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Johanna Payton  

A lecturer in journalism at City, University of London, Johanna has 
enjoyed the academic year in spite of its many challenges. As well as 
making the shift to online teaching, which affected all the classes  
Johanna teaches, she started a new role in September, as head of the 
third-year BA Journalism programme, which increased her hours at the 
university. Johanna also started studying for a PhD in autumn 2020, 
looking at creativity in journalism and how we prepare journalism  
students for an increasingly creative industry: “In 2020 my working 
life completely changed; I finally made the switch from a ‘blended’ 
career as a freelance journalist and visiting lecturer, to a member of 
academic staff. For me, this is such an adventure, because it has 
meant throwing myself into a role that I absolutely love and being 
able to commit myself fully to the students I teach, without            
distraction. I was a full-time freelance journalist for nearly 20 years, 

and I loved the variety, the randomness and (perversely!) the instability of my career, but in teaching at universi-
ty, I feel like I have found that same sense of excitement and the ‘unknown’. The pandemic really brought that 
home, because no one really knew, in September 2020, how this year was going to pan out. But with the   support 
of brave and adventurous colleagues, and the sheer resilience of our students, I feel just as free and stimulated as 
I ever did as a journalist. Most importantly, I am using just as much creativity in my career as I ever did, from de-
signing interactive online classes to compiling SWAY lectures that take me back to my blogging days, and designing 
creative research tools for my PhD 
 
 

Lisa Clughen  

 

Lisa Clughen studied at Oxford, Sunderland and Newcastle universities and is a 
senior lecturer in Spanish at Nottingham Trent University.  She led a student-
facing academic support service for over 12 years in the School of Arts and      
Humanities, where she was also Learning, Teaching and Academic Support         
Co-ordinator. She has therefore worked in the field of literacy development for 
over 25 years, supporting students and staff in the teaching and development of 
academic writing. She is co-editor of the book Writing in the Disciplines: Building 
Supportive Cultures for Student Writing in UK HE (Emerald 2012) and has also 
organised numerous symposia and published and presented papers on subjects 
ranging from approaches to writing development to embodiment in learning and 
teaching.  The move online has provided a non-stop stream of adventures for her 
and here’s a mere glimpse at some of them – she’s meditated in the US, Australia 
and Hong Kong; in a café with Ruby Wax and extended her consciousness into the 
universe through meditations with the London Buddhist centre.  She’s lit a peace 
candle every night with international friends from the Glastonbury Unity candle; 
done ecstatic dance in Lincolnshire; somatic movement sessions across Europe; 
Feldenkrais in Hungary; Rolfing in Spain and TRE with  David Bercelli himself.  The 
online world has also opened up the wonders of nature to  her – she’s been bird 
watching with Chris Packham, forest bathing with Whistlewood and learned how 
Buddhists deepen their relationship with nature. Oh, and she’s even had a Zoom 
meeting with George Clooney about his latest film. And all this from her sofa.  

 

Matthew Swan Cover Artist  

The front cover for this issue, Digital Horizons, was created by Matthew Swan. 
Matthew is an artist and musician, based in South London. Matthew usually    
creates murals and signage for pubs, hotels and restaurants, but during the first 
2020 lockdown, he recorded cover versions of popular songs with fellow London-
based  musicians, and produced accompanying  music  videos to raise money for 
the NHS. In the 2021 lockdown, he purchased an iPad Pro and turned his hand to 
digital art. 

For the cover of issue 19 of Creative Academic Magazine, Matthew worked with 
the co-editors to create an image that represents adventure in the real and    
digital worlds, recognising that the pandemic has connected many of us to the 
great outdoors - as well as the possibilities of online discovery. The image      
encourages us to imagine distant digital horizons, and the potential they hold. 

Matthew’s partner, Johanna Payton, is co-editor of this issue, and has previously 
commissioned Matthew to create illustrations that bring to life her research into 
creativity and journalism education. If Johanna ever  reaches the writing-up 
stage of her PhD, Matthew is bracing himself for the inevitable workload! Con-

tact Matthew on: MattSwan5@aol.com and on Instagram: @mattswan5  

 

mailto:MattSwan5@aol.com
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At the beginning of 2020, the increasing urgency of the Covid-19 pandemic saw national lockdowns instated across 
the globe. Universities responded with an instant and precipitous move to online learning internationally. If you 
were teaching back in March 2020, you may well look back on that period of time with a mixture of terror, wonder 
and awe. Just how did we do it? Switching to online teaching, learning and research at such a speed was a shock 
to the system, but colleagues across the globe dug deep into their experience and resilience to successfully       
deliver the final weeks of the academic year in an online space. While many dedicated school teachers continued 
to teach in physical buildings, navigating the challenge of social distancing, the vast majority of higher education 
professionals were firmly home based, many juggling home-schooling and/or shielding with meetings, lectures and 
research seminars online. The glasses of champagne and sparkling apple juice raised at many a ‘virtual’          
graduation ceremony were certainly well earned. 
 
Looking back on the first lockdown of 2020, there’s a palpable sadness and even a certain amount of nostalgia. 
Remember when Saturday night quiz nights on Zoom were a novelty? Or when a grandma from Blackburn had 
three million more TikTok followers than you? Did you ever get up early doors to leap around your living room in 
the company of Joe Wickes’s YouTube channel? So many of these memories were intertwined with technology. 
Overnight, we went from worrying about how many hours our children were spending online, to stressing that our 
wifi connections couldn’t support around the clock surfing from every member of the household.  
 
Throughout the summer of 2020, as the experience of    
extreme crisis morphed into memory, everyone working in 
education came to the same realisation: things would     
never be the same again. As we focused on a mass redesign 
and reorganisation of courses that were not considered 
‘essential’ for on-campus learning, new - more positive -
prospects emerged. Perhaps online   teaching was not just 
the answer to the question of   social distancing; perhaps it 
could provide a ‘third way’ for tertiary education. Blended 
learning is not new, but after years of resistance (and     
worries that computers would eventually replace us), HE 
educators were coming to terms with the idea that online 
classes, lectures and workshops were here to stay.  
 
Figure 1 Virtual graduations were the norm in 2020 (Photo 
by Mohammad Shahhosseini on Unsplash) 
 

 
As well as helping us steer our students through the ongoing pandemic, online learning began to emerge as an   

answer to other, longer standing, issues. It might provide a way for     
struggling universities to engage more global students on distance learning 
programmes. It might also empower students who juggle their studies with 
jobs or caring responsibilities. Maybe this way of working and teaching 
could actually help stressed-out educators achieve some semblance of the 

fabled work-life balance people outside education speak of? 
 

Figure 2 Creative educators were able to engage - and excite 
- their students online (Photo by JESHOOTS.COM on Unsplash) 

 
And, for creative academics, a particularly pertinent      
question emerged: could online teaching pave the way for 
creative ‘edventures’ in learning? As a new academic year 
began, clouded by the traumatising images of students 
locked in their dorms due to Covid-19 outbreaks, creative 
academics seemed to push through the shadow of the virus 
and unfolding political      minefield. They offered their    
students an exciting way forward - not just a temporary,  
substandard fix, or basic asynchronous programmes to help 
them ‘scrape through’ their courses and modules. Creative 
academics saw the opportunity in the adversity and set about designing and introducing interactive and ambitious 
activities and learning interventions. Harnessing technology, making the most of the places and spaces in which 
their students would be learning, and even reinventing their own teaching styles, creative academics threw  
themselves into an opportunity for innovation. 

Welcome to Our Digital Creative Ed-Ventures 
 

Johanna Payton & Lisa Clughen 

Could online teaching pave 
the way for creative 

‘edventures’ in learning? 

https://unsplash.com/@mohammadshahhosseini?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/@mohammadshahhosseini?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/creativity-online?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/@jeshoots?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/@jeshoots?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/student-online-laptop?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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For many of us, the skills and the tools we were using were not new. There was no time - or budget - to send   
experimental VR headsets to the students and invite them into a more literal virtual classroom. Most of us weren’t 
tech savvy enough to develop AI chatbots to handle those busy chat boxes on Zoom, Teams or Google Classroom 
during seminars. What we did know, was how to engage and educate our students without relying on a traditional 
‘lecture’ format (which is a whole new level of ‘dull’ online). We also knew, instinctively, that lively, interactive 
and multimedia-filled asynchronous lectures would help students to ease into a VLE, and that live, synchronous 
sessions could facilitate relationship building, confidence and resilience.  
 
Creative academics have been forging a different path across institutions for many years, often facing scepticism 
or scorn: but now the traditional lecture was forcibly - and indefinitely, as it turned out - on ice, was this our time 
to step into the spotlight? Evidence and conversation swirling around the #CreativeHE community suggests it was.  

 
Figure 3 Mapping out ‘creative edventures’ online (Photo 
by Firmbee.com on Unsplash) 
 
Creative academics set out to discover the possibilities and 
parameters of online teaching and learning - but not all 
academics were so positive about it. Recent research by 
Primary Research Group Inc (2021) into the experiences of 
international faculty of online teaching during the Pandem-
ic states that 42.52% participants felt that the overall  
quality of education delivered in online classes at your  
university vs. pre-COVID classes in person classes was 
worse 1 and 31.5% of respondents said that the quality was 
the same. Only 7.09% said educational quality was better 
and 2.36%, much better. 
 

Universities have invested considerably in online learning and are now in the process of reviewing what it has to 
offer the educational experience of students. It seems that, despite such initial concerns about quality, faculty 
staff are now seeing the positive use value of online learning and are showing a willingness to continue with online 
education Post-Covid. For instance, 32.28% of the participants in the Primary Research Group Inc survey, want to 
use online education more than pre-COVID and 10.24% want  to use it much more1. Only 13.39% want to use online 
learning less than before COVID and 29.92% want more or less to return to pre-COVID levels of online education 
use.  As staff become more used to online learning, its affordances for education are becoming more apparent and 
the move now is to analyse the positive contribution online learning can make to the education of the future.  
 
As we reach the end of what has been, without doubt, an exhausting academic year, we wanted to contribute to 
the current reviews of the role of online learning in the future of education with a focus on the exciting, creative 
affordances of online learning and teaching.  We also wanted to celebrate the bold, imaginative and inspirational 
work of creative academics. Most of us have now completed a whole year of online learning and teaching and, 
although there have been setbacks and challenging (to say the very least) circumstances to navigate, we can now 
reflect on 12 months when our commitment and passion for creativity in higher education came to the fore,      
facilitated by the online learning environment. In contrast to the Primary Research Group Inc survey, we found 
that our #CreativeHE community was brimming with positive, progressive and adventurous tales of their 
‘edventures’ online. 
 
 
 
 
 
We kick off with Norman Jackson’s reflections on our ‘need for adventure’. We might argue that all we have 
achieved as a species has been founded on the spirit of adventure. We are then treated to an introduction to    
Adventure Learning (AL) by Aaron H Doering and Jeni Henrickson, who first used this inspirational model in 2006 to 
link student learning and teacher instruction to a six-month expedition across the Canadian Arctic. Bringing       
real-world field experiences into an online learning environment, the latest AL tools the authors outline could 
have exciting implications for higher educators.  
 
Tina Seelig of Stanford University describes her experience of facilitating a crash course on creativity with over 
44,000 participants; Bella Spencer’s public engagement workshops demonstrate the unexpected benefits of    
working together online; and Heather Dyer found that ‘creative insight’ helped her to deliver and design a        
one-day workshop for doctoral students online. Getting used to hour-upon-hour of Zoom workshops - and seeing 
far too much of ourselves on screen has been a 2020-21 reality.  
 
Stephanie Aldred, Linda Matthews and Chrissi Nerantzi discuss why being ourselves in the digital context, with a 
sense of fun and theatre, helps educators to establish - and enjoy - a more authentic presence in the online      
environment.  Chicago-based Janet Taylor, an art teacher for The Art of Education University, also found that cre-
ative thinking was the key to developing strategies that support students’ creative habits online.  
 

We have some wonderful examples of simple, practical teaching                         
interventions that have enhanced online teaching and learning this year 

https://unsplash.com/@firmbee?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/@firmbee?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/creativity?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
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Journalism lecturer Glenda Cooper used Zoom to stage a theatrical event where BA graduates ‘performed’ their 
final projects, with help from professional actors. Theatrical improvisation - and a playful approach - features in 
Gwen Lowenheim’s work at Pace University and New York Institute of Technology, too. 
 
Johanna Payton harnessed the concept of an ‘e-learning place’ to turn her synchronous workshops in journalism 
into creative, interactive and playful learning experiences, and Alison James outlines how playful practices in a 
pandemic have promoted connections of all kinds - digital and non-digital. Sticking with a playful theme, Jane 
Secker and Chris Morrison explain how they have shifted their copyright card game online.  
 
Janet Taylor, an art teacher for The Art of Education University, also found that creative thinking was the key to 
developing strategies that support students’ creative habits online. Journalism lecturer Glenda Cooper used 
Zoom to stage a theatrical event where BA graduates ‘performed’ their final projects, with help from              
professional actors. Theatrical improvisation - and a playful approach - features in Gwen Lowenheim’s work at 
Pace University and New York Institute of Technology, too. 
 
Johanna Payton harnessed the concept of 
an ‘e-learning place’ to turn her          
synchronous workshops in journalism into 
creative, interactive and playful learning 
experiences, and Alison James outlines 
how playful practices in a pandemic have 
promoted connections of all kinds -      
digital and non-digital. Sticking with a 
playful theme, Jane Secker and Chris 
Morrison explain how they have shifted 
their copyright card game online.  
 
 
Figure 4 The Zoom classroom (Photo by 
lucas law on Unsplash) 
 
 
We have some wonderful examples of 
simple, practical teaching interventions 
that have enhanced online     teaching 
and learning this year, including Elodie Wakerley’s ‘online avatars’, Aleeza Khan’s ‘ticket out of the online class-
room’, and Hoda Wassif and Maged Zakher’s ‘checking in’ activities to express digital care. 
 
We’re also excited to present a unique contribution from Lisa Clughen and colleagues at Nottingham Trent          
University, who have compiled a gallery of short, interactive online learning and teaching vignettes that you can 
use to inspire and inform your future digital practice.   
 
MIT’s Mitchel Resnick discusses how the four P’s of creative learning can provide a framework to support           
children’s learning while they’re away from school - and Jean-Marie Buchilly reviews Mitchel’s book, Lifelong    
Kindergarten. 
 
And we wrap up the issue with two big questions for the future: Punya Mishra asks if the COVID-19 crisis is the   
tipping point for online learning, outlining five important considerations around ‘technological change’ for the 
future; and Robyn Philip asks if we’ve reached an online turning point, with passionate, creative teachers the 
leaders to look to for models in the future. 
 
We hope that reading this issue of Creative Academic will be as positive and inspiring an experience for you as 
editing it has been for us, and that no matter what the next academic year has in store, you will join us in         
celebrating the ‘creative edventures’ that provided light to guide us through the darkness of the pandemic. A 
pandemic that has instigated a profound pedagogical shift in global higher education. As teachers, perhaps we 
will look back in years to come and say, “I was there!”. 
 
 
Johanna and Lisa, Co-editors CAM #19 
 
Source  
1 Primary Research Group March 2021 https://www.primaryresearch.com/Newsletter.aspx?ID=274 

https://unsplash.com/@lucaslaw__?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/@lucaslaw__?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/zoom-teaching?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
https://unsplash.com/s/photos/zoom-teaching?utm_source=unsplash&utm_medium=referral&utm_content=creditCopyText
http://lifelongkindergarten.net/
https://www.primaryresearch.com/Newsletter.aspx?ID=274
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Norman is Emeritus Professor of Higher Education at the University of Surrey and Founder of Lifewide 
Education and Creative Academic. He is also the Commissioning Editor for this magazine. He has long 
standing interests in creativity, learning through the whole of life and the ecology of learning and 
practice. His latest book with Ron Barnett “Ecologies for Learning and Practice”     offers a range of 
perspectives on these ideas. Every issue of the magazine has its own ecology and it has been a     
privilege to have been part of Johanna and Lisa’s ecology. 

 

Adventure is an important part of growing up 
 

This issue is all about educational adventures (ed-ventures) but what makes a good adventure? As a boy growing 
up in Manchester in the 1950’s, adventures were an important part of my life. They turned the routines of        
everyday existence into extraordinary and memorable events. More than anything else they introduced me to the 
idea of exploration which has stayed with me ever since. Looking back, I think I had far more freedom than I ever 
gave my own children, although every so often they tell me about something I didn’t know about so perhaps they 
had more freedom than I imagined. 
 
The best places for an adventure were of course ‘dangerous’ in that they involved a degree of risk taking and 
therefore required a little bit of courage that was well oiled with the excitement of doing something I shouldn’t 
be doing. They always involved, in some way, moving from a place I knew, to a place that I didn’t know. 

For an adventure to be fully executed three things had to happen. First, I needed to have a memorable            
experience, this was easily accomplished by the very nature of doing something out of the ordinary. I also had to 
avoid being caught, as most adventures involved being in places I shouldn’t have been, and thirdly I had, at all 
costs, to avoid my parents finding out. I always prepared a jolly good story in case I was found out because       
corporal punishment was rife in those days, but the very worst thing that could happen was to be stopped from 
‘going out’ and losing the potential for more fun. 

My adventures involved such things as playing on abandoned wagons on a disused railway line or, in one daring 
escapade, venturing onto the railway tracks at the big engine cleaning depot a few miles from where I lived. On 
other occasions, I played in the canal making a raft out of old oil drums. I also went on a trek roped up with two 
other mini explorers, across some frozen ponds in fields that had been 
flooded. You can imagine the headlines – three school friends disappear on 
polar trek in Monton!! Climbing trees and making rope swings over rivers and 
brooks were favourite pastimes as was playing on building sites, all of which 
carried risk for life and limb.   

…I remember climbing trees… These are very pleasurable thoughts for an 
old man! Nowadays I have no desire to climb a tree but the fact that I can 
remember climbing a tree has become incorporated into my sense of self.1 

My thirst for adventure continued into my teens, and on one memorable   
occasion when I was 16, I hitchhiked with my friend Harry to Cornwall with 
10 shillings in my pocket (50p) and stayed in a tent for a week with a friend 
and then hitchhiked back to Manchester. What all adventures do is broaden 
our horizons and test the limits of what we are prepared to do. They afford 
new opportunities and give us the confidence to try again and push         
ourselves further next time. And who knows where an adventure might lead 
us? My Cornish hitch-hiking adventure started a passion for  surfing and a 
relationship with Cornwall that eventually led to a PhD on a tin mine!  

Adventure is important to being an engaged practitioner 

What all my adventures had in common was excitement and risk because of the uncertainty and the newness of 
what I was doing. I was venturing into uncharted territory and learning about that territory from participating in 
it. It was all part of growing up but the feelings and sense of achievement I gained from an adventure stayed with 
me and it was one of the reasons that I chose to become a geologist where I could go to places that most people 
do not go, and venture into uncharted territory where the geology was not understood. The rewards from such 
professional adventures were the same as I gained from my childhood experiences of adventuring – it was the   
reward of exploring something I did not know and of discovering new knowledge - of place and of things and, in 
the case of geology, of rocks, minerals and structures and the story of that particular piece of the earth. 

I stopped practising as a geologist in the early 1990’s, but I believe that same spirit of adventure has kept me   
interested and engaged throughout many different roles in higher education. Over the last 30 years, I have       
continually looked for new adventures and sought new and uncharted territories to explore and engage in         
experiences that I had not engaged in before. This is why in 2000, soon after joining the now defunct Learning and 
Teaching Support Network, I launched what has become a 20 year adventure into what for me was the uncharted 
world of creativity in higher education. 

Now retired, my physical adventures are more limited; this has been particularly noticeable during the pandemic, 
although I still take whatever opportunity presents. I am, however, able to adventure in my mind, and I love     

Our Need for Adventure 
 

Norman Jackson 
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telling my grandchildren stories which involve them and me in an adventure (a bit like the adventures of Winnie 
the Pooh). All this history brings me to the conclusion that the thing I call my self needs adventure – it is            
important to my sense of who I am and therefore the maintenance of my identity. It is important to keeping me 
interested and engaged in the world around me, to giving me a purpose for my existence and to enabling me to 
give something back to the world. Which brings me to my latest educational adventure. 

Learning Lives Inquiry – an adventure in co-creating knowledge   

I am much taken with the Japanese concept Ikigai which means, "a reason for being". 
The wisdom in having a direction or purpose in life is what motivates us to engage in 
actions that give our life meaning and a sense of fulfilment beyond simple pleasure 
and happiness. 

When I retired from my last university post, I created a new 
purpose for myself through my two educational projects - Creative Academic and 
Lifewide Education. Both relate to aspects of education that I care about and want to 
make a difference, and both provide me with infinite scope for adventure. The main  
vehicle for my adventures is the production of magazines (including this one) which    
explore topics that often I know little about.  

Over the years, and thanks to my involvement with Dr Chrissi Nerantzi, I have facilitated 
many online discussion-based explorations initially using the #creativeHE Google+ and 
more recently Facebook, but I had never managed to achieve this form of discussion with 
my Lifewide Education project. But this year, with two friendly partners, we decided to 
have a go. We didn’t imagine that what we were doing was to create the conditions for a 
creative adventure but that is exactly what we are doing. 

Our basic idea was to try and create a ‘social ecology’: a group of people bound together 
by shared interests and values, committed to exploring and sharing their understandings 
of the relatively uncharted territory of their own learning lives. 

As facilitators, our role was to find and bring people together who care about and are curious to inquire into their 
own lifewide learning. We created a virtual place and space where participants could meet and interact and share 
their artefacts and understandings. We used the LinkedIn professional social media platform and I set up a private 
group space only accessible to the people who I admitted. 

We called our adventure the ‘Learning Lives Inquiry’2 and to encourage interaction we developed a process lasting 
6 weeks and created a rough road map (Figure 1).We also created a tool (vignette) for gathering and sharing short 
narratives of experiences in which personal learning was embedded. 

Figure 1 – Learning Lives Inquiry Road Map                                 Figure 2 Format for a vignette                

Our advertising campaign attracted over 60 people: mainly people who work in education or who have worked in 
education. We invited everyone to a start up meeting on Microsoft Teams and prepared a Guide and a background 
paper.1  

An adventure requires participants to wholeheartedly engage with and embrace the risks. Creating a culture 
within which people are encouraged and supported to take risks is essential. 

All too often I have experienced in an online community a culture of passive participation where, in spite of their 
being many members only a small number of people contribute. We set out our expectation at the start that 
members of the group were expected to play an active role in the adventure by contributing their stories of   
learning experience to the research process. We monitored the activities of participants. In the third week, we let 
everyone know that if they had not contributed they would not be allowed to stay in the group in fairness to those 
who were sharing their lives. 24 participants were removed from the group at the end of week 3 so those that 
were left were all actively involved.  

Our adventure involves exploration for learning 

I liken the space we had created in LinkedIn to explore our lifewide learning to the slightly risky but exciting   
spaces I ventured into as a boy. It’s a space that is full of affordance for learning in every vignette and every  
comment. All participants were inhabiting uncharted territory; a liminal space betwixt and between that we had 
to traverse together. A degree of bravery was required to step into the space to share experiences, intimate 
thoughts and feelings. Some vignettes described difficult challenges or painful experiences requiring the writers 
to reveal their vulnerabilities. Clearly, writers recognised that the purpose of our adventure was to share          
ourselves and what we understood about the ways in which learning emerged from our everyday lives and unlike 

生き甲斐 
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academic learning, learning through life is full of emotion and so was this space. We were on a mission to turn our 
embodied experiences into meaningful stories that could be shared with our fellow explorers (Figure 3).            
Furthermore, the diversity of writings and graphical representations that were provided demonstrated that the 
space we had co-created was a space for self-expression, in which participants felt enabled to express themselves 
in their own creative ways.  

From this rich source of personal knowledge our intention is to engage in synthesis to find the wisdom that comes 
from reflecting and analysing experience and knowledge more deeply in the manner depicted in Figure 3.         
Ultimately, our aim is to share what we have learnt with the wider world through the June issue of Lifewide   
Magazine which is available to everyone. 

Figure 3 Representation of the way we were seeking to codify embodied learning derived from experience in writ-
ten stories for fellow explorers and thence into new perspectives on lifewide learning developed through synthesis 
articles that could be shared openly through Lifewide Magazine. 

 

What is creative about this? 

It all depends on your understanding 
of what creativity means. At the 
most basic level, it is about bringing 
new ideas and things into existence 
that have value, which I am defining 
here as new understandings and    
perspectives on the forms of      
emergent learning which is the     
subject of our inquiry. In these 
terms, I see creativity everywhere, 
in the sharing of carefully crafted 
stories (the creative artefacts of 
this process) that reveal insights 
embedded in everyday, sometimes 
mundane situations as well as more 
unusual circumstances. It is also 
present in the sensitive, empathetic 
and insightful comments made to 
draw out new perspectives from a 
post and in the syntheses that are just beginning to emerge where themes and ideas are woven together to create 
a bigger picture. I also see creativity in the formation of the social ecology and the way culture has been co-
created by all the participants and in the relationships that have been developed between participants. Seen as a 
whole, which is also the way creativity should be viewed, the social ecology has co-created entirely new and    
significant knowledge relevant to the focus of our inquiry. 

I have participated in many online discussion forums but never one like this one. The energy and commitment of 
participants has been truly amazing. 152 vignettes were shared and hundreds of appreciative, supportive,          
encouraging and insightful comments were posted. Through our collective actions and the thinking brought about 
by interaction, we are visibly facilitating the emergence of our own and each other's learning. As I write this     
article it is week 5 and we are sharing what we have learnt and in this explicit environment we can see the shifts 
in thinking that have occurred. I am excited for individuals and I am excited for myself. I posted a 3 page vignette 
detailing some of the significant shifts in my own thinking: changes in understanding that I attribute directly to my 
involvement and my exposure to the ideas of others. I had already thought a lot about the things we have been 
talking about, but this energetic and turbulent environment encourages and demands more. 

The educational adventure of life 

When Eduard Lindeman wrote nearly one hundred years ago that “the whole of life is learning therefore education 
can have no ending”3, he was inviting us to see and appreciate the whole of our lives as an adventure. A life being 
lived in a world that is brim-full of opportunity for exploring. Sadly, all too often in education, we don’t afford 
students the freedom to explore. Rather we force them along ever narrowing pathways that have already been 
explored to learn what has already been learned, limiting opportunities for the exploration and discovery modes 
of learning that all organisms need to survive and thrive. Thankfully, the illustrations of adventurous practices in 
this issue are testament to the spirit of adventure that lives on in many parts of our educational systems. 

Note: The results of our Learning Lives Adventure will be published in the June issue of Lifewide Magazine 
https://www.creativeacademic.uk/magazine.html 

 
Sources 
1 Low, J. (2016) The wonder of being. Public Lecture. Transcript and image Available at: https://
simplybeing.co.uk/texts/transcripts/the-wonder-of-being-berlin-2016/ 
2 Learning Lives Inquiry web page https://www.lifewideeducation.uk/our-learning-lives.html 
3 Lindeman, E. C. (1926) The Meaning of Adult Education New York: New Republic. Republished in a new edition 
in 1989 by The Oklahoma Research Centre for Continuing Professional and Higher Education. See also on-line arti-
cle by M. K. Smith http://www.infed.org/thinkers/et-lind.htm 

 

 

 

https://www.creativeacademic.uk/magazine.html
https://simplybeing.co.uk/texts/transcripts/the-wonder-of-being-berlin-2016/
https://simplybeing.co.uk/texts/transcripts/the-wonder-of-being-berlin-2016/
https://www.lifewideeducation.uk/our-learning-lives.html
http://www.infed.org/thinkers/et-lind.htm
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Aaron is an American educator, explorer, author, public speaker, and adventure                
learning pioneer. He was a full professor at the University of Minnesota until 
2019,[1] and the director and co-founder of the Learning Technologies Media 
Lab. Aaron is a laureate of the   humanitarian Tech Awards, and was a fellow for 
the University of Minnesota Institute on the Environment.[2] He is also a fellow 
for the Royal Canadian Geographical Society. 

Jeni is associate creative director, Learning Technologies Media Lab College of 
Education and Human Development University of Minnesota 

 

Technology may open new worlds to learners but does not, by itself, inspire critical or creative thinking 

How do we engage students while assisting them to learn in a way that the learning ‘sticks’ and is transferable to 
other areas of their lives? This is a concern that educators have grappled with since at least the time of John   
Dewey, who emphasised the importance of spurring a continuum of learning with a focus on collaboration and  
creative problem-solving. 
 
As we think about online learning, this challenge deepens. Technology may open new worlds to learners but does 
not, by itself, inspire critical or creative thinking, or deep and engaged learning. In fact, many online learning 
environments use generic or stock media and text to feed content to learners, are focused largely on cognitive 
elements, and offer little to no venue for learners to interact with others or to share their own questions, stories 
and discoveries. Thus, the opportunity to generate a more meaningful, personalised and engaging experience for 
the learner is rarely achieved. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Adventure Learning   
 
Adventure learning, or AL, is a form of hybrid education that is changing the online teaching and learning           
experience. This model – first defined by myself (AD) in 2006 after a successful online education programme that 
tied student learning and teacher instruction to a six-month expedition across the Canadian Arctic – emphasises     
real-world, authentic learning while blending an online learning environment and multiple technologies with 
teacher-led classroom activities. 
 
Grounded in a strong curriculum and pedagogy, as well as an exciting adventure-based narrative, AL focuses on 
transformative, multidisciplinary learning experiences. It has been shown to have a positive influence on student 
engagement, motivation and learning outcomes, and to be a successful model for teaching and learning across the 
curriculum. 
 
 

Adventure Learning: Changing the World              

of Online Teaching and Learning 

Aaron Doering & Jeni Henrickson   
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The principles, practice and community models for AL 
 
Within an AL programme, a team            
undertakes an expedition or exploration 
centred on a specific location and topic, 
for example, climate change in the Arctic. 
The team develops an inquiry-based         
curriculum tied to that issue and location, 
and then travels into the field to capture 
authentic data and narratives that are 
synched with the predesigned curriculum. 
 
The field experiences, data, media assets 
and observations of the team are shared 
online in an environment in which learners 
are able actively to participate and          
collaborate with the explorers, their peers 
around the world, their teachers and a  
variety of field experts. 
 
These online collaboration and interaction 
opportunities allow learners to form       
connections between what is happening in 
the real world and their studies. 
 

Learners complete activities related to those real-world events, 
engage in online and face-to-face discussions around them, and 
present potential solutions to issues that are raised, all the while 
following along with the adventures of the team of explorers who 
are out in the field. 
 
In AL, field expeditions and authentic narrative play a key role, 
and help communicate content to learners in the form of a      
compelling real-world story. These assets also bring excitement, 
risk and challenge to the learning and serve as journeys of          
discovery that are synched with the curriculum that has been 
written for the AL project. 
 
Technology also plays a heavy role in adventure learning, both in 
the project team’s delivery of an AL programme, and in a        
classroom and learner’s engagement with an AL project.        
 
 

AL teams typically make use of laptops, handheld devices, GPS 
units, cameras and satellite technologies, among other devices, 
to collect and share data and narratives from the field. 
 
Participating classrooms employ desktop and laptop systems to 
access the AL online learning environment, and multiple      
technologies to engage in online interactions with the project 
team and outside field experts, as well as to complete and 
share project-related activities and collaborate with other 
learners and classrooms online. 

 
 

 
AL programmes, advances 
 
The first AL programme supported by theory and 
research was the GoNorth! Adventure Learning 
Series of circumpolar Arctic dog sledding            
expeditions. This programme focused on climate 
change, sustainability, Arctic culture and            
traditional knowledge and engaged millions of 
learners worldwide. 
 
AL delivers real-world field experiences tied to an                   
interdisciplinary curriculum to students within an 
online learning environment. 

 

A series of five free K-12 adventure    
learning programs delivered online to 
classrooms worldwide between 2006 and 
2010. GoNorth! reached more than 3     
million learners annually across all 50 
states and around the globe. Students   
completed research-based lesson plans 
while interacting with the Arctic dog     
sledding expedition team, scientists, and 
their peers and teachers. They learned 
about climate change, Arctic geography 
and culture, and issues of sustainability, 
among other topics, as they followed live 
expeditions that traversed the Arctic.  
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Another prominent AL project is Earthducation. The Earthducation project is examining intersections between 
education and sustainability in communities around the world. The overarching goal is to consider how education 
might influence a healthier future for our planet. As such, the Earthducation team is travelling to climate hotspots 
on all seven continents over a four-year period. While in the field, the team is documenting local culture,        
education and environmental issues. The team members are also collecting video narratives from diverse           
individuals discussing individual and cultural beliefs about education and sustainability, and how education       
impacts on sustainable development in that region of the world. 
 
While in the field, the team is posting photos, videos and field reports online, and sharing these assets on a     
website that includes background information about the communities and environmental issues being explored, 
along with associated educational resources and classroom activities for teachers. 

 
There is also an online area for teachers, students and the 
general public to expand upon and discuss sustainability 
and education issues via self-posted videos in 
an EnviroNetwork. 

Although the best-known AL programmes, including      
GoNorth! and Earthducation, have involved large-scale         
expeditions and remote locales, it’s important to            
emphasise that AL programmes can just as effectively focus 
on ordinary, everyday adventures with people and issues 
familiar to us. 
 
User-driven adventure learning environments (UDALE) are a 
new advancement in AL, in which learners create and share 
self-initiated AL projects online. My colleague Dr Charles 
Miller, PhD student Jeni Henrickson and I work at the 
Learning Technologies Media Lab (LTML), creating such 
environments. 
 
These environments allow learners to act as teachers and 
facilitators, strengthening their knowledge of a subject and 

a geographical area as they communicate with others about it. They also allow learners to practise their social 
networking skills as they interact with others online around a topic that is important to them. 
 
A prime example of a UDALE is Explore15, a unique, custom-designed environment from LTML that scaffolds    
learners through the process of creating an AL project and sharing it online. 
 
There is also an AL tool in development in the form of a mobile learning app designed to facilitate the collection 
of media artefacts, field notes and geographical data in an organised manner tied to the specific issue and         
location being explored by an AL team, and to then be able easily to share those assets among team members, 
within both the mobile environment and an online learning environment. 
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There is an existing AL app as well, titled simply “Adventure Learning”, that introduces the AL model along with 
key AL projects and publications (the app is available for free through Apple’s App Store). 
 
When done well, online learning takes into consideration not only content, content delivery and learning           
outcomes, but also learner experience. 
 
In order truly to engage learners in content and facilitate transformative, deep learning, designers need both to 
consider the aesthetics of their online learning environment and to focus on creating rich, authentic, participatory 
learning experiences through a thoughtful combination of pedagogy, technology and real-world interaction. 
 
The AL model can serve as a model for creating online learning          
environments that do just that. 
 

Sources 
Originally published  01 July 2012 
https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20120627151042328 
Nomination of Professor Aaron Doering for the Brock International Prize in Education 12 August 2015 https://
brockprize.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/Doering.pdf 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Editor: the interesting question is how 
might some of the ideas expressed 
here be adapted to higher education. 

https://www.universityworldnews.com/post.php?story=20120627151042328
https://brockprize.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/Doering.pdf
https://brockprize.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/Doering.pdf
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Dr. Tina Seelig is Executive Director of the Knight-Hennessy Scholars Program and Professor 
of the Practice in Stanford University’s Department of Management Science and              
Engineering, and is a faculty director of the Stanford Technology Ventures  Program. She 
teaches courses in the Hasso Plattner Institute of Design (d.school) and leads three           
fellowship programs in the School of Engineering that are focused on creativity, innovation, 
and entrepreneurship. Dr. Seelig earned her PhD in Neuroscience at Stanford Medical 
School, and has been a management consultant, entrepreneur, and author of 17 books,    
including Insight Out (2016), inGenius (2012), and What I Wish I Knew When I Was 20 (2009). 
She is the recipient of the Gordon Prize from the National Academy of Engineering, the 
Olympus Innovation Award, and the Silicon Valley Visionary Award. 

In this transcript of a YouTube talk she describes her experience of facilitating A Crash Course on Creativity, a 
massive open online course (MOOC) with over 44,000 participants. The techniques she uses provide useful insights 
how a teacher can facilitate learning relating to creativity both on and off-line. 
 
 
Can you teach creativity? 
 
Can you teach creativity?  And if you can, can you teach it online to ?  Well, I was crazy 
enough to try this. To begin the process of engaging participants I asked them to design the 
cover of their own autobiography as a way to introduce themselves to the class.  The     
reason I did this, is that it encouraged them to stretch their imaginations, even in the first 
assignment, so they could share a little bit about themselves with other people, but also 
for them to see that everything in the world is ripe for innovation and creativity. 

So how did this class work?  It’s actually pretty simple, each class (online session), starts with a short lecture, a 
short lecture about five minutes long. But guess what?  To make that five minute lecture, it takes about five days. 

The videos are really well thought out. The lecture might be on            
reframing problems or challenging assumptions or connecting and      
combining ideas, or how to work in creative teams. There are readings 
to support each lecture and discussion groups online, but most           
importantly, there’s a challenge every week. Sometimes it’s a         
challenge for an individual and sometimes for a team. Students upload 
the results of their work and most importantly everybody evaluates    
everybody else. It’s essentially 'crowd sourced grading'. 

I created a rubric, essentially a guideline on how to evaluate the assignments, and I do 
several of them so people can see some examples, and guess what?  The more you 
evaluate, the more feedback you get. The most interesting and most valuable part 
about this approach is you get to see thousands of examples of solutions to the same 
problem. In a class at Stanford, where I might have 40 students, there are teams of 
four. With 10 projects, you get to see ten solutions; here you get to see hundreds, if 
not thousands, of solutions to the same problem. 
 
Who participated? 
 

We attracted a diverse group of people. Their ages ranged from under 18 to over 80. They 
originated from over 150 countries, about half of them women, half of them men, but 
most of them had college degrees. In fact, quite a lot had advanced degrees. So these are 
people who want to keep learning: people who participate in these online classes are  
hungry to find ways to continue their education.   

But there are also interesting challenges, there’s a huge range of technical literacy. Some people are digital     
natives who have grown up with the technologies we are using and they exactly know what to do, they know how 
to make videos, they know how to collaborate online. But there are those people who are coming to this for the 
first time. In fact, one of the most interesting things I found is that learning to use these technologies and online 
tools is actually one of the most important things that people learn in the class. 

In addition, people are motivated to take this class for lots of 
different reasons. Some people spend 20 or 30 hours a week 
working on this. It becomes a key part of their life during the 
course. They’re really interested in finding out about this new 
world of online education.  

 

Crash Course in Creativity With         

More than 44,000 Students 

Tina Seelig 

“everything in 

the world is ripe 

for innovation 

and creativity” 

44,000 people 

Age 18 to over 80 

150 countries 

each class (online session), starts 

with a short lecture, a short lecture 

about five minutes long. But it takes 

5 days to make that 5 min video! 

you get to see hun-

dreds, if not thou-

sands, of solutions to 

the same problem. 

learning to use technologies and online 

tools is one of the most important things 

that people learn in the class. 
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Figure 1 The Story of Lazlo  

 

Example of what happened 

In the last class, as the final team      
project I chose the theme of 'pets'.         
Participants were invited to pick a   
problem related to pets. Any problem 
they wanted. They had to frame the 
problem, they had to brainstorm as a 
group, come up with at least 100         
solutions, they needed to pick their   
favourite solution, they needed to      
prototype it, they needed to test it, and 
then they needed to create a creative 
story to communicate what they had 
done. One of the things about this 
course is to have fun and try things out: 
there is so much room for                  
experimentation here.  

The Story of Lazlo (Figure 1) is just one 
example of the many solutions offered 
for this  challenge. 

 

 

 

 

 

                   SOME IDEAS FOR PROMOTING STUDENTS' CREATIVITY USED BY TINA SEELIG 
 
Stretch imaginations and show students that everything is ripe for creativity and innovation 
 
Start with short 5min lecture - each lecture takes 5 days to produce could be on topics like - challenging          
assumptions, reframing problems, creativity in teams 
 
Readings to support the lecture theme to enable students to develop their knowledge 
 
Every week set a challenge (assignment) - sometimes individuals, sometimes teams. Break assignments down to 
small parts to avoid confusion - eg design a cover for your own biography to stretch imaginations. 
 
Everyone uploads their assignment so everyone can see everyone else’s work 
 
Everyone evaluates everyone else - guidance provided 'Crowd Sourced Grading' 
 
Teacher provides rubric to guide evaluation and examples to show how rubric is used 
 
Encourage feedback - feedback generates more ideas helps people chose innovative ideas 
 
Self-organising / self-regulating community - people take on supportive roles 
 
Amazing online community. High level of commitment from people hungry for learning. But not everyone     
motivated to same degree. 
 
Teacher's role is CHIEF INSTIGATOR - I get things going then let them happen. Teacher reacts to problems and 
reflects to learn from experience. Assumes that others know more than she does. 
 
Driven by problems and problem solving - you can problematize anything. Every problem is an opportunity 
 
Problem solving pattern example 
1) Take anything common eg PETS and imagine a problem associated with Pets 
2) Brainstorm lots of ideas at least 100 possible solutions then pick one 
4) Pick favourite and develop idea 
5) Prototype the solution - show how it will work 
6) Tell a story to explain solution 
Lots of room for experimentation 
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What have I learned through teaching this online class? 

What I’ve learned is that teaching an online class is quite different to teaching at Stanford. When I’m at Stanford 
teaching, I’m on a surfboard and I’m pretty experienced at teaching, so those waves come in and I can ride them. 
When things happen that are surprising, I can usually figure out how to deal with it. But when you’re teaching in 
an online class, you know what happens?  You’re on a cruise ship, and when you see an iceberg, you will hit it. I 
got really used to hitting a lot of icebergs, and there are surprises every single time I’ve done it. For example, in 
the last version of this class, I had the students form their own teams. Great, in my mind a team is three to seven 
people, well, some people in the class thought that was 300 to 700 people. I suddenly realised that some people 
had invited everybody in the class to join their team and so we ended up with towns as opposed to teams. So it 
became very difficult to manage, and now I know that I have to put this into the guidelines the next time I teach 
the class. 

I learned that I need to give individual assignments first. This is critical because the first time I talked to the 
class, I did what I would do at Stanford and I instantly threw folks on teams, but guess what?  Because people have 
different levels of commitment and some people are just observing, you don’t know who’s there. So you need to 
do an individual assignment first to see who’s actively involved in a fully engaged way. And in fact, in my last 
online course, 50% of those people who did the first assignment actually finished the course, but there were quite 
a number of people who didn’t even do any of the work, even if they signed up. 

I also learned that you need to break the assignments into smaller pieces, because it helps to reduce the           
ambiguity and the places where people can have misunderstanding, but most importantly, I need to deputise the 
entire class, because I can’t possibly, as one person, answer all the questions that are emerging through the      
process. So I essentially say, ‘Listen, collectively all of you know much, much more than I do about a lot of         
different things, so if you see a question that has been posed and you know the answer, please answer it.’ And 
what happens is a number of people bubble up in all my classes and assume the role of teaching assistants and so 
you end up with a whole collection of people who are helping each other, and it becomes an amazing, amazing 
online learning community. So I find that my role, and the way I think of myself as chief instigator in this class, I 
get things going and then see what things happen.   

The things I’ve learned teaching in this very extreme example of an online class have definitely affected the way I 
think about teaching my class at Stanford. The wonderful thing is that students say that this is an incredible, 
meaningful learning experience. They say that this has brought meaning into their lives, they’ve gotten inspiration 
from working with other people all over the world. It’s changed the way that they think about education in      
general and some people feel that this is one of the most powerful learning experiences they’ve ever had.   

 

Acknowledgement 
This article is a lightly edited transcript of a talk given by Tina Seelig at Stamford University. You can watch the 
video of her presentation at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IC_ZT00fasY 
 
You might also like to listen to Tina's podcasts. She is the host of the Stanford Innovation Lab podcast, brought to 
you by Stanford eCorner and the Stanford Technology Ventures Program (STVP). This series is designed to give you 
a taste of the topics that Tina and her colleagues at STVP explore in their classes on innovation and                 
entrepreneurship. http://www.tinaseelig.com/podcast.html 
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Bella Spencer is the public engagement officer at the EPSRC Centre for Doctoral Training in 
Smart Medical Imaging, a joint programme at King’s College London and Imperial College   
London. She is responsible for supporting PhD students to undertake activities that enable 
diverse communities to engage with and influence scientific research, in order to contribute 
towards a more accountable, transparent and trusted research culture. Bella is also             
experienced in event production, film-making and journalism. She has contributed towards 
interdisciplinary events and exhibits for cultural organisations including Science Gallery      
London, The Barbican, The Science Museum, State Gallery and Blast Theory. She also creates 
short experimental films that engage audiences with social and scientific topics. Her films 
have been shown at the British Film Institute (BFI) and London City Hall, and have been aired 

on Channel 4. 

In June 2020, in the midst of the pandemic, PhD students from the EPSRC Centre for Doctoral Training in 
Smart Medical Imaging (CDT) had the opportunity to take part in Create Escape, a series of weekly online 
workshops facilitated by artists, makers and creators that brought the student community together during 
lockdown. Bella Spencer, public engagement officer, tells Creative Academic about the aims of these     
workshops, the challenges of facilitating creativity online, and the unexpected outcomes.  

Public engagement plays an important role in student life at the CDT. It describes myriad ways of facilitating    
mutual learning between the academic community and public groups. In a time before Covid-19, I would regularly 
meet with PhD students from across multiple research disciplines to develop and deliver public engagement       
projects. This presented a valuable opportunity for researchers to consider their work from a new perspective, 
flex their creativity and take a break from the intensity of their research.   

However, in late March 2020, Covid-19 forced us physically apart and brought most public engagement projects to 
an abrupt halt. Early on during lockdown, I met online with the CDT’s public engagement ambassadors, a group of 
students who champion public engagement and provide me with valuable advice and insights. It was clear that 
everyone was feeling stressed by the challenges of continuing their PhD research in this new environment and   
unsure of how they could adapt their engagement skills to reach non-academic audiences online. We had typically 
focused our efforts on engaging audiences through physical, interactive activities and workshops, so the prospect 
of online public engagement was unfamiliar territory.  

After this meeting, the CDT management board and I reflected on the importance of carving out time for the      
student community to come together and have fun. As creativity is a fantastic tool for both increasing our overall 
sense of wellbeing and communicating complex topics in an engaging manner, I proposed a series of workshops 
that would allow students to come together to make, do or create something new. While my primary aim was to 
give the PhD students time to relax, my secondary ambition was to spark new creative skills that could contribute 
towards new exciting public engagement projects. 

In order to ensure that the workshops reflected the diverse interests of the student community, I asked the public 
engagement ambassadors to select the creative practitioners. The chosen online sessions covered a variety of   
different practices. In the first session, facilitated by social sculptor Julia Vogl, individuals created colourful   
mandalas (geometric-like symbols) that reflected data about their past, present and future. Following on from 
this, Jenny Leonard taught new drawing techniques and Anna Staufenburg explored the sounds in our immediate 
surroundings. The Creative Escape Series was rounded off with a workshop from Hana Ayoob, who ran a tutorial 
about zines; small self-published magazines.   

Figure 1 Illustrations created by 
students during Jenny Leonard’s 
drawing workshop. 

The workshops demonstrated the 
unexpected benefits of working  
together online. Initially, I had   
concerns that the virtual format 
would be a barrier to engagement. 
Online meetings present the         
opportunity to hide behind the 
webcam and can reduce              
contributions. However, the         
creative practitioners used the 
online platform to their advantage. 
For example, during Julia Vogl’s 
data mandala workshop, students 
were asked to share facts about 
themselves through Zoom’s chat 
function. This allowed everyone to 
share, even those who wouldn’t normally have the confidence to speak up in meetings. After the workshop, Julia 

Public Engagement Workshops:                

A New Affordance for Creativity 

Bella Spencer 
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reflected that the online format may have ultimately allowed for deeper concentration and enjoyment. She said: 
“With everyone in the comfort of their own home, there was another safety net for many, and while they could 
not share the experience physically, it was nice to see everyone working away and sharing via chat.” 

Figure 2 Students share their mandalas in progress during Julia Vogl’s workshop 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Connecting remotely during lockdown also required ingenuity from the creative practitioners to overcome the 
challenge of being restricted to the supplies commonly found in homes (e.g. paper, pens, scissors). Anna           
Staufenburg was not fazed by this and used the opportunity to encourage students to explore their surroundings 
from a different perspective. During Anna’s workshop, ‘Detectives of Sound’, participants learnt about the history 
of audio recording and were challenged with the task of finding items that made a noise that characterised select 
emotions, such as playful and timid. Anna said: "Having access to limited equipment because of lockdown can   
absolutely inspire creativity, which is exactly what I’m hoping to do in my ‘Detectives of Sound' workshops. I think 
routine is important - but too much of it means we become repetitive in what we do and monotonous in how we 
express ourselves. All routine has been overturned during Covid, and with it we’re being forced to tune in to     
different ways of communicating and being creative.”  

With each workshop, the students surprised me with 
their artistic approach, their innovative ideas and their 
lateral thinking. During Jenny Leonard’s session, they 
created colourful drawings using new techniques. The 
session prompted PhD student Virginia Fernandez to use 
a method taught by the artist to create an illustration 
inspired by her PhD research, which is focused on        
developing a generative model of the diseased human 
brain. Virginia said: “Thinking of Alzheimer’s and how 
some neurons degenerate, I made a drawing of our    
garden and then started applying sets of four             
alternating colours using a neuron pattern. Some of the 
colour sets are vivid, and some are greyish, conveying 
the idea of Degeneration.”  

Figure 3 Degeneration, a drawing by CDT student      
Virginia Fernandez 

Evaluation of the workshop series indicated that the 
students enjoyed all four of the online Create Escape 
workshops. As well as being a welcome distraction from 
the Covid-19 situation, the participants mentioned that 
they enjoyed coming together as a community and hav-
ing the space to be creative, something they admitted 
they rarely had the opportunity to do. To me, these 
reflections support the value of interdisciplinary activi-
ties within the academic environment and demonstrate that it is possible to facilitate creativity online.  

 
Source 
Article originally published 29 June 2020 in King’s News by Rozi Harsanyi. 
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/news/bmeis-phd-students-unleash-their-creativity-at-online-public-engagement-
workshops 

 

 

https://www.kcl.ac.uk/news/bmeis-phd-students-unleash-their-creativity-at-online-public-engagement-workshops
https://www.kcl.ac.uk/news/bmeis-phd-students-unleash-their-creativity-at-online-public-engagement-workshops
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creative thinking and academic writing. She also writes novels for children aged 7-11, and is a 
creative writing tutor for the University of the Creative Arts. Her doctorate explores the          
psychology of creativity.  

 

 

Sometimes, the very problem that restricts us can force our minds to leap sideways or beyond the initial problem –��
so that we not only solve the problem, but discover something new and better. This was the case when Covid-19 
meant I had to adapt one-day face-to-face workshops for Zoom delivery. 

Before the pandemic, I had been delivering a range of one-day workshops (with three other writers) to students 
across several doctoral partnerships. A new one-day workshop called Find Your Best Creative State had been 
scheduled for September 2020 –��but now, like our other one-day workshops, it needed delivering online.   

But because Zoom is so intense, we divided our one-day content up into short Zoom sessions spread across three 
days, with asynchronous tasks between. Teaching online meant reconsidering how best to share materials, direct 
group activities and encourage interaction. But many of the exercises in Find Your Best Creative State could be 
delivered online without much modification, and the staggered Zoom sessions allowed participants to �¶incubate�·��
ideas between sessions, and try techniques like freewriting or walking in nature at different times of day. This 
was an unexpected advantage. 

I like to describe creative insight as �W�K�H���P�D�N�L�Q�J���R�I���D���Q�H�Z���F�R�Q�Q�H�F�W�L�R�Q���Z�K�L�F�K���D�O�O�R�Z�V���X�V���W�R���V�R�O�Y�H a �S�U�R�E�O�H�P�����J�U�R�Z�����R�U��
�V�H�H���W�K�H���E�L�J�J�H�U �S�L�F�W�X�U�H. Find Your Best Creative State is structured around several �¶creative thinking�·��exercises, 
each designed to engineer a key attribute of the creative mindset: playfulness, openness, humility, uncertainty, 
curiosity, and so on. But instead of asking participants to be creative with random prompts or materials (like the 
exercise that asks for 100 different uses for a brick), I ask researchers to apply the exercises to their own work-in-
progress. 

As readers of this magazine will be aware, creativity requires a certain relaxed and wandering state of mind for 
insight to occur. To achieve insights, we need to engineer situations in which we�·re thinking about our research 
but not �L�Q�W�H�U�U�R�J�D�W�L�Q�J it. We must look at it without wanting anything from it. I describe this mindset as being like 
a sea anemone, with its tentacles wide open: waiting, blind, receptive to anything that approaches. Here are 
some of the exercises I use to generate this mindset: 

1.  �)�U�H�H�Z�U�L�W�L�Q�J is writing fast, without stopping or going back to edit. While many professional writers I 
know seem to freewrite their first drafts as a matter of course, students often find the idea of writing a 
�¶rubbish first draft�·��revelatory. It frees them up, allowing them to overcome the fear of the blank page 
and the crippling demands of perfectionism. More importantly, freewriting allows us to bypass the       
intellect and explore our material �Z�L�W�K�R�X�W���L�Q�W�H�U�U�R�J�D�W�L�Q�J���L�W���L�Q�W�H�O�O�H�F�W�X�D�O�O�\����This can generate real insights. 
The sort of freewriting prompts I might give are: Write for five minutes on, �¶what I love about my         
research�·��or �¶what I find most interesting about this subject�«���·��Or I ask them to think about a knotty 
problem they�·re wrestling with, and free-write �¶around and through it�·�� 

2.  �)�R�U�F�H�G���F�R�Q�Q�H�F�W�L�R�Q�V can also generate insights. Researchers can look for a solution to a problem in an 
image or an object. I have a hunch that this functions in the way tarot cards do; our unconscious offers 
connections between a visual symbol and the thing we can�·t resolve, allowing us to �¶see a way forward�·��
or find solutions. 

3.  �'�L�Y�H�U�J�H�Q�W���W�K�L�Q�N�L�Q�J���H�[�H�U�F�L�V�H�V can force connections in a similar way. I might ask participants to write a 
dozen words associated with their research across a piece of paper, then connect pairs of words that 
may have a relationship, before freewriting on that relationship. This allows participants to see beyond 
the structures they�·ve already established, and explore new connections. 

4.  �'�R�L�Q�J���Q�R�W�K�L�Q�J is an exercise that some participants find most difficult. But slowing down is essential if 
we are to allow our minds to expand and wander. The 3-day online format is advantageous here, because 
participants can be given tasks like sitting in a chair with a cup of tea when they first wake up, while 
holding the whole of their research projects loosely in their imagination –��or to walk for half an hour 
while mulling loosely on a question. 

5.  �*�X�L�G�H�G���Y�L�V�X�D�O�L�]�D�W�L�R�Q is another valuable technique that allows researchers to see their material from 
new angles. I sometimes talk participants through a short relaxation then ask them to visualize a scene 
or process from their research, before dropping questions into the silence like, �¶who�·s there?�·��or �¶what 
are they talking about�·��or �¶what lies beyond?�·��Similarly, asking participants to draw their research as a 
landscape or a map can help them structure their material. 

6.  �$�V���D���J�U�R�X�S, as well as in breakout rooms and in the Chat, we can share working habits that make us 
more productive or more insightful. We reflect on times when we have made decisions based on intuition 

Creative Thinking on Zoom  

Heather Dyer  




