 

public education.  

In the mind of the general public, creativity is tucked away in the “art world,” hiding 

under wealthy, bluechip artists, like Picasso or Warhol. Or maybe artists aren’t the only people 

thought to have creative minds. Outside of the often-elusive artworld, valuable creativity, or 
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innovation, in the public’s mind, are recognized in start-up company owners like Mark 

Zuckerberg, Bill Gates, and Steve Jobs. This perception of creativity does not accurately 

represent the facets of creativity or the value of the creative process. Such self-made 

entrepreneurs do represent stories of success and creativity, but they should not dictate or define 

creativity. Perceiving wealthy innovators in this way relegates creative ideas to a level of rarity 

or scarcity that dismantles the true value and omnipresence of creative thinking, both in public 

schools and in everyday life.  

There is no artistic or entrepreneurial patent on creativity or creative success. Creativity is 

essential to a healthy learning environment. Creativity is ubiquitous and its associated skills are 

multivalent. Creativity fundamentally induces and encourages self-criticism, self-reflection, and, 

most importantly, self-justification. Externally, creative thinking forces us to confront, 

understand, and organize chaos. These irreplaceable skills have propelled the most prominent 

civilizations in world history forward in their original thinking. Individual and group autonomy 

lie at the foundation of our own nation and have led ultimately both to the historic shifts in 

theories of governance and to the redefinition of freedom. Creative and original thinking have 

reclassified the role of government as subordinate to serving the people thereby better protecting 

the individual’s rights and freedom.  Institutions of education today are undoing this emphasis on 2

individualism. 

An analysis of the form and function of American public schools and in a modern 

political context reveals structural and political problems that reflect larger, long-term social 

issues.  Redefining the public school offers an opportunity for a solution. America’s public 

2 Thomas Paine, drawing primarily on John Locke’s ideas from the late 1600s, redefined the purpose of the American government in Common 
Sense (1776) where he argued for the creation of a democratic republic.  
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schools can be the missing link between creativity and learning, instead of the motor 

perpetuating a cyclical socioeconomic structure. Currently, public education and real life are 

considered separate; likewise creativity and learning are concepts that are considered discreet 

when they should be considered inextricable. Our educational institutions are ignoring the 

interrelated nature of creativity and learning and missing an opportunity to use public schools to 

facilitate the integration of learning into real life. It is crucial that these facets of society and 

humanity are connected, not separated in the mind of a well-informed public body. Public 

schools can reinforce lifelong learning instead of feeding the perception that learning is 

“finished” after school. Because our educational structures and policies do not integrate 

creativity and are heavily influenced by politics, the tools for life-long learning are not available 

to all American students.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

This flow chart demonstrates the flow of creative energy both through fluctuating mental 

states and within the more tangible institution of a public school. This diagram visually 

represents the ability of learning and creativity to not only feed into one another, but also to have 

the potential to sustain public schools as well. Public schools can function as a third fluid state 
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that improves both learning and creativity; if the relationships visually described in this graph are 

achieved, a healthy picture of real life is achieved.  

In this essay, I offer an evaluation of our public schools in a time of troubling social and 

political chaos, pleading for a more self-aware and informed American public. It is important to 

bear in mind here that perhaps not everyone wants a well-educated public body. In politics, a 

stated commitment to restoring educational values is customary, but this pursuit is most often a 

superficial claim that ignores our capitalist society’s natural tendency to prefer an uneducated 

public. Capitalism thrives on convincing consumers that they need something. Therefore 

thoroughly educating the target population will make the capitalist’s job much harder. But what 

happens, and what does it mean, when society has stopped asking questions about their own 

condition, for example, why should I buy this? Do I need this? All that is left is a consumer 

economy; capitalism not only promotes a consumer economy, but a vulnerable consumer 

mindset. Today, capitalism is beginning to drive education, like it does the consumer economy, 

which is problematic for the larger goals of furthering progress and innovation in society. The 

value of identity and autonomous thinking is declining, contributing to overarching social change 

that is fundamentally affecting American society. The current system of education has emerged 

neither by accident nor as a result of passive acceptance of change over time. Members of our 

society have a vested interest in maintaining our currently ineffective system, and a system that 

is effective only in achieving a purpose that is not primarily related to learning.  

Americans are finding themselves ill-equipped to handle what they cannot understand; 

we believe in and educate our world as if it is ours and only ours; we deny problems that do not 

directly affect us, and truth is no longer urgent and no longer believable. It has become so 
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difficult to discern what is actually happening in the world at large that people have stopped 

paying attention to the systems and structures that affect, control, and often distort our reality. 

Our inability to think creatively, originally, and autonomously has made Americans rigid, 

unadaptable and insecure. 

As a counter to this, the public needs to be empowered by the creative process early in 

life and to promote thinking and a stable sense of identity so we can make smarter decisions for 

our nation and for our future. There is a lack of certainty and much debate surrounding the most 

appropriate methodology to repair our public school system. We know definitively that what we 

are doing now is not promoting healthy learning or achieving the highest aspirational goals of 

education. What do we have to lose by replacing our empirical, data-driven approach to 

education with one that makes room for creativity at the center? Instead of trying to rework 

schools by continuing to focus on numbers, grades, and standardization, we need a new plan, one 

that puts humans, engrossed in learning, at the center. Integrating deep thinking and creativity in 

public education may not help the few, but it will promote the individual and help us collectively 

understand and improve society through collaborative effort. 

By shifting the focus of public school learning dynamics to the creative process, students 

will access new opportunities and contribute to a more cohesive society. Our outdated education 

system is in danger of falling victim to the profit-driven model of society because the people who 

hold all the power in our society have a vested interest in maintaining the status quo. For those 

with power in American society, “schools exist to create citizens that will serve corporate needs” 

(Emery and Ohanian 9). The exploitation of American schools led to a consumerist, 

material-driven society and worked against progress. Instead of knowledge serving to empower 
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the public, we have devolved into a ‘post-truth era’ that is invested only in profit. Truth and 

profit do not have to be opposed. The structure of our education system within the larger scope 

of American government sets up a model that puts a profit-driven economy at odds with 

intellectual empowerment through creativity. This construct is perpetuating our first-world 

tendency to ignore problems that do not directly or physically affect us; this becomes easy when 

Americans are often not given the means early in life to problem solve or think critically. The 

way American citizens are educated enables and excuses us to remain unwaveringly complacent; 

there is a concurrent and uncritical satisfaction with American achievement, our role in the 

international community, and our sense of individual identity. To combat widespread 

complacency and monotony, we must embrace a plurality of views and creativity to rescue our 

lost sense of identity. This shift toward creative thinking is necessary in order to enact social 

change, to recognize and begin to solve the problems facing not only America, but the rest of the 

world. First, we have to look inward, at our systems and our mistakes, and understand not only 

our collective identity, but American individual identity.  
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II 
 
Deconstructing American Education 
 
“Education is indeed the great equalizer. It is the engine of strong economies, and it is the key to 
free and secure societies.” 

Betsy DeVos, 2018 International Congress on Vocational & Professional Training  
 

Understanding Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos’s approach to education reform will 

help us better decipher the genuine role of education systems and reform in the United States. 

Since her appointment in 2017, DeVos has given almost 50 speeches on education policy and 

reform, almost always exclusively discussing education in terms of freedom, security, and 

choice. She claims to support American families nationwide and improve society as a whole, but 

when we look past buzz words like freedom, security, and choice, it is clear that DeVos is taking 

advantage of these hot-button phrases to diminish these words’ real meaning and value. In late 

February, 2019, when DeVos unveiled the Education Freedom Scholarships and Opportunity 

Act, she used a form of the word “freedom” 17 times, never once explaining why the word 

freedom is in the title of the policy. Later in this speech, DeVos stated that “what's missing in 

education today is at the core of what makes America truly great: freedom,” underlining the 

necessity of freedom, but using it as a vague noun. She never gives freedom a meaningful 

definition in relation to any concrete action or policy development and is effectively masking the 

real role of the Trump Administration in public schools.  

Although DeVos never explicitly defines freedom, by examining what she does say, we 

can attempt to discern some possible definitions. DeVos narrowly describes freedom as the 
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choice to decide where you go to school- this option is still not available to everyone and the bill 

makes no mention of how scholarships are awarded. DeVos suggests freedom is in the interest of 

good public education but simultaneously consigns education to the private sphere by pushing 

parents to value “choice.” She does not demonstrate or articulate an understanding of freedom 

related to equality. Privatizing education will not create economic mobility, fulfilling lives, or 

ensure freedom. Privatizing education, or, in her words empowering parents “to make decisions 

and choices,” will not equalize society. In fact, schools may be a key contributing factor to 

educational inequality.   3

The Education Freedom Scholarships and Opportunity Act supposedly creates freedom 

and gives parents and students a choice in education by redistributing money among the states, 

so state government can provide scholarship opportunities for select students. In reality, the 

specific language of this bill only establishes a tax credit “to encourage individual and corporate 

tax-payers to contribute to scholarships for students through eligible scholarship-granting 

organizations and eligible workforce training organizations, and for other purposes” (1). This is 

no mandate, only an opportunity for corporations to benefit while donating little; the Education 

Freedom and Opportunity act does not guarantee any benefits for American students and their 

families.  

DeVos suggests freedom is both immutable and unlimited. She uses freedom in a way 

that is ineffective, perpetuating the way things already are. DeVos speaks as if this freedom is 

unlimited, but it is still entirely regulated by a world dominated by businesses and the wealthy.  4

3 In a study covered on The Brown Center Chalkboard, Peter Bergman and Isaac McFarlin summarize their findings: data suggests that charter 
schools across the board discriminate against certain types of students, “particularly those who may seem more difficult to educate.” The results 
of this study also indicate that school choice districts selectively favor higher achieving students over others.  
4 In Why is Corporate America Bashing Our Public Schools?, Kathy Emery and Susan Ohanian dedicate an entire chapter, titled “The Words that 
Bind,” to analyzing quotations from the Business Roundtable related to education (5-17). Their analysis shows that a substantial number of major 
corporations have a vested interest in the agenda of America’s public schools.  
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It is left up to the corporations to exercise moral responsibility and make choices concerning 

their donation of money to this program. Contributions are a “dollar-for-dollar federal tax credit, 

but no contributor will be allowed a total tax benefit greater than the amount of their 

contribution” (United States Senate 2). This means businesses donate money based on good-will. 

They lose nothing and gain nothing while still showing a charitable face. It is a mask of equality, 

of rearranging society so that students are perceived as being given an opportunity, but they are 

still only a controlled variable because the corporations who donate will remain financially 

unaffected at the top because they come away with the same money that they started with.  

At the International Congress on Vocational and Professional Training, DeVos spoke 

specifically about American classrooms leaving students unprepared for the future. She focused 

“on expanding avenues to fulfilling careers and meaningful lives” because “never have more 

people been more economically mobile.” Perhaps she’s correctly identifying American students’ 

widespread feelings of “the uselessness of schools” (Bal 119) since the majority of the social 

problems she alludes to will not be fixed. U.S. employment was at an all time low since the 

recession in 2010 (10% unemployment), but now only 4% of Americans are unemployed. Here 

DeVos equates having a job with economic mobility and she then suggests that economic 

mobility results in freedom, ignoring the fact that jobs alone do not create success or mobility- 

rather, it is money that creates mobility, and having a job does not necessarily indicate that one is 

making enough money to be economically mobile. Her definition of freedom falls short. Many 

Americans live just above the poverty line and have jobs, but are neither free, nor mobile, as 

DeVos describes. The cost of living has increased  and the minimum wage has not increased 5

5 In a CNBC news article Lorie Konish covers the increasing cost of minimum wage and the cost of living: the cost of living for 2019 is estimated 
at 2.8 percent increase from 2018, when the cost-of-living increased by 2 percent. In 2017, the cost of living increased by only 0.3 percent, and in 
2016, the adjustment was zero.  
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outside of economic inflation.  It is not the acquisition of a job that determines success. What 6

matters is the kind of job and how much it pays.  

So what does DeVos actually mean when she speaks of freedom? In this new legislature, 

and in many of her speeches, DeVos is manipulating an idea fundamental to our constitution 

(freedom), and taking away any significant meaning for the word. What makes America great is 

not the presence of freedom- it is the social contract between the American government and the 

American citizen that allows us to understand and experience this freedom. How can American 

citizens understand freedom if it is never discussed or defined? DeVos has defined a vague goal 

for education and appears to have intentionally done so. DeVos, like many members of the 

Trump administration, claims to be an advocate for change but is instead merely projecting 

vague, capitalistic ideas of progress. By speaking so generally about freedom in education, 

DeVos creates a barrier to real change and true understanding of individual freedom.  

All of our current public education problems are reduced down to this one word 

“freedom” that DeVos repeats over and over again. The public hears the emphasis on freedom 

and the rest of her words dissipate. Freedom, on the surface, always sounds like a good thing- but 

not the way DeVos is using it. In the face of deeply entrenched social and economic problems 

DeVos continues to advocate for a solution in terms of freedom, calling education “the great 

equalizer.” The kind of freedom DeVos is suggesting may not be the right kind of freedom, if it 

is freedom at all. The “right” freedom, especially in terms of education, is freedom that an 

individual discovers for oneself through knowledge. Because of reformers and politicians like 

DeVos, there is a “dead centered immobility” in our current idea of freedom in education 

(Bergmann 113).  

6 There is an assumption that minimum wage is increasing, but it is only a corrective measure to adjust to a rising cost of living (Zipperer).  
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Education is not the great equalizer. Rather, schools are in danger not only of becoming 

useless, but of perpetuating the very conditions that a thorough education is supposed to correct. 

School does not give students and teachers the tools to understand equality and freedom, while 

politicians pretending to be invested in the best interest of students only deepen the suspicion and 

confusion surrounding whether or not the government really cares about freedom and equality in 

education. Public schools are devolving into a suppressor of change. Instead, we need to teach 

students to understand freedom. 
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George Deem, 
 School of Caravaggio, 1984 

c/o Pictoright Amsterdam 2018, 
oil on canvas, 86 x 106 cm, 

private collection 
photograph: Chris Ho 

 

 
“The first thing I see when I look at this painting is the uselessness of schools. That there are                   
books but nobody is looking at them because they are pictures; all these ‘students’ are also only                 
pictures. Hence, the books are redundant. Three of them are closed and the open ones have no                 
writing; there are no students.”  

 
Mieke Bal, “A Need for Creativity,” The Trade of the Teacher, 2018.  
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Problems in American Public Schools  

In her analysis of George Deem’s painting, Mieke Bal identifies the uselessness of the 

classical school system. In this painting, the school setting is defined visually by a chalkboard, 

desks, textbooks and a class made up of “truants” who “revolt against a contained stultified kind 

of education” (Bal 120). Bal notes the students’ unwillingness to learn, the professor’s 

self-adulation, and the institution’s inability, like the students in Deem’s painting, to engage in 

the task of education.  

It has become increasingly apparent, to students, parents, and teachers that the United 

States is falling behind other nations in innovation, but we should not let this affect how we 

approach education reform. America’s self-assigned status as #1 is threatened, our ego bruised 

by China’s economic success and social revolution continuing on from the 20th century; this 

frustration is affecting how we understand and approach social and political issues, like 

education reform. To assuage the nation, American politicians have inflated our conception of 

our own freedom, claiming that freedom is America’s “most important truth” and “a gift from 

God” (Trump). 

A tactic used by many politicians, including DeVos, is to spend a lot of time speculating 

on what we’d like the future to look like. Comparing the present to what we want it to look like 

in the future doesn’t consider how and why we got to the present and it also imposes a narrow 

definition of success on an ineffective system. Instead of reflecting internally on its current state 

in comparison to past decisions and policies, politicians try to mimic what education 

policymakers think success should look like. Before imposing change on the present, the present 

must first be analyzed in terms of the past. Before vigorously and somewhat redundantly 
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discussing reform, we must answer the following questions: (1) what are the products of the 

current educational system?, and (2) how did these products come about?  

In general, education is not contributing to our rights to life, liberty, and the pursuit of 

happiness- all of which are declining.  Schools have contributed to a society that is intolerant, 7

profit-driven, and appeased only by instant gratification. A lack of fulfillment in public education 

is demonstrated by students’ increasing distaste for school and coursework.  In the classroom 8

there is little encouragement of self-reflection and everyone is treated the same. Schools do not 

set students up for stimulating lives; instead, institutions at present act as centers for control. 

Education policy and implementation in recent years have intentionally been structured to shape 

a generation that is missing the connection between learning and the “real world.” In turn, this 

makes a clear perception of “real life” difficult. The displacement of our student’s minds and the 

general absence of feelings of fulfillment are a byproduct of the intentionally ineffective 

structuring of education and an unnecessary level of political entanglement.  

Repairing American education is a daunting task and is exacerbated by the way we 

approach educational change in politics. Changing an education system is a foreboding prospect- 

but America is avoiding it, using the impossibility of perfect reform as an excuse for real, 

substantial change. Our nation’s tentative policies for education reform requires first a 

deconstruction of the past and the present to form a clearer path forward for the future. Breaking 

reform down into these temporal components will make the task less formidable. A discussion of 

education in politics pushes us farther away from a solution; reformers and policymakers are 

7 In Ben Sasse’s book, Them: Why We Hate Each Other- and How to Heal, he notes that for the first time since 1962, the average American 
lifespan is declining. He attributes ⅔ of this decline to the increase of suicides and unintentional injuries (which includes drug and alcohol related 
deaths). Additionally, the “percentage of young people hospitalized for suicidal thoughts and actions has doubled over the past decade” (Sasse 3). 
8 In Why Don’t Students Like School?, cognitive psychologist Daniel Willingham explores the truth of this statement, and, finding it true, 
investigates how we can fix it. Willingham finds, predominantly, that students are on autopilot, and that when the challenges faced in school are 
either too difficult or too easy, students stop caring.  
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overly concerned with economic differences, cultural differences, language barriers, 

developmental differences, and social differences because they seem like massive barriers to 

overcome if we want to improve the quality of education. We redundantly claim that the number 

of unpredictable variables is too great to develop a system that will work for everyone.  We 9

justify sidelining our public schools by reminding ourselves constantly that reform is 

unachievable until we see a social and cultural revolution; this puts education reform secondary 

to social change without realizing that these shifts in society can fortify one another, especially if 

they happen simultaneously. Because of our nation’s unpredictability, we must root our future 

plans in what has already happened and consider what we don’t want to happen again.  

The reform we see today does not examine the past; policy changes reflect a 

preconceived and uninformed end goal and treat education reform as if it is only a means to get 

there. Neglecting a deep examination of problems that reflects social and cultural dilemmas, and 

is based purely on a national goal (increasing the nation’s competitive success), only increases 

the challenge of education reform. American education faces an array of structural problems, 

both in implementation and in the ideas that drive what school is supposed to be. The benefit of 

deconstructing our current system is that reformers will understand it better and therefore make 

more informed decisions about the future.  

21st century American education policy has consistently been dictated by our nation’s 

fascination with data. Parents, students, teachers, school boards, and colleges are fixated on the 

SATs, ACTs, PISAs, state level exams, etc. America is so consumed by measurable performance 

9 Robert Shumer, Toni Airaksinen, and Kevin Dickinson all respectively make the argument that Finland is not an “apt” model for American 
public schools. Shumer analyzes population differences, language barriers, and the poverty rates in America. Airaksinen writes on the mindset 
that is “conducive to academic success” and the assessment standards of American public schools. Dickinson discusses the differences between 
Finnish and American private schools, the drastically different levels of respect for the teaching profession, the overarching goals of education in 
each country and the rejection, in America, of critical thinking.  
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that it is driving almost every aspect of our public schools. This federal, state, and local 

obsession has affected classroom curricula. Teachers are forced to teach so that students learn a 

very specific and circumscribed set of information that enables them to pass an exam. The role of 

the teacher in the classroom has noticeably shifted and in ways that are not just students, but 

teachers as well. In 2014, The Washington Post featured Susan Sluyter, a teacher from 

Cambridge Public Schools, in an article that redefines the current job of the instructor. Sluyter is 

one of many who testified that teaching is now about tests and data. Quoted in her letter of 

resignation, Sluyter writes “each year there are more [tests]. Each year I have had less and less 

time to teach the children I love in the way I know best-and in the way child development 

experts recommend. I reached the place last year where I began to feel I was part of a broken 

system that was causing damage to those very children I was there to serve” (Strauss) . Not only 10

has the traditional role of the teacher been modified negatively in response to the increasing 

demand for data, but this new role of the teacher invalidates the relationship between a student 

and a teacher. This crucial relationship was previously founded on learning and the best interests 

of the student; now a public school teacher is made to feel like a dictator and distributor of 

testable information.  

Data fixation also hides many skills and disciplines that cannot be tested but remain 

indispensable to learning. “There was a generation of social scientists who focused almost 

exclusively on trying to raise IQ and academic test scores. The assumption was that intelligence 

is what mattered and what could be measured, and so everything else, all these non-cognitive 

10 Sluyter’s letter is representative of a broader view among teachers as demonstrated in a study by  Daphna Bassok, Scott Latham and Anna 
Rorem. In their study, they found that “accountability pressures have trickled down into the early elementary grades and that kindergarten today” 
by comparing “kindergarten classrooms between 1998 and 2010.” I hypothesize that we see a similar trend of increasing accountability pressure 
in high schools.  
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traits like grit and self-control, shouldn’t be bothered with”,  even if they lead to success. A real 11

concern with data-driven curricula is that “learning for the sake of learning will be wiped out of 

the public school system” (Emery and Ohanian 8). Subjects that do not have a measurable value 

are discarded as nonessential or supplementary. The only subjects that matter in reports of school 

success are subjects that are testable. This has fundamentally changed the purpose of schools and 

reshaped curricula in the 21st century to focus exclusively on exams and performance results. 

This structure ignores the reality that all subjects have areas that cannot be measured.  

The United States’ public education system is invested in increasing international 

competitivity, which is measured primarily through data and examinations. While the desire to 

remain an international influence is an important concern for our government, it is not however, 

the job of domestic education reform to be concerned with international rankings. Data from the 

Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA), shows that America is lagging behind 

other nations and feeding our fear of declining American greatness. In the 2015 assessment,  the 12

United States ranked 19th in science, 20th in reading, and 31st in mathematics out of 35 OECD 

countries (OECD). So, both domestically and internationally, students’ intelligence and value is 

measured by their performance on exams. This begs the all-important question- how do we 

assess progress if not through exams and data?  

Curricula have become increasingly standardized and universal expectations have been 

implemented. In 2001, the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) was passed. The NCLB Act 

focused on four primary provisions: (1) accountability, (2) flexibility, (3) research, and (4) parent 

11 In his article “The Truth About Grit” Jonah Lehrer quotes nobel prize-winning James J. Heckman to highlight the loss of valuing true academic 
standards.  
12 Despite being an original member of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), who designed the PISA, the 
United States was the only participating country who did not give permission to reproduce its portion of the results in 2000.  
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options. The intention of the NCLB Act was initially to “ensure that all children have a fair, 

equal, and significant opportunity to obtain a high-quality education” but this was later redefined 

as reaching, at a minimum, “proficiency on challenging State academic achievement standards 

and state academic assessments” (NCLB). In 2010, Common Core was passed.  The Common 13

Core initiative was designed by redefining the standards for core subjects, English language arts 

and mathematics, at a national level. More recently, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) was 

passed in December 2015. Among the provisions of the ESSA, this act continues many of the 

NCLB provisions (i.e. requiring states to have standards for math, science, and reading, and to 

administer tests correlating with their standards) and adds English Language Proficiency 

standards, which states are also required to administer an exam for (Council of Chief State 

School Offices). These proposals are all noble in what they hope to achieve, but are focused on a 

future without analyzing a past whose existence is described solely by data. These programs 

disregard the components of learning that are untestable and are therefore ineffective at reviving 

elements of education that foster learning, creativity, and lifelong success. They measure student 

worth on a set of standards that are inflexible and leave no room for the individual. The NCLB 

Act, Common Core and the ESSA are programs from the federal government that encourage 

state and local governments to value the same measured education performance as the federal 

government, even if the federal government’s priorities aren’t fully aligned with learning.  

Within these standards, there is an intense dedication in public schools to the traditional 

separation of core subjects. Courses and programs are developed that separate and restrict the 

disciplines. Math, science, english, history, and everything else, in order of importance, is an 

13 The NCLB, Common Core, and ESSA are reauthorizations of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), which was originally 
passed in 1965. 
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ingrained structure in students and in schools, and we start to see the development of programs 

and organizations outside of schools. STEM is one prominent example. The emphasis on 

science, technology, engineering, and mathematics increased in response to the recognition that 

U.S. students were not achieving in the STEM disciplines  at the same rate as students in other 14

countries. Educators focused heavily on improving these areas of curricula, sidelining the arts 

and humanities. By the time educators realized an exclusive emphasis on STEM wasn’t going to 

produce smarter students (and tried to introduce STEAM ), schools had already defunded art 15

programs and parents had already decided that careers in science and engineering were generally 

more fulfilling and played a larger role in success than the arts or humanities. Foundations and 

programs in specific disciplines are wonderful contributions to culture and society, but when 

they start influencing the sphere of public education through power dynamics areas with less 

political influence will suffer. More importantly, public schools do not need to heed these 

divisions created by temporary public opinion/value. The job of public schools is to make an 

objective opinion about what is essential to learning and maintain an acknowledgement that all 

fields are interrelated and valuable. The perception that children in the United States are only 

behind in STEM areas, in tandem with the public opinion that science and engineering are better 

career fields, worked against creative thinking and analytical thinking, separating them and 

creating non-existent barriers between STEM and other subjects. Math stopped having a 

conversation with art; history stopped influencing science lessons. It was so critical to education 

reformers that our students acquire a specific set of knowledge in these STEM fields so they 

14 U.S. PISA scores in mathematics decreased by 11 points from 2012; the U.S. was behind nations such as Singapore, Taiwan, Poland, and 
Estonia. The U.S. remains only slightly above the OECD average score in science (Trafficanda).  
15 In the early 2000s, John Maeda began the transition from STEM to STEAM, “campaigning to to add “arts” to STEM and bringing the initiative 
to the forefront of educational policymakers. His argument put design thinking and creativity at the center of innovation. 
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could perform and keep up internationally that the overlap of subjects was lost, and the 

disciplines became irretrievably split.  

The division of subjects, typically putting math and science in one category, and english 

and history in another, has supported a larger social belief that people are either right-brained or 

left-brained. This myth  stems from research in the 1960s by Roger W. Sperry, who theorized 16

that people always favored one side of their brain over another. Additionally, he assigned 

characteristics associated with each side of the brain, creative on the right, logic and reasoning 

on the left. Society started to categorize people, schools started to categorize students, and people 

started to categorize themselves. In many circumstances, due to either classroom structure or 

familial influence, students are walking into a world that already had a future laid out for them.  

Policymakers and legislators have begun to dismiss the arts entirely. Despite DeVos’s 

claim that the Trump administration values individuality and creative expression, Trump’s 2019 

budget proposal cuts the arts and humanities, cultivating a public opinion that regards the arts 

and humanities as optional or extraneous (Office of Management and Budget). Some efforts are 

being made to reinstate the arts at a local level, but this furthers a gap in the quality of education 

in relation to one’s socioeconomic background.  The arts and humanities are being flattened and 

devalued. Compressing certain parts of study that require depth and paring education down to a 

few important subjects instead of teaching many is not only affecting the structure of public 

schools, but also the structure of society.  

In public schools and in society generally, there is a divestment of practical skills and an 

increasing danger in pushing these skills solely into vocational schools. Many vocational schools 

16  In 2013, a team of neuroscientists spent two years testing this hypothesis and found no consistent evidence 
that left-dominant or right-dominant brains exist (Nielson).  
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step away from nurturing intellectual ability and focus purely on tradeskills and on making, 

while public schools focus only on the classical forms of school, textbooks, writing, reading, and 

students never get to use their physical dexterity in support of a mental endeavor. We are missing 

an opportunity to include vocational training as a part of public schools. Many high schools have 

either separated entirely from vocational skills or have programs with sister schools; in both 

cases, vocational schools are often perceived as a dumping ground for students who don’t do 

well in traditional academic settings.  We are depriving students of practical skills that are 17

essential to everyday function, i.e. using a drill, operating machinery, cooking, understanding 

schematics, etc. There is a strange perception that intellectualism as the only form of true 

intelligence (no matter how you measure it) correlating with the belief that school should be an 

entirely cerebral space, save physical education. This narrow definition of intelligence 

contributes to a devaluing of intelligence.  

“The carpenter, lab technician, and conductor are all craftsmen because          
they are dedicated to good work for its own sake. Theirs is practical activity, but               
their labor is not simply a means to another end. The carpenter might sell more               
furniture if he worked faster; the technician might make do by passing the             
problem back to her boss; the visiting conductor might be more likely to be              
rehired if he watched the clock. It’s certainly possible to get by in life without               
dedication. The craftsman represents the special human condition of being          
engaged.” (Sennett 20).  
 

Practical skills are physically engaging and provide emotional rewards; working solely with our 

minds has become arrogantly prestigious in a way that deprives students of the fulfilling feeling 

that accompany practical trades. These skills allow students to be grounded in a tangible reality 

and allow one to take pride in his or her work; but, especially in schools, we have demeaned 

these skills and separated them from the perception of higher pursuits (Sennet 21). 

17 A report from the Boston Globe quotes social scientist Katherine S. Newman on the stereotype of vocational school as a place where “you stuck 
people who had nothing going for them” (Halber).  
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Parallel to the the undermining of practical skill sets, is an emphasis on the product, 

rather than the process. Schools have fostered a direct relationship between the product, 

intelligence or success, and perceptions of failure; the more a student “fails” in school, the more 

ignorant and intellectually inferior they feel. Educators are focused only on a product that looks 

good on paper, so the importance of methodology falls away. This perception of failure in 

American public schools creates a misunderstanding between the relationship between failure 

and learning. The pressure to succeed and the emphasis on the product causes students to go to 

any lengths to produce the right results; 90% of today’s students consider cheating an acceptable 

means to a “right” end.  Consequently, learning is measured by “success” instead of 18

improvement. A space for making mistakes, for failure, is essential for human emotional growth 

and needs to be redefined in a positive way.  

In addition to a number of structural flaws, public education has become grossly 

entangled with our complex political system. The classroom is a victim of speakers, like DeVos, 

who claim to repair education but are only interested in stalling reform and policy change; 

discussing education in politics has become a distraction for real improvement and 

empowerment. American competitiveness and obsession with numbers has converted education 

into a political issue with political solutions. Politicians take a stance on education reform 

because declining American education has become an issue of international competitivity and 

Americans feel threatened. The public wants assurance from legislators that these systems will 

be fixed so the nation can resume a position of unwavering superiority, and because curricula 

have become so standardized and so discreet, our “educated” public is happy to believe 

18 In a survey of 43,000 high school students, 59% percent of students admitted to cheating on an exam. One  in three students admitted they used 
the internet to plagiarize an assignment (“Academic Integrity in High School”).  
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politicians when they claim to be addressing issues in legislation that are actually contributing to 

the manipulation of public schools by government and businesses.  

Public education will always be part of contemporary political debate, and it should be, 

but at this point, politicians are discussing education without knowing very much about it. 

Political leaders take a stance on education to get votes and maintain an audience that is under 

the impression that there is work being done to provide every American student his or her right 

to an education. Instead, the policies that are put in place are bolstering socioeconomic 

immobility and maintaining the status quo.  

American society was successful and prospered because of innovative thinkers, people 

who focused on change and accepted new ideas. Because the number of creative and innovative 

thinkers in America is declining, putting the United States at a disadvantage internationally, an 

effective education system that produces innovative students has become a federal interest and a 

political issue. National goals of innovation should not, however, drive education reform because 

they are oriented entirely around a group, or mass standard, instead of the individual. The fact 

that several trends opposing innovation are increasing is worth mentioning: cheating and 

plagiarism are an educational norm (“Academic Integrity in High School”); American literacy 

levels are embarrassingly-low;  and the number of people who use public libraries closing is 19

decreasing.  Creativity and innovation are both associated with new ideas, and perhaps 20

innovation is more relevant in describing new method or process. A decline in the number of 

innovative American citizens creates a cycle; as the United States falls behind in innovation, we 

19 Valerie Strauss writes on the adult literacy crisis in America; citing statistics such as “19 percent of adults cannot read a newspaper,” and 
“Approximately 32 million adults in the United States can’t read, according to the U.S. Department of Education and the National Institute of 
Literacy” (Strauss).  
20 According to the Pew Research Center, new results “indicate a downward drift in the number of those who use physical library facilities in any 
given year” (Rainie).  
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become more competitive and more focused on adjusting our system to produce more 

innovation, but, because we are so focused on a measurable end result, we are not making repairs 

for innovative thinkers, so there can not be innovation. Attempts at American education reform 

are reinforcing the problem it wants to fix. The American government wants creative capital 

without creative citizens. Creative capital makes money and gives us an advantage over other 

nations, so education reform at the federal level is focused on reviving competitivity.  

As we continued to educate students only to compete within a domain measured by 

international data, we have structured schools to foster a lack of autonomous thinking, leaving no 

room for the original ideas that lead to a truly innovative society. The homogenizing structure of 

American schools, in tandem with political doublespeak, is fostering the polarization of ideas 

and feelings.  

On top of this newly defined national mindset, individuals in Americans are not taught 

how to be self-aware or lead fulfilling lives. Little self-reflection is encouraged in education, and 

people are unable to spark passion, wrestle with problems, or approach challenges optimistically 

and creatively; people look for instant gratification instead. Individual self-assessment and 

self-efficacy are necessary components of a healthy and functioning society.  The lack of 21

fulfillment is not exclusive to America’s students- America’s teachers are unsatisfied and 

uncompensated, and teachers are unsatisfied because students are not fulfilled or passionate and 

teachers remain uncompensated because the nation does not truly value education beyond its role 

in politics. This, in turn, hinders the development of positive student-teacher relationships and 

21
 “High self-efficacy has been linked to self-regulation, resilience and accomplishment. It is a vital part of people’s lives, and when 

it’s missing they can feel aimless and inept” (Henderson). 
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cyclically feeds back into a dislike of schoolwork among students. Students are unable to make a 

connection between school, lifelong learning, and their own ability to achieve goals. 

Finally, we now face privatization as a looming force in education reform, which is 

ultimately a result of public schools not providing an effective education. Parents who can afford 

to send their children somewhere else, will, and parents that are likely to put their kids in private 

schools are also those most likely to be very supportive of the school, i.e. volunteer time, donate 

extra money, ensure their kids are on top of their school work and behavior etc. Charter schools, 

private religious schools, college preparatory schools, military academies, etc. all undermine the 

value of public education and contribute to the influence of the private sphere of education over 

public schools. Framed as a response to an increase of federal control over education, private 

schools are trying to maintain or establish control over an element of the public domain: 

education. As politicians and policymakers degrade the value of our public schools, parents are 

pushed to send their kids to alternative schools- this is a natural response to ineffective education 

systems, but it is also a constructed one. Privatization of education creates unnecessary friction 

between the wrong people and masks a larger social issue. Smart parents who value the aspects 

of public schools that are defunded, predominantly in the arts and humanities, send their children 

to private schools that have money for and access to these resources. Concomitantly, parents who 

value, or need, public education or cannot afford to send their children elsewhere see pockets of 

students from wealthy families going to “effective” private school . As a result, the latter group 22

goes against the private institutions that value aspects of schools that our politicians do not, and 

22 There is no evidence that the typical American private school provides a better education than public schools. Jason Barr, Alan Sadovnik, and 
Louisa Visconti research the differences between charter schools and public schools, ultimately finding that charter schools are “similar to district 
urban public schools, with pockets of excellence and mediocrity,” and that they “mirror the educational inequalities” of the public school system 
as a whole.  
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the parents (the ones who often run and organize private institutions), demonize our public 

schools as ineffective. These groups have a vested interest in working together; if they do, public 

schools can embody what both public and private institutions seek out- the skills that lead to 

success, self-fulfillment, and self-efficacy. The wedge driven between private and public 

institutions of learning is not accidental, and is meant to further the gap in education, preventing 

learning from reaching all corners of our nation. If “good” American education becomes 

predominantly privatized, controlled by money, and influenced by businesses, education will 

lose its purpose as an institution that protects the individual and becomes another tool for 

manipulating the American public.  
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III 
 

On Creativity and the Creative Process 
 
What is Creativity? 

Despite our innate capacity to be creative, creativity has become synonymous with an 

ability to manipulate and work with materials skillfully (Dweck 67). Considering creativity only 

as a characteristic of artistic people obscures its potential to be applied and recognized in areas 

outside of the art world. Workers in fields that are not typically thought of as being creative learn 

to label themselves as unimaginative. In reality, everything can be defined in a creative context. 

Understanding creativity as a ubiquitous rather than an exclusive thought process limited to 

artists and innovators will help to redefine creative thinking as an elemental component in 

everyday life. The challenge lies in enabling our citizens, and more specifically our students, to 

harness creativity and to see it as a valuable commodity in education. 

 In America, a blindness to valuable creative thinking is learned. We are taught to value 

material success over our individual capacity to think creatively, and as a result students often 

fail to see the relationship between creative processes and success. This shortfall is not the result 

of a passive educational environment; American public school systems actively prevent the 

growth of creativity and refuse to highlight the creative process as a valid participant of success 

in any field. Public schools should encourage creativity and engage students creatively in 

multiple disciplines, and not be places that discourage differences and diversity of thought. In 
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education, we must stifle our efforts against creativity and replace them with a focus on 

individual creative development. 

In the context of this essay creativity refers to an individual’s capacity to think in a 

creative and original way. Creative thinking is an indication of “real aliveness,”  an active mind, 23

and a conscious awareness; a fresh consciousness serves as a bridge to original ideas and allows 

individuality to flourish. By associating creativity with autonomous thought, a link can be 

created between one’s ability to develop original ideas and one’s capacity be an individual; 

creativity is crucial because it develops a strong sense of self. Individuals form ideas differently, 

but the ability to be creative applies to everyone. Creativity is an awareness of the thinking 

power of our own minds and of the world that is inextricably linked to our sense of self-identity. 

In education, creativity should be a strategy to help students determine what they are passionate 

about, while creative thought develops into original ideas and individuality. It is not necessarily 

associated with a finished product or object; the important lessons in creativity, as being argued 

here, emphasize the value of creative process over the actual outcome of a created product.  

The creative process underlies creative thinking and emphasizes the multidimensionality 

that is so crucial in effective education. The creative process is expansive and can take different 

forms, as opposed to a process that is a series of rote steps. Since the creative process can take 

many forms, it is difficult to define. In general, the creative process is how we exercise creative 

thinking and form ideas about identity. Without using the word creativite, we can define 

creativity as one’s individual capacity to have original, confident, and expressive ideas. 

23 A term used by Charles Hepburn Johnston in his book Creative Systems Theory: A Comprehensive Theory of Purpose, Change, and 
Interrelationship in Human Systems. Real aliveness is discussed as a place where one will perceive an experience as more true.  
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Although our brain is not defined as a muscle, it often behaves as one because we can 

expand its potential and improve its function through continual practice. The creative process is 

inextricably bound with learning; learning and creativity are bound by a dynamic co-existence. 

Learning is a creative process, and the creative process requires that we learn.  

 The goal here is not to set strict boundaries or rules for creativity, but instead to explain 

some of the more valuable characteristics of creativity focusing on aspects of the creative process 

that can be expanded on in education in ways that will recognize the needs of individuals. Many 

aspects of the creative process are unpredictable, interesting, and have the potential to be useful 

beyond the art world. Showing their benefit to the individual in the context of education, will 

hopefully encourage a dialogue about creativity in public education and in American society. 

Creativity is too often only associated with the arts and, as a result, considered to be of 

little practical use. In reality, creativity and the creative process are expansive in nature, not 

limited to artistic ability. The creative process is comprised of multiple dimensions, many of 

which are essential to the formation of one’s identity and individuality. Because aspects of 

creativity are frequently neglected in education, America is seeing less effective learning and a 

lack of motivation in students. Creativity is not useless. It is the key to a better education, to 

advancement in thinking, and to improvement in our personal lives.  

 I want to look at seven aspects of creativity and consider how each would be beneficial 

in a classroom setting. This way, one can see how the development of creative thinking in the 

classroom and the positive effective its inclusion as a major component of American education 

philosophy will have on students. After comparing how creativity is currently approached in the 
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classroom with the kind of environment in which creative thinking flourishes, we can begin to 

restructure our classrooms, curricula, and policy around these new ideas.  

 

Seven Aspects of Creativity That Are Essential to Learning 
 
“Both real life and genuine academic excellence require a mobile, open, and spontaneous mind, 
capacities of balance, of synthesis, and of reorganization, which this training on isolated bits is 
likely to destroy. ”  

Frithjoff Bergmann, “Freedom and Education,” On Being Free 
 
 
Freedom and Boundaries in Creativity 
 

It is generally assumed that, outside the art world, the integration of creativity and 

freedom into schools will diminish academic rigor and lower standards in the classroom.  24

Freedom in creative thinking is reduced to creative freedom, which translates to: do whatever 

you want. This is a typically conservative conception of the liberal view of creativity in 

education (Bergmann). It is important to dispel these notions and advocate for creativity as a 

method to deepen and broaden learning across the country.  

Creativity is boundless, but it is not boundary-less. Creative thinking is a form of freedom 

that allows ideas and identity to flourish through flexible boundaries. In his book, On Being 

Free, Frithjoff Bergmann recognizes that “reality includes real limits” and that notions of “true 

freedom” are constructed by a more traditional, philosophical understanding of freedom that is 

perhaps not applicable in the real world, and definitely not in education (Bergmann 174). There 

are still boundaries or ends in existence, but they are normally self-defined. There are fewer, but 

24 In On Being Free, Frithjoff Bergmann picks apart the two extremes of freedom: true freedom and not freedom. Liberals who advocate for true 
freedom are misunderstanding the condition of freedom, and those on the side of not freedom are misunderstanding freedom as limitless.  
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not a total absence of, concrete restrictions and regulations. The boundaries that do exist are fluid 

and can be moved around according to the individual. 

Creative freedom does not mean that the creative process has to be limitless or lawless. 

Creative freedom can be a form of self-organization co-existing with real world limits, an 

approach which could be implemented in schools. The benefits of self-organization or 

self-efficacy lie in self-justification, locating individual drive and motivation, so that learning 

becomes deep, true, and relevant. Self-organization precedes the larger scheme of social order 

and stability. 

The ocean can act as a metaphor for a lawless world, in some regard, and shed some light 

on how we handle chaos. Society has decided that lifeguards patrol the boundary of a chaotic 

ocean; a lifeguard’s job is to reduce the risk of people drowning in the ocean. There are delayed 

benefits to this control. The limits on our swimming area cause several things to happen:  

(1) depth - We appreciate and explore our more immediate surroundings.  

(2) efficient creativity - We become inventive of what we can do with what we have. 

(3)  curiosity - We, inevitably, still yearn to see or know more.  

(4) questioning - of how to increase freedom 

The boundary of the watchful lifeguard responds to the individual; boats or becoming a strong 

swimmer, for example, represent creative solutions in response to the desire for experience and 

knowledge. The lifeguard is thus a flexible boundary. We organized ourselves in the face of 

chaos, set our own flexible limits, and discovered creative solutions for progress.  

In the case of the ocean, societal boundaries actually create more opportunities than 

destructive a free-for-all would (i.e. drowning). The same is true for individual development. We 
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need obstacles, rules, and boundaries. They “do not diminish freedom, but, on the contrary, are at 

times its precondition, for their conquest provides the occasion for the ‘discovery’ of the self” 

(Bergmann 133). An unlimited and unstructured world is not actually free, but irresponsible; an 

unlimited and unstructured mind is not actually creative, but oblivious or ignorant. For the 

individual, boundaries, in conjunction with an understanding of freedom, are essential to stable 

and confident development.  

 

Rhythm in Creativity 

The creative process has no formula,  and it takes countless forms as an impenetrable 25

force against correctness- ideas don’t have to be right, wrong, or make any sense. This is a 

luxury and a form of acceptance that can and should exist in public schools. 

The absence of a formula raises an important question: how is the creative process 

structured? The short and easy answer is to say, it isn’t. But here we ignore the importance of 

discipline and dedication. Just because creative thought does not follow preconceived paths for 

thinking, this does not mean that there is no structure. Because creative minds create their own 

boundaries, they also have unique and personally organized structures. This authority is, in itself, 

a declaration of freedom that leads to empowerment, passion, and dedication; it is a form of 

self-direction and self-motivation.  

The open-ended attitude of creativity encourages individuals to develop rhythm. Rhythm, 

unlike repetition or pattern, enforces multiple ways of thinking and an acceptance of multiplicity. 

Rhythm is associated with the arts and humanities; poetry, plotlines, dancing, singing, jazz, 

classical music, painting compositions are all often described and analyzed in terms of rhythm. 

25 The absence of a formula should not be confused with the absence of boundaries.  
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Other, less obvious areas, are also rooted in rhythm - woodworking, pottery, glassblowing, and 

other forms of traditional craft in art – these all adopt a physical rhythm in movement and the 

process of making (Sennett 171-178). A second, quieter idea of personal rhythm, runs parallel to 

these traditional notions of rhythm. This second kind of rhythm relates more to the way one lives 

a life, navigates the world, and engages in thought. 

Counterintuitively, rhythm and spontaneity can co-exist harmoniously. Creativity is a 

balance between unanticipated chaos and the mind constantly trying reorganize; through this 

reorganization process, we not only become good at approaching and handling challenges, but 

we learn how to express ourselves more effectively. This is a fluid process; the creative mind 

jumps back and forth between chaos and organization. Spontaneity is crucial to learning because 

it teaches us to handle the unexpected and the chaotic. School is a regular pattern that becomes 

boring; “the monotony of the format seems grotesque” (Bergmann 142). Consider, for example 

you are a lawyer. As a lawyer, a major component of your job is being able to respond and 

present an argument that is articulate, coherent and relevant when you don’t know how the 

opposing side is going to present or respond. As a lawyer, you have to organize chaos and often 

you have to improvise. Developing rhythm establishes a typical pattern but leaves room for 

change and surprise; lawyers have rhythm. If, in education, we leave room for rhythm to 

develop, students and teachers will be more receptive to one another in the classroom. Both 

rhythm and spontaneity play a key role in loosening the restrictive and monotonous boundaries 

in the classroom.  

There is a perceived opposition in the ideas of repetition and spontaneity. In 

contemporary education, teachers harbor a fear of boring students through repetition. It is not 
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repetition in itself that is bad, but rather the manner in which repetition is practiced in public 

schools is ineffective. Repetition for skill development is a good thing, when organized properly. 

This is another example of how we truly learn- when repetition is not adequately explained as a 

crucial part of the learning process, students fail to understand why they are doing something 

over and over again and they question the purpose of the behavior. School and rote methods of 

learning are perceived as pointless. Rhythm, rather than repetition, is key for creativity. “Rhythm 

organizes [obligations]; we learn how to perform a duty again and again” (Sennett 177). One’s 

ability to concentrate or focus in a long period of rhythm stirs excitement both for the end 

product and the process it takes to get there. Only after one has nurtured the ability to 

concentrate will emotional or intellectual investment follow.   26

In general, repetitive actions are viewed as monotonous and gruelling. Repetition can be 

mindless, and some people equate it with boredom. Skilled laborers or craftspeople, however, do 

not have this experience. “Doing something over and over is stimulating when organized as 

looking ahead. The substance of the routine may change, metamorphose, improve, but the 

emotional payoff is one’s experience of doing it again,” until the final outcome is satisfactory 

(Sennett 175).  

Rhythm implies continuity in a way that repetitive learning based in testing and 

memorization does not. Creativity is a model and a method for self-directed purpose and growth. 

In the context of applying the creative process to education, in an institution that is not about 

making art, it is important to understand art-making’s flexibility in concept and continuity of 

process. 

26 From Sennett’s research, he found that the long-term development of hand skills shows a concentration that encourages substantive engagement 
(172). 
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In 2014, Carol Dweck gave a TED talk on the idea of “not yet.” There is a high school in 

Chicago that, instead of failing students on transcripts, merely writes “not yet.” Dweck praises 

this practice because it acknowledges the learning curve. Creative responses, like this one, can 

shift the way students interpret the word failure; failure becomes about learning instead of about 

belittlement. When a student fails a task, they are more likely to give up. By understanding 

instead that they have ‘yet’ to achieve something, students are more preoccupied with moving 

forward, making success still seem attainable. The phrase “not yet” also indicates a continuity in 

learning that is prevalent in most creative practices: the notion that one is never done or finished. 

 

Interdisciplinarity and Bridging Polarity 

Removing unnecessary boundaries will help bridge polarities, like failure and success, 

with creative solutions. Interdisciplinarity is inherent to the creative process; for a creative idea, 

one needs to cross multiple disciplines. Furthermore, delving into multiple fields can help to 

answer complex questions that require creative answers. In Creative Systems Theory: A 

Comprehensive Theory of Purpose, Change, and Interrelationship in Human Systems, Charles 

Johnston explains “bridging polarity.” He states that “the creative inherently takes us outside the 

bounds of conventional rational thought... [illuminating] the dynamic nature of creative systems” 

(Johnston 26). Our tendency as humans is to categorize and separate disciplines for convenience 

of perception.  Johnston believes this separation creates polarities that eventually become 27

viewed in isolation. Viewing creativity as a dynamic system creates a reality in which “one plus 

one always equals more than two.” Two ideas that perhaps make sense together, when combined, 

27 This tendency is known as categorical perception, a phenomenon of perception of distinct categories when there is actually gradual change in a 
variable along a continuum. 
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have the potential to lead you outside of preconceived boundaries. Johnston presents his theory 

on creative systems as “a way to understand deep interrelationship in complex systems,” which 

is of increasing importance as “our critical questions become more and more interdisciplinary 

and less amenable to [an outdated] gears-and-pulley analysis” (Johnston 51). Coming 

generations will not be able to solve complex problems because people will not have an 

understanding of the interrelated nature of things (i.e. how will doctors who cannot think beyond 

their field make medical discoveries?). Creative thinking is inherently interdisciplinary because it 

requires us to cross established boundaries or guidelines to come up with new ideas; a full 

understanding of interdisciplinarity provides a new perspective that allows us to bridge polarized 

thinking. An interdisciplinary education helps us to be open-minded, conscious and aware of 

ideas unlike our own, and allows us to see the interconnectedness of all things. 

 

The Value of Working Intuitively  

“The intuition with which we are acquainted gives merely an occasional manifestation, and that 
manifestation is colored by the individuality of the person through whom it comes. In short, 
intuition shows no higher origin than does thought”  
Henry Jones Mulford, “What is Intuition?” The Monist  
 

Unsurprisingly, definitions of intuition are elusive. For most, intuition boils down to the 

cliché of “trusting one’s gut.” Our intuition gives us the ability to know something directly 

without analytic reasoning. Intuition is an understanding from an instinctive feeling rather than 

conscious reasoning and acts as a bridge between conscious and unconscious thought (Cholle). 

For creative thinkers, intuition is a fluctuating skill developed and honed over time. Part of the 

creative process is learning when it is appropriate to work intuitively and when to turn that 
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intuition off to look at something objectively and rationally. Intuition often plays a significant 

role in the making of objects and it is helpful in the creative process because it allows ideas to 

evolve organically (Bergmann 118). It is acceptable to leave a thought or an idea momentarily 

un-articulated. Creativity has no time limit for answers and allows for a full investigation of an 

idea before it has to be considered complete.  

An active consciousness uses both intuition and logical thought to make decisions and 

formulate ideas; intuition and logic are not mutually exclusive (McGilchrist). They can overlap 

and invade one another, until they find a balanced state (this state, too, can be readjusted and 

redefined for any given situation). Intuition is a “reflex thought,” a brief moment in our brains 

that leads to some perceived action (Mulford 309). Thought and intuition stem from the same 

place in our brains, but the process of intuition takes place “out of the consciousness,” and a 

previous cognition must precede the process of intuition. “Intuition, like thought, depends upon 

experience, upon knowledge” (Mulford 311). Pure intuition does not exist, and cannot exist 

without a previous conscious thought. I speculate that intuition is learned, and then developed 

and strengthened by creative thinking. As we have more experiences and conscious thoughts, we 

become better at being intuitive. The amalgamation of our experiences can lead to a deeper 

understanding of material and of ourselves, manifested through a stable individual.  

I like to compare the relationship between creativity and intuition to the passive cellular 

process of osmosis. Osmosis is a basic phenomenon we learn about in biology: the movement of 

solvent molecules from cell A to cell B. The solvent molecules travel through a semipermeable 

membrane from a region of low solute concentration to a region of high solute concentration.  
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Cell A represents conscious thought and reasoning and cell B is intuitive work. In 

between these two cells is a semi-permeable membrane; this membrane allows the fluid 

movement of new cells. This process can represent a state of mental fluctuation between thought 

and intuition. While this comparison of intuition and osmosis is only a metaphor, imagine that a 

similar metaphorical membrane actually exists in all of our brains, but not everyone has the 

ability to access it. Our brains are trained to have a higher concentration of conscious reasoning, 

so all ideas exist in cell A, creating an imbalance. We need to shift our thinking to allow thoughts 

and ideas to naturally flow back and forth between cell A and cell B. When solvent molecules, 

representative of thoughts and ideas start moving fluidly between the cells, creativity grows and 

expands to find balance. In creative thinking, the membrane is a semi-permeable boundary. In 

essence, we need to better access the semi-permeability so that we can start to embrace creative 

thinking as a natural forming of thoughts. The molecules move intuitively to the area that is best 

to maintain homeostasis for the cell. Our culture promotes decision-making through rational 

thought, but working intuitively also has value in thinking and creating. 

 

Positive Tension  

“I must confess that I am not afraid of the word tension. I have earnestly worked and preached against 
violent tension, but there is a type of constructive nonviolent tension that is necessary for growth.”  

Martin Luther King Jr., “Letter from a Birmingham Jail” 1963 
 

During the civil rights era, Martin Luther King Jr. noted the constructive nature of 

nonviolent tension and emphasized the social necessity of what he later called creative tension.  

Creative tension is different than tension as we typically define it. Tension is generally defined as 

a physical state of being stretched tight; a state of being overdrawn. The potential of a positive, 
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creative tension to act as a catalyst forces us to question our traditional methods of teaching 

problem solving. King defines creative tension as necessary for communities to confront social 

issues (King 4); creative tension has the potential to inspire collective social action.  

In the context of an individual mindset, creative tension works within the realm of 

creativity to provide a new perspective. It is not only creative social tension but creative 

individual tension that intensifies the power of social movements. Creative tension has the 

potential to influence a social, public sphere, and can also positively affect the individual- if it is 

nurtured through the creative process.  

Tension in education is misconstrued as a problem or an obstacle. Obstacles in education 

are often intentionally removed or avoided to ease the learning process. Instead of being treated 

as a negative feeling associated with pressure on the individual, tension should be seen as a 

bridge from one perspective to another. Bad tension in education is the pressure that is laid on 

students through comparison, data, testing, and standardization. Creative tension is a more 

constructive and influential kind of tension. We must shift our understanding of tension as being 

a purely physical or mental state and instead allow this condition and the word “tension” to 

encompass the push and pull between conflicting or polarized ideas that open up opportunities 

for freedom.  

Healthy, creative tension is necessary to bring new, innovative ideas into being (Johnston 

28) and can create bridges between polarities, polarities that are “expressions of tension” 

(Johnston 28). Typical understanding of tension only generates conflict without resolution, 

collaboration, or conversation, whereas creative tension offers a new perspective in the interest 

of finding solutions.  
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Although a creative solution resolves tension, it does not mean that the tension itself is 

bad because it is essential for the process of creative thinking. Creative tension is a catalyst for a 

new mindset, a new perception. Tension is frequently perceived as a battle between two forces, 

and perhaps sometimes it is, but from a creative perspective, one that invites new solutions and 

change, two opposing forces often function best working together rather than in opposition to 

one another. A new perspective can often lead to new ideas, therefore new perspectives become 

an essential part of the creative process.  

In a larger, social setting, creative tension is a catalyst. But, as Martin Luther King Jr. 

noted in his “Letter from a Birmingham Jail,” tension in the mind was also necessary “so that 

individuals could rise from the bondage of myths and half-truths to the unfettered reign of 

creative analysis and objective appraisal” (King 4). Creativity forces us to look at the world in 

new and conflicting ways, creating positive tension within the individual and, more importantly, 

fostering a better understanding and articulation of where points of tension originate. Tension 

creates the conditions necessary for human fulfillment; it is crucial to producing challenges for 

one to overcome, a cornerstone for human drive and achievement.  

 

Potential for Physical Engagement  

“...what we academics do in our jobs- perceive, elicit, analyze, read and produce oral, written 
and silent discourses - is not considered a bodily activity.” 

Maria Julia Carozzi, “Talking Minds,” Body & Society 
 

Generally, most of the tasks we engage in tend to separate the spirit and the flesh. In 

school, most of the day is devoted to cerebral activity. Conversely, in athletics we focus mostly 

on physical capacity and performance of certain skills. Because creativity is not solely a cerebral 
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process, we must bridge the gap between our body and our minds to connect our ideas with our 

bodily place in the world (this is a connection we often ignore, especially in public schools).  

Dance and craft are two of many examples of engaging the body that offer alternatives to 

traditional notions of exercise. Normative methods of exercise and physical activity are missing 

the link between the mind and the body; even health class and physical education classes are 

traditionally separate. There should not be such a pronounced division; there are opportunities 

for physical activity in many disciplines. Combining creativity and physical engagement 

provides an opportunity for expanding the boundaries of physical activity so that more students 

can achieve a healthy lifestyle and a balanced relationship between the mind and the body.  

The creative process does not only engage the mind, and when it does, it creates an 

imbalance between the cerebral and the corporeal. Creativity thrives in conditions that focus on 

both the mind and the body. Creativity is a collaboration of the mind and the body, and schools 

typically do not physically engage the body in the classroom or during the school day (Götz) 

(Carozzi). Physical education requirements have been reduced to a competition of athleticism, 

measuring only one’s capacity to achieve a specific requirement (a requirement that is not 

flexible depending on the individual).  Most physical fitness programs claim to have the end of 

goal of instilling lifelong habits of regular physical activity. This is a noble goal but the way it is 

approached in public schools does not leave room for individual variability; rather, PE programs 

measure every student against the same standard, only making distinctions between the two 

dominant genders, male and female.  

Physical fitness is not synonymous with contemporary definitions of exercise. The 

President’s Challenge, although updated in 2012 by Michelle Obama, still focuses solely on 
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strength, speed, flexibility, and a student’s Body Mass Index (BMI). Partial curl-ups, a one-mile 

run, V-sits, push-ups, pull-ups, and calculating one’s BMI is not a recipe for a positive physical 

experience. These programs don’t encourage lifelong health and physical activity because they 

are treated as tests and not as lifestyle choices. The way we develop athletic skills are founded in 

competition, in ways that do not help develop an individual passion for physical engagement. 

Only frustration and self-rejection result “when you’ve trained your body to a point where you’re 

no longer interested in it and you don’t have agency in it anymore” (Wahl). If we can free 

students from these bodily constraints by encouraging physical engagement in areas other than 

competition and athleticism, we can better help them make a connection between their bodies 

and their minds. 

Section II of this paper discussed the relevance of practical skills in public education, i.e., 

those practical skills that are physically engaging in a way that benefits learning and creative 

thinking. Although technique is “intimately” linked to self-expression, it has been separated from 

creative thinking and students are no longer able to take pride in craft skill sets, so that this pride 

is seen as “luxury” (Sennett 149). An aim of Sennett’s research is “to explore what happens 

when hand and head, technique and science, art and craft are separated” (Sennett 37). Sennett 

shows that the head, understanding, and expression all suffer from these separations. Physical 

engagement through the process of making can bring us to new places and allows us to interact 

with new people; this develops new skills and familiarity with new tools and creates a diversity 

of experience among students according to each student’s interests. Increasing manual skills 

leads to the development of the brain- our brain trusts our sense of touch and has faith in the 

familiar rhythm of motions.  

46 



 

Working with one’s hands can diminish our fear of failure, by forcing us to make 

mistakes to get something right. In this case, believing in correctness drives the improvement of 

technical skill, and supports a fixed standard of truth, i.e. the object of the craft is either made 

properly or it is not. In another sense, a student must be willing to make an error in order to 

correct it; mistakes become clear and manageable. Failure is a large part of how we learn. The 

collaboration of the mind and body is elemental in human learning and creativity.  

“Most people, myself included, most of us just don’t move enough. We just don’t move               
that much anymore. We have a flat world and our hands move and our faces move and our mouths                   
move but the rest of our body is often increasingly not necessarily for the lives and cultures that                  
we currently live. So I would so prefer people have a full body moving experience than one of sort                   
of inadequacy and containment and confinement and trying to be something that they’re not.”  
 
This excerpt is a quote from Professor Colleen Wahl, teacher of dance at Alfred 

University. Wahl considers dance as an opportunity for the moving human body to open up new 

possibilities for sensation and perception, both of the world around us and for our own 

perception of our bodies. Wahl’s interview focused specifically on a course she teaches called 

The Fundamentals of Dance; this class is predominantly made up of college students who have 

never danced formally before. This fundamentals course becomes significant in the broader 

context of creative physicality because it is an opportunity not only for students to stretch their 

bodies, but also to do this in conjunction with their minds.  

 

The Practice of Playfulness  

Play is defined in Play, Playfulness, Creativity, and Innovation, as spontaneous behavior 

that is rewarding to the individual. The behaviors are intrinsically motivated, performed 

repeatedly, and occur in a context of an individual’s good health and relaxation (Bateson 2). 
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Patrick Bateson and Paul Martin draw a distinct line between play behavior and playfulness; they 

argue that play behavior is indicative of childish actions, while playfulness is a childlike mood or 

intellectual inquisitive state. The notion of “playful play” is introduced as a new category that 

helps us understand the motivational state essential in creativity (Bateson 3).  

For the individual, playfulness is a free state of mind, one that is intuitive, open to new 

perspectives, engages both the body and the mind, and operates through intuition. Playfulness 

encapsulates the previous points regarding boundaries and creativity, using intellectual play and 

freedom to develop our creative thinking. Playful play enables us to discover new approaches to 

navigating the world. We do not necessarily need to expand recess time or shorten the length of 

the school day for more play, but playfulness must be integrated into the classroom so students 

have a capacity to think playfully for a better, more creative life after school. Bateson and Martin 

argue that “play is an evolved biological adaptation that enables the individual to escape from 

local optima and discover better solutions” (Bateson 5). Playful thought is a way of increasing 

the flexibility of our mental boundaries and is crucial in creative thinking.  

It is imperative that all students get to play differently from one another. This stimulates 

variety in education, variety of experience and of interest. Play in education cannot be 

standardized, or it ceases to be playful. It must not be standardized but must be integrated into 

the classroom in a non-standard way.  

 

How are we teaching creative thinking now?  

Creativity in the classroom is rigid; processes that are more effective when they are fluid 

and flexible, like learning, are taught in chronological steps. The scientific process is a good 
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example to demonstrate this idea--science and experimenting are supposed to entice learning, but 

instead, the typical science class can be a chore for many students, despite the ideas behind the 

creative process being founded in creative thinking and interdisciplinary thought. The structure 

of the creative process is actually similar to the scientific process, even as we teach it to most 5th 

graders as the “scientific method.”  

Step 1: Make an observation 
Step 2: Ask a question  
Step 3: Form a hypothesis 
Step 4: Make a prediction based on the hypothesis 
Step 5: Test the prediction 
Step 6: Use the results to make new hypotheses or predictions 
 

What is wrong here is not that we teach the scientific method, it’s how we teach the scientific 

method. There is an arrogance in the definitiveness with which we teach; we ask children to 

memorize this list of tasks and associate it only with science experiments and labs. Why do we 

do this when this same method is actually applicable in every subject?  

Comparatively, how do artists employ the scientific method? Although artists identify or 

“name” this process much differently, the core ideas are actually quite similar. Artists might 

chart themselves a more scribbled mind map, but they essentially work in similar ways that are 

repeated in infinite variations and orders: 

Observe anything; notice something  
This can be about people, a material, a phenomena, the natural world, etc.  

Ask a question about this observation 
Develop an idea (hypothesize) 
Research, research, research 

This happens in infinite ways; not limited  
Experiment, put research to the test (the making) 

Here materials become incorporated  
      Review/evaluate/discuss/revisit/interpret/reinterpret 
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Reduced to their bones, these scientific and artistic approaches are much the same. We model 

learning after one but not the other, even though a creative investigative process has the 

opportunity to be expanded beyond the classroom. We separate the creative and the analytical 

mind, and have created the perception that they are different and mutually exclusive. This second 

artistic outline, while rooted in the same fundamental ideas as the scientific method, is open to 

interpretation. Remove the numbers. The way the first list is structured as a series of brief steps 

or numbers, instills in students that this is the only route for discovery and closes the door for 

questions and conversation. In contrast, the artistic process is usually not the same; it can 

develop in many different ways, often having difficulty repeating itself. So, the question is: why 

do we not learn subjects through both the scientific and creative processes?  

 

What kind of environment encourages the creative process to flourish?  

Creative thinking flourishes under two main conditions: (1) the acceptance of 

distinguishing characteristics that make up a person’s individuality, and (2) the primary focus on 

individual development and thinking.  

An environment that secures and protects these conditions can be broken down into five 

main principles:  

Accepting differing ideas and opinions.  

Awareness of varying backgrounds and upbringings. 

Encouraging the discussion of differences.  

Application of the right kind of pressure. 

Paying attention to individual needs. 
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These principals directly relate to the six boundaries of creativity reviewed in this section, 

(rhythm, interdisciplinarity, intuition, creative tension, physical engagement, and playfulness) 

and allow individuality to develop by focusing primarily on the individual. Each of these 

principals, respectively, will push individuals out of their comfort zone.  

In a lecture titled “The Power of Believing that You Can Improve,” Dr. Carol S. Dweck 

cites a study that found a link between lifelong learning and moving beyond one’s comfort zone. 

When students push themselves out of their comfort zones, their brain cells and neurons form 

stronger connections contributing to longer lasting learning (Dweck). Creative thinking pushes 

beyond pre-established ideas and structures, constantly asking us to go outside of our comfort 

zones. Dweck suggests that this growth mindset can be taught.  

Creativity flourishes particularly in art programs; art education is an example of an 

environment that protects the two main conditions of creative thinking, collaborates with the 

boundaries of creativity in order to encourage creative thinking, and responds to individuals by 

pushing them outside of their distinct comfort zone. A different mode of thinking is inherent in 

art instruction, and generally speaking, every student will adopt his or her own very different 

thought process. In most art programs there is often, at the beginning, a focus on the individual; 

it is important that students are making something that they care about, or there will not be 

purposeful engagement. As young artists learn what it is that they care about, they can better 

define who they are, and eventually how an identity can extend beyond one’s self. This transition 

is key for the development of a balance between the self and the community, but begins with an 

emphasis on the individual and an effort to push individuals out of their comfort zone in a way 

that responds differently to each person. This balance can be achieved in public schools.  
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Conclusions  

In education, we are compartmentalizing and strangling individual creativity. Leaning 

heavily on creativity might suggest to students that learning is unstructured or lawless—but this 

is a misconception of the creative process. Suggesting we transition traditional learning to mimic 

the creative process might incur ideas of limitless freedom, but this is not my intention. It is often 

perceived that creativity is only a product of the arts; this notion goes both ways. Within the art 

world, fine and contemporary arts are considered an exclusive hub of creativity. We need to 

discard this notion of exclusivity and open up the definition of creativity so that the creative 

process can be recognized in multiple disciplines, questioning both the notions of art inside and 

outside the artworld. By drawing on the structure and organization of creative thinkers employ in 

their everyday lives and in their workspaces, we can ask thinkers to see “the larger whole that 

culture and individual life together comprise” (Johnston 32). 

American education is tied up in the center of a massive structural and political knot, one 

that our society is not equipped to untangle. The results of public school structure and the 

intimate relationship between hot-button politics and education reform can, and should, be 

understood as a distraction that is obstructing autonomous thinking and the spread of knowledge.  
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IV 
 
Creative Thinking as a New Model for Effective Learning  
 

 An education system structured around data, test scores, international performance, 

standardization, separatism, intellectual elitism, politics, and privatization forces us to ask again: 

What is the purpose of public education? 

The purpose of institutionalized education should be to provide the opportunity for 

self-awareness, self-actualization, and conscious thought in the interest of preserving liberty, 

and, more importantly, so that students can understand their own liberty. For many 

American-born citizens, our government verbally hands us our liberty; this is guaranteed by the 

Constitution. We don't consider our liberty as a social contract with the government because we 

are no longer taught to perceive liberty as a right protected by the government. This social 

contract has lost its value. Life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness are fundamental rights that 

must be learned, and school is a major factor in our understanding of these rights. As matters 

stand today, we are helpless because we have no grasp over these rights and no idea how to 

protect them. Education should be the fourth, unwritten check in our traditional checks and 

balances between the legislative, executive, and judicial branches. An educated and conscious 

population scrutinizes the three branches, federal and state, to ensure that it is fulfilling its 

purpose; education is the tool for the people to understand their own condition.  

We have generally considered schools as a method for group organization that focuses on 

developing a system that educates every citizen in exactly the same manner. Instead, a better 
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emphasis for our schools would be for them to promote self-organized creative thinking; this 

approach will be more accommodating for each student and for parents, who want public schools 

that serve individual needs, enrich lives, make learning a lifelong experience, and lead to 

individual and community success.   28

The purpose of education is to preserve individual liberty. The purpose of education is to 

provide each student with their fundamental right to know and explore the world, but another 

question remains: 

What is the purpose of learning?  

The purpose of learning is to explore, to understand, and to question. Most of what is taking 

place in American public schools today is not learning. Students seem to retain little information 

over long periods of time, and the learning process has become separate and divided. Within the 

creative process, learning happens naturally, intuitively, and ultimately leads to deep exploration, 

improved understanding, and persistent curiosity.  

 Creative learning will untangle the swamp of public education and restore life and 

passion in the classroom because of the strong relationship between learning and creativity. 

Creativity leads to future success. A common trait “exceptional people seem to have is a special 

talent for converting life’s setbacks into future successes. Creativity researchers concur. In a poll 

of 143 creativity researchers, there was wide agreement about the number one ingredient in 

creative achievement. And it was exactly the kind of perseverance and resilience produced by the 

growth mindset” (Dweck 12).  

28 The Case for Real Choices organization is an example of a charter school (organized by parents) that is making progress using creativity in 
education (unlike many). Once charter schools have achieved high academic success among students, they should be focused on reintegrating into 
the public school system so that the ideas achieved in charter schools can work together with government and  this success can become 
widespread.  
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Student growth through education is declining; growth of self, growth of community, and 

intellectual growth, and, as everyone is keen to notice, this is showing increasingly on a national 

level. To improve student growth, we need to put an emphasis on the growth mindset in 

education. In her book, Mindset: The New Psychology of Success, Dr. Carol S. Dweck explains 

the difference between a fixed mindset and a growth mindset; a person with a fixed mindset 

believes that aspects of their character, for example, intelligence, creative capacity, or physical 

ability, are fixed traits, a hand we have been dealt. Dweck warns of the developmental 

consequences of a fixed mindset. “A child with the fixed mindset is much more likely to give up 

when they encounter a challenging obstacle, like algebra, since they assume that they’re just not 

up to the task” (Dweck). Additionally, Dweck is concerned that adults with a fixed mindset are 

consumed with proving themselves to others and evaluate every situation to confirm “their 

intelligence, personality, or character” (Dweck 21). 
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Someone with a growth mindset, on the other hand, believes personality traits can be 

developed. The growth mindset is based in the belief that our basic qualities are a starting point 

for personal development; the growth mindset requires one to believe in personal improvement. 

The growth mindset can help students develop a passion for learning and enhance their ability to 

embrace challenges. Because it enables us to stretch our minds and rethink our capabilities, the 

growth mindset is also a creative mindset. 

In 2015, MIT neuroscientists released the results of research proving a connection 

between the number and strength of our brain’s neural connections and creative learning. 

Learning new things and performing new tasks that push us out of our comfort zone creates 

stronger neuron connections, or stronger synapses. Previous research indicated that “the growth 

of neural connections was determined by neural activity,” but this new research makes clear that 

the type of activity changes how our neurons develop.   29

School systems perpetuate fixed mindsets which affects our growth into adults and our 

general levels of personal happiness. A fixed mindset will ruin self-efficacy, but a growth and 

creative mindset will cultivate our drive to succeed and achieve.  

In students who have a fixed mindset, there is a lack of grit. Grit is described as the 

“ability to persist in the face of obstacles, to stick with the same stubborn mystery” (Lehrer). 

Because schools do not explain what “grit” really is, students have a negative experience with 

the concept of hard work, instead of growing and developing through creativity and diligence. 

“[Social scientists] are able to compare the relative importance of grit, intelligence, and innate 

talent when it comes to determining lifetime achievement. Although this field of study is only a 

few years old, it’s already made important progress toward identifying the mental traits that 

29 On MIT News, Anne Trafton covers Richard Cho’s study and paper on rewiring our brain to enhance neural connections.  
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allow some people to accomplish their goals, while others struggle and quit. Grit, it turns out, is 

an essential (and often overlooked) component of success” (Lehrer). Grit is a major component 

of the growth mindset and creative thinking.  

Traditional learning styles and values are vanishing in the pursuit of new, stimulating 

technology. As a result, learning without creative thinking has become centered around test 

scores, memorization, and technology. Although society’s desire to increase the use of 

technology in schools is understandable, we do not need to entirely replace traditional 

approaches to teaching in education. Handwritten exams, in-class essays, tangible textbooks, are 

still important. In a lot of ways, non-digitized learning tools can be more effective, easily 

distributed, and efficient. Technology, while offering its own set of benefits, mostly related to 

convenience, also introduces new problems surrounding human interaction with technology 

(which may be either positive or negative). Consider the idle time and empty space dilemma: 

increasing input of technology makes it even harder for our brains to be unoccupied, because 

everything happens so fast and sequentially, and following this line of thought, eventually makes 

it harder for our minds and our bodies to be creative. Learning has stopped being creative, and, 

because of curricula and methodology, has become a chore for most students.  

The balance between our mind and our bodies is deteriorating. As Colleen Wahl and 

Maria Julia Carozzi point out, we live in a flat world and intellectual thinking is not considered a 

bodily activity. Creative thinking, akin to intellectual development, has the potential to be a 

bodily activity if we value it as such, instead of dismantling the connection between our minds 

and our bodies. There is a point to be made here  about creativity being physical and the balance 

of our bodies and minds being key. Learning is both cerebral and corporeal; creativity is both 
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cerebral and corporeal, leaving room for both to interact and function, so with this logic, 

creativity must be a good model for learning.  

Ideas do not flow between disciplines; so ideas are not good, ideas are repeated and one 

dimensional.  The most effective moments in learning are produced through creative thinking. 

Why? Creative thinking engages and activates many parts of the mind; creative thinking is 

inherently interdisciplinary, as our learning experiences should be. No one ever learns a single 

fact or solution within a void, but our teaching methods and areas of focus make it seem as if 

effective learning proceeds in this manner. We teach separation and division within learning and 

it has eventually manifested on a larger, societal scale- in social habits and political views. 

Learning environments in schools today promote “certain regular practices [that] exercise the 

habit of producing discourses related to other discourses, eliminating perception of all other 

elements in the surrounding environment” (Carozzi 30). On a small scale, this is problematic. An 

unstimulating classroom that is cut off from the outside world becomes a painful exercise in 

discipline that separates and estranges the senses; creativity, on the other hand, invites distraction 

and deviation (how positive this is, of course, hinges on what you’re being distracted by). On a 

large-scale, an exclusive learning environment has harmful effects on society. It runs the risk of 

producing a generation that cannot see or understand the interrelated nature of the world and 

groups of individuals who are unaware of their surroundings. If we invite creativity into learning, 

it can become both an inwardly and outwardly focused process, one that thrives because of its 

environment. The creative process can restructure how we teach certain subjects. Curricula need 

to be more creative, more intuitive and fluid; everyone should be allowed to think in terms of 

multiple disciplines.  
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Students today are less curious. Young people are invested in themselves, but are not 

investigating their identity or their role in the world. Effective learning is stimulated by curiosity; 

inquiry is at the root of learning and at the root of self-definition and justification. What do we 

want American citizens to gain from learning? Surely a sense of self and a sense of individuality. 

The true purpose of learning is to give individuals an opportunity to define themselves, leading 

ultimately to a stronger, more stable and more confident population and a community that takes 

care of itself and fights to problem-solve. We don’t need new ideas, we first need new ways of 

thinking--we need to think of our world as a whole, not as unrelated parts. Creative learning will 

engage these ideas of interconnectivity between the disciplines, within themselves, and within 

the larger picture of the world and lifelong learning.  

The eradication of contradiction and tension in the classroom (suppression of questions 

really) is translating into a larger, nationwide problem of eliminating differences because they 

are seen as contradictions. Thoughts that are unlike our own are seen solely as opposition and 

then stripped of all value. Right now our school systems are trying to eliminate differences in 

education across the nation. American schools are focused on deindividualization; educators and 

decision makers want a homogenous education system. In theory, this makes sense, especially 

when viewed as an exercise in equality. If everyone nationwide has the same curricula and every 

subject is taught in the same way and order, then, we can be guaranteed that every student is 

getting the same quality and level of education.  However, this goal has often proved to be 

unsustainable where there are major economic differences and, as is typical in American culture, 

where people are so insistently trying to get ahead to ensure success. In a world where everyone 

is trying to get the upper hand, it might be better to return to some of the fundamental values of 
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learning, instead of focusing on closing the gaps in education that are shown in test scores. So, a 

homogenous educational and teaching system is not the answer. We have yet to fully consider if 

diversity in education might actually be a good thing, benefiting more students, even if we can’t 

ensure or guarantee that a math class is the same in California as it is in Ohio.  

But, we are not setting up the proper diverse conditions for students to thrive under.  

Defining the purpose of education in terms of creative thinking will return the focus of 

our nation’s schools to the individual and to the community, in place of the present-day emphasis 

on equal-educating the masses. With a new goal in mind, reform can be fast-approaching; we can 

educate a generation of self-reflecting individuals who comprise a confident community with the 

motivation and drive necessary for successful problem-solving. A smarter and more aware 

educated population is in the best interests of our nation and the human race. Education will 

cease to be an inconsistent institution that perpetuates inequality, and instead will be an 

individual experience significant in our personal growth into adults and citizens.  
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V 
 

Reconstructing American Public Schools 
 

The American public school system has become an apparatus for government control. 

Schools function under the guise of organizing knowledge and supporting learning, but in truth 

are manipulated by government and political leaders to organize people, not knowledge, and 

support data, not learning. American schools suppress a true understanding of freedom and 

liberty and impede students’ ability to question their sociopolitical environment. American 

schools fuel measurement against dominant standards, the status quo, and an intense polarization 

in thinking. American education policy undermines the sole function of our government: the 

protection of life, liberty, and the pursuit of the happiness. Above all, our current educational 

framework deprives Americans of personal growth.  

If our student body has no capacity for personal growth, larger communities will not 

function and society will lose its consent to be governed. American individualism is lost in a 

tangle of politics, polarization, and ignorance. Individualism has mutated into egotism. The 

balance between the community and the individual can be restored if we provide our citizens 

with an education focused on the development of creative thinking; this is the mental capacity 

we need to improve and become the best version of who we are; furthermore, we must remember 

that not all Americans have access to this kind of self-discovery without a quality education.  
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If widespread self-actualization cannot be achieved, only a mass, selfish existence 

remains. America will remain consumed by the passive tension of the mob mentality that 

dominates both the alt-right and the radical liberal left.  

There are more pressing issues, both domestic and international, than the political agenda 

and organization of America. We need a population that can put their differences aside to face 

complex and morally challenging issues. This requires American citizens to work together, 

accept differences, and welcome new ways of thinking. The challenges facing our country and 

our world require creative and innovative ways of thinking, which happens best in groups 

(Cohen 6). To put the world in order, we must first put the nation in order. To put the nation in 

order, we must first put the community in order. To put the community in order, “we must first 

cultivate our personal life; we must first set our hearts right” (Peterson).  

Because public school systems are downplaying multidimensionality, there is a shortage 

of interconnectedness between subjects to get students thinking about the interrelatedness of our 

questions early in life. This sets up a system that cannot adjust to change, and students who grow 

up to be the same way, inflexible, contributing to world and a culture that is at a standstill; 

everyone holding their breath for something to get fixed without be properly equipped to 

creatively solve problems. Public schools are not fulfilling a worthwhile purpose; the classroom 

offers no opportunities for understanding our own condition.  

The challenge is, how do we establish a system that isn’t systematic? We need a system 

that is systemic, not systematic. The key difference between systemic and systematic is as 

follows: when something is systemic it relates to the entire system, instead of only being one part 

of a system, while systematic describes a fixed plan or method. The public school, perhaps more 
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so than any other of our public institutions, needs a more dynamic model of organizational 

functioning - a flexible structure with fluid boundaries that relates to the rest of the world. 

Questions pertaining to the survival and progress of mankind simply cannot be approached in 

public schools because they are too multifaceted for the structure currently in place; students do 

not get to think with creativity or multiplicity. Our public schools suppress the natural 

organization of learning; our politicians try to manipulate this natural process to maintain the 

status quo. 

We, as a community of educated individuals, need to rebuild the framework of our public 

school system so that all American citizens have the opportunity to be educated, instead of a few. 

But we have allowed the increasing number of human beings needing to be educated to diminish 

the quality of an individual’s learning experience. For a vital future, we need to work both 

creatively and constructively to move beyond criticizing the present systems towards developing 

new perspectives on educational philosophy and theory.  

 

(1) Identify new, relevant areas of study and accept that these areas will change and be 

reevaluated constantly.  

These focal areas might depend on geographical location, or population-make up. This will 

encourage the sharing of ideas between communities.  

Ex: The Latino population is increasing; Latinos come to American schools and learn American 

heritage. They do not, typically, learn about American heritage or history within the context of 

Latino history. In areas of high Latino population density, this contextual teaching of history 
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should be made a focus. This will encourage the mixing of backgrounds and increase 

conversation. 

 

(2) Remove the obligation of traditional core subjects and instead recognize that we need to 

restructure schools around contemporary ideas, issues, debates, etc. 

In this way, we can always have core subjects (math, science, english, history) as an end goal, 

but not a starting point. This separation does not help natural learning and does not invite fluidity 

and interdisciplinarity.  

Ex: On a national and international level, the degradation of the natural environment is a major 

concern. Across the country, courses centered around the contemporary issue of environmental 

change need to be developed further. Drawing on information from many subjects and giving 

teachers and students an opportunity to engage in something relevant will reinvigorate curiosity 

and passion in learning.  

 

(3) Demand culture. Emphasize a multicultural education.  

Revisit the importance of the arts, music, dance, performance, cuisine, and language in a new, 

revitalizing way. Bring the cultures of a diverse group of students together in a way that 

produces healthy conversation and opens our minds to those who are different from us.  

Ex: Examine in greater depth the cultures that make up American society; analyze what each 

culture has to offer our communities and ask students what we can learn from them. Discuss how 

having many cultures in a nation leads to positive change for humanity.  
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(4) Remove the hierarchy of the classroom and replace it with mutual respect.  

Train teachers to be less dictatorial and hire teachers who are invested in lifelong learning. 

Teachers must be willing to learn from their students. Recognize the value of each individual 

student’s ideas (teachers must give these ideas both time and respect). Organize the classroom 

structure (physically and otherwise) to increase engagement between the teacher and students. 

Teachers must be fully aware of how important the work they are doing is, and how crucial it is 

to the development of the nation.  

Ex: The teacher writes a question on the board and asks students to write an answer to the 

question in their notebooks. While the students are writing, the teacher is also writing down an 

answer to the question. At some point during discussion, the teacher shares their own answer to 

the question with the class.  

 

(5) Stop forcing teachers to teach things they don’t want to teach. 

 If a teacher’s job is only a job, and not a practice or major part of their personal justification in 

being, the information they impart to students is poisoned by an unenthusiastic mind. Within 

their work, teachers must believe in the power of the knowledge they are sharing; this works best 

when teachers are invested in what they are teaching; it also ensures that each teacher has 

something they want to teach. Their areas of expertise can be far and wide, with the 

understanding that they will be continually learning while providing the opportunities for 

students to learn. Teachers need to be made aware of the importance of their own practice and 

given respect and authority over what they are teaching.  
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Ex: Hire teachers from a variety of specializations to teach history, but do not require a teacher 

who wrote his or her dissertation on the European Enlightenment to teach U.S. History from a 

predetermined curricula. Instead, let the teacher teach what they know but require that they 

communicate this knowledge into the larger context of contemporary America. This requires 

more in-depth research from faculty, and more engaged and passionate teachers. This way, both 

students and teachers will grow.  

 

(6) Bridge the polarities within education. 

Consider a solution large enough to envelop the relationships between these differences in a 

single understanding: teacher/student, right answer/wrong answer, intellect/feelings, school/not 

school, young/old.   30

Ex: To break down the divisions between the teachers and students, include students and student 

input in teacher training programs.  

Ex: Seek exercises in which students are experts like music or other specific areas of culture.  

 

(7) Do not take away a parent’s choice in how to education his or her child; instead, make 

the public school system the best option.  

Parents have a right to educate their children how they see fit; advocating to remove private 

schools will only fuel the conflict between public and private schools. This argument is a 

distraction; it is more important to advocate for the improvement of public schools than to 

dismantle private educational institutions. Public schools have the potential to be more 

successful than private schools; they are more inclusive and have a greater diversity of students 

30 These polarities are taken from Charles Johnston’s Creative Systems Theory.  
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and faculty members, therefore public schools can offer a more diverse student experience. 

Instead of trying to take choices away from parents, we must prove to parents that public schools 

can be the best option.  

Ex: Encourage more community input into the public programs so that schools have excellent 

teachers who are invested in learning and student achievement. Target advertising about public 

schools at parents who are considering private schools; ask them to be more involved in public 

schools, thereby strengthening the community.  

 

(8) Reduce the amount of time students spend in front of a screen. 

Realistically, we live in a time when students are constantly looking at screens: before school, 

during lunch, after school, during dinner, after dinner, while they do homework, before bed. 

They now do a majority of homework in front of computers, and social lives increasingly exist in 

the digital world. There is enough screen time without having online tests, practice tests, 

workshops, lessons, videos, etc. It is important for students to understand a life both within and 

outside of technology; that there is a benefit to writing something by hand and turning the page 

of a real book. Make every effort to connect the digital with the real world, but do not let 

technology consume the classroom. Educate students on the potentially damaging effects of 

living life in front of a computer. 

Ex: Be circumspect when assigning video lessons. Keep them short and practical- parts that 

students struggle with can be explained in class, connecting the human interaction to the screen.  

Ex: Have students hand-write essays in class and type and edit them at home.  
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(9) Engage the mind and the body.  

Reduce the amount of time students (and teachers) are sitting. Recognize that it is healthy to 

move your body regularly and often. Encourage positive physical contact, in the hopes of 

understanding a diverse set of bodies.  

Ex: Ask students to come up to the board. Increase the time they spend on their feet.  

Ex: Plan a lesson around a location you can visit to increase bodily awareness and physical 

engagement.  

Ex: Lead a break for stretching.  

 

(10) Disengage with the political polarization.  

It is the duty of education to teach impartiality and open-mindedness. This should not change 

with geographic location or political climate. Public schools do not need to separate from our 

government, but should move to a safe distance from harmful political opinions, not so much 

from politics itself, but from opinions that alter the distribution and quality of information.  

Ex: Schools in areas dominated by politically partisan populations should be mindful of 

inevitable political bias and how this may affect the educational environment. A focus of schools 

should be in understanding opinions different from those that may dominate in the immediate 

area, e.g., a liberal-leaning school district should be sure to teach an understanding of or empathy 

for traditional conservative values. Allow discussion of multiple perspectives. This will 

encourage students to engage in conversations with one another.  
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The American government’s purpose is to preserve life, liberty, and the pursuit of 

happiness; to protect both our civic and natural liberties. Prior to the Declaration of 

Independence, colonial government was seen as a threat to liberty. The Declaration and the 

American Constitution marked a major shift; the newly designed government was no longer 

perceived as a threat to liberty - if structured properly, the government could protect liberty. The 

idea is that the American government protects our freedom; American institutions perpetuate the 

perception that American freedom and liberty lie at the heart of American politics, but today, in 

reality, our government prevents us from accessing and understanding these freedoms that they 

claim to be protecting. A significant portion of our population is either misinformed or 

uninformed. They either have access to only misrepresentations of the truth or are not taught to 

question information placed before them. This problem originates in large part in our public 

schools, and is perpetuated throughout adulthood. Our schools should function as a component 

of the government that keeps American citizens conscious and aware of our governance. It 

should empower us with the ability to think autonomously and formulate our own thoughts about 

our environment. The purpose of institutionalized learning is to educate people so that they may 

allow doubt and criticism and change, and to protect liberty so that society can keep itself in 

check. Schools are intended to give American citizens the tools to access their freedom. Dynamic 

education will help students access liberty and freedom.  
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