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Greetings From The Johnsons

Greetings!  Cooperative learning continues to grow, both in North America and throughout the world.  

We recently conducted a series of introductory training sessions in South Africa (University of Johannesburg) and Denmark.   In Switzerland we conducted a training session on constructive controversy.  Around the world our colleagues have conducted many fruitful trainings in cooperative learning and constructive conflict.  
We continue to host visiting scholars from different countries (Japan, China this year) who are doing research on cooperative learning.  

This summer’s training institute is July 23-26.  We are expecting scholars and educators from several different countries to gather in Minneapolis.  We would love to see you there.  

In last summer’s training session, we had a great group of people from numerous countries as well as North America and teachers for all age groups, kindergarten to university level.  All of you who were here are more than welcomed to return.  

We continue to wish you the best in your implementation of cooperative learning.  Hang in there!  
Roger and David  
Cooperation And Creativity

An increasingly important educational outcome is teaching students how to be creative.  The economic future of most societies, for example, may depend on their capability to grow, attract, and support talented, innovative, and creative entrepreneurs.  The challenge for schools is to promote students’ creative reasoning and problem solving.  Two major ways of doing so are:  Cooperative learning and constructive controversy.  Both recognize the social nature of creativity.  
In order to understand the social nature of creativity and how to involve students in the creative process, it is necessary to understand the myth of the creative individual, the nature of creativity, the nature of the creative process, and the need for open-mindedness.

Myth of the Creative Person
The myth of the creative individual is deeply embedded in Western Society.  Our creative heroes, Michelangelo, Picasso, Walt Disney, and countless others are seen as extraordinary individuals who, working alone, created great works of art.  Actually, they were part of teams that produced highly creative works of art.  But even as the lone creative genius gallops through our imagined history, the truth is that it is groups of people that successfully create new and wonderful things.  
Creativity tends to be social, interpersonal, not individual.  The accomplishment of important goals requires the coordinated contributions of many talented people.  One person cannot create a global business or map the mysteries of the human brain, no matter how intelligent or creative he or she is.  Most problems facing individuals, groups, and societies are just too large for any individual to solve.  Yet even in the social sciences, the case for the social nature of creativity is resisted and ignored because social scientists have searched for traits rather than examine the actual process and conditions that lead to creative outcomes.  Our mythology and our reality are out of step.  Despite all evidence, we cling to “The Great Man or Women” theory of creativity and ignore “The Great Group” theory of creativity.  In great groups, creativity comes alive.  

The Nature of Creativity
Creativity is the process of bringing something new into existence.  An example of the social nature of creativity is the collaboration between Picasso and Braque (which resulted in the birth of Cubism).  The two men dressed alike, in mechanics’ clothes, and jokingly compared themselves to the Wright brothers (Picasso called Braque, Wilbur).  For several years, they saw each other almost every day, talked constantly about their revolutionary new style, and painted as similarly as possible.  They would have intense discussions about what they planned to paint, then spent all day painting separately.  Each evening, they would rush to the other’s apartment to view what the other had done, which they proceeded to criticize intensely.  A painting was not finished until both said it was finished.  

Almost every evening, either I went to Braque's studio or Braque came to mine.  Each of us had to see what the other had done during the day.  We criticized each other's work.  A canvas wasn't finished unless both of us felt it was.  

                            Pablo Picasso 

The things Picasso and I said to one another during those years will never be said again, and even if they were, no one would understand them anymore.  It was like being roped together on a mountain.  

                          Georges Braque 

Despite this and many other examples of the social nature of creativity, early research was conducted primarily at the individual level; especially on the traits that distinguish highly creative individuals from their peers.  This large body of research on personality traits supports the widespread opinion that creative insights are most likely to emerge from the mind of a lone genius working in isolation.  In the 1990s, however, research on creativity reduced its focus on individual traits, and began focusing on the impact social situations on creativity, the social nature of creativity, and the creative process.  

The Creative Process
The creative process consists of a sequence of overlapping phases.  First, students join with a partner or small group.  Creativity is a social process and best takes place within a small group.  

Second, group members recognize that a challenging problem exists and are motivated to solve it.  Intrinsic motivation is considered to be a driver of creativity.  When individuals enjoy working on the group’s task, they tend to process information flexibly, experience positive affect, take more risks, and be more persistent in their efforts to achieve.  The motivation to persist is increased by both controversy and a group tradition supporting the view that with time and effort constructive solutions can be discovered or invented for seemingly insoluble problems.  

Third, group members gather the necessary knowledge and resources and plan an intense, long-term effort to solve the problem.  The more members are immersed in and focused on the problem and the relevant information and circumstances, the greater the likelihood they will achieve a creative insight.  
Fourth, a cooperative context must be highlighted in order for the necessary level of social support to be achieved within the group.  Reaffirm the cooperative goal of making the best decision possible.  Members must not feel threatened or under too much pressure.  Feeling threatened prompts defensiveness in group members and reduces their tolerance of ambiguity and receptiveness to new and unfamiliar ideas.  Too much pressure leads to stereotyping of thought processes.  Feeling too threatened and under too much pressure prevents group members from becoming sufficiently detached from their original viewpoint to be able to see the problem from new perspectives.  

Fifth, students engage in conflict among ideas, opinions, information, theories, and perspectives.  Students explore different points of view, critically analyze one another’s information and reasoning, act as devil’s advocates to challenge each other’s positions and create diversity of opinion, and recombine already known facts into new combinations and relationships.  Students strive for originality in thinking and become immersed in solving the problem.  To generate creativity, students’ initial ideas and conclusions need to be challenged and disputed by other group members with different perspectives and conclusions.  The intellectual disputed passage results in uncertainty and leads to a search for more information, a new perspective, and insights into the problem being solved.  Creative insight usually depends on (a) the availability of diverse information and viewpoints and (b) group members disagreeing and challenging one another’s reasoning and perspectives.  The more varied and diverse the members of a group, the more likely the group will arrive at a creative solution.  Controversy among group members tends to spark new ideas and approaches, broaden the range of available solutions, and produce moments of insight or inspiration by one or more group members.  Creative insight often is accompanied by intense emotional experiences of illumination and excitement and leads to the formulation of a tentative solution.  

Sixth, group members need to seek out different perspectives and different ways of viewing the problem so they can reformulate it in a way that lets new orientations to a solution emerge.  To generate useful and novel ideas it is necessary to take others’ perspectives.  Desire to take the perspective of others comes from prosocial motivation, the desire to benefit others.  It often takes an outside person to help one realize the limitations of one’s analyses, lines of thoughts, and conclusions and an intellectual challenge to motivate one to reconsider one’s conclusions and reopen one’s perspective.  

Seventh, students need time to reflect on the diverse ideas and perspectives generated by the controversy process.  Instant answers should not be demanded.  Encourage persistence in solving the problem, no matter how difficult it is.  Creative insights and solutions come out of struggle, not quick reflection.  Creative individuals such as Einstein and Picasso experienced great difficulties before achieving insight.  Students need to experience an incubation period during which they feel frustration, tension, and discomfort due to their failure to produce an adequate solution to the problem and temporarily withdraw from the issue.  Students should think about solutions for a day or so before trying to put things together in new and varied patterns.  Creative insights cannot be hurried.  
Eighth, after group members have had time to reflect on the alternatives, they need to come back together and decide on a final solution.  Group members formulate a new and unique solution to the problem, work out the details of implementing it, and test it against reality.  The decision then needs to be implemented in a real-world environment to see if it does indeed solve the problem.  If the implementation is successful, group members then give the validated solution to relevant audiences.  

Being Open-Minded
A key element of creative problem solving is having the open-mindedness to view the problem from diverse perspectives.  Group members are open-minded when they are willing to attend to, comprehend, and gain insight into information, ideas, perspectives, assumptions, beliefs, conclusions, and opinions different from their own.  When group members resist such opportunities, they are closed-minded and dogmatic.  The extent to which a group member can receive, evaluate, and act on relevant information on its own merits--as opposed to viewing it only from his or her own perspective--defines the extent to which the member is open-minded (see Rokeach, 1960).  In being open-minded, group members must be willing to give up their current conclusions about the situation and adopt new ones.  The new conclusions help them synthesize an unforeseen but effective solution.  The replacement of old conclusions with new conclusions is called the analytic phase of the problem-solving process.  Once new conclusions have superseded the old ones, group members must organize their new conclusions in a way that leads them to the solution of the problem.  This organizational step is called the synthesizing phase of the problem-solving process.  Open-mindedness is an important requirement for creative problem solving.  

Summary

One of the most important outcomes of schooling, and also one of the most ignored, is creativity.  Teaching students to be creative is blocked by the mistaken conception that creativity is a personal characteristic.  It is not.  It is a social process that requires two or more people working cooperatively to solve a difficult problem and who can openly disagree and challenge each other’s reasoning and conclusions.  Cooperative groups generate positive affect, support flexibility in thinking, encourage risk taking in generating new ideas, and support persistence until the problem at hand is solved.  Members of cooperative groups must immerse themselves in the information about the problem, commit themselves to come up with the best solution possible to the problem, engage in the controversy procedure to ensure the problem is viewed from multiple perspectives, take time to reflect on all the complexities of the problem, and then come to an agreement as to the best solution.  There are both analytic and synthesis stages in being open-minded in finding a creative solution to the problem.  
Summer Workshops

Location:  Minneapolis, Minnesota

Dates:  July 23 to July 26 

Workshops:  

-Foundations of Cooperative Learning

-Foundations Leadership Training

-Creative Conflict (Teaching Students To Be Peacemakers, Constructive Controversy)
Contact:  Linda Johnson, 

Interaction Book Company

(952) 831-9500, FAX:  (952) 831-9332

lmj@visi.com
The workshops will take place at the University Hotel (formerly the Radisson University Hotel), 615 Washington Ave., S.E., 1-800-822-6757, (612) 379-8888. 

Join The AERA SIGs

Members of the American Educational Research Association should make sure they are members of the Cooperative Learning and the Conflict Resolution Special Interest Groups.  

Interaction Book Company 
Interaction Book Company
5028 Halifax Ave. S.
Edina, MN 55424 
Interaction Book Company
5028 Halifax Ave. S.

Edina, MN 55424

(952) 831-9500 
FAX:  (952) 831-9332
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