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“l am terribly interested in kids having confidence in their own vision. Children need to plunge in, to choose, to disclose,
andto move. This is the road, it seems to me, to mastery.” (Maxine Greene, 1995)

Kelowna, Summer 2014



Im-ag-i-na-tion

iimaja'naSH(e)n/

noun

= the faculty or action of forming new ideas, or images or concepts
of external objects not present to the senses.

"she'd never been blessed with a vivid imagination"
synonyms: creative power, fancy, vision, mind’s eye

= the ability of the mind to be creative or resourceful.
"technology gives workers the chance to use their imagination”
synonyms: creativity, imaginativeness, creativeness, vision,
inspiration, inventiveness, originality, innovation

= the part of the mind that imagines things.
"a girl who existed only in my imagination”

(Oxford Dictionary.com)



Chapter One: Introduction
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CAPSTONE ARGUMENTS AND QUESTIONS

Many children come into Kindergarten wide-eyed, passionate and full of hope, every experience
and personal interaction shaping their little being. As teachers, we create spaces for young children with the
best of intentions, decorating classrooms with brightly coloured bulletin boards, posting the alphabet chart on
the wall and forming cozy reading corners. However, the school system is structured in such a way that learning
outcomes, curriculum standards and tests obscure the humanity in education. Sadly, over my two decades as an
educator, | have noticed how children’s passion and wonder for understanding and exploring the world fades as

they meander through the elementary school years.

In this capstone project | contemplate the role of imagination and creativity in nurturing a passion
for learning in children. | argue for the importance of allowing time to foster individual students’ passions within
the prescribed curriculum. | find myself searching for what is sacred about imagination and creativity as |
consider characteristics that must be present in the classroom to drive students to be passionate and lifelong
learners. | feel it is pivotal today that educators value individual passion, imagination and creativity as much as

they value literacy, numeracy and other disciplines. As Ken Robinson said in his TED Talk on



How Schools Kill Creativity, “The brain is not divided into compartments. In fact, creativity—which | define as the
process of having original ideas that have value—more often than not comes about through the interaction of
different disciplinary ways of seeing things.” Imagination has driven every uniquely human achievement.
“Imagination has led us from caves to cities, from bone clubs to golf clubs, from carrion to cuisine, and from
superstition to science” (Robinson, 2009, p. 57). Teaching creatively and practising a passion-driven curriculum in the
classroom fosters students’ awareness of something more, something to drive towards, and something to be

interested in, “to perceive openings through which they can move” (Greene, 1995, p. 11).

Using narrative inquiry in the form of vignettes, fieldnotes, poetry and photography, | explore aspects of
my childhood, my student life and my professional life to find the meaning in my experiences. In the three chapters
entitled Imagination and the Child, Imagination and the Student, and Imagination and the Teacher, | stand in the
gap between my personal stories and the continuous flow of interpretations and ongoing dialogue with authors,
philosophers and scholars. | chose particularly salient moments to share, as they are the memories that constitute
who | am. Reflecting on lived moments allows me to pause and take notice of the details. Itis a demanding task, as
Carl Leggo states, because “interpretation is inevitably about standing in the spaces between the experience of

mystery and the effort to reveal the mystery” (Leggo, 2010, p. 108). Understanding, therefore, is tentative and



malleable, full of complexity and richness. However challenging, | find the beauty in narrative inquiry is that
sometimes the simplicity of an instant reveals new and unexpected insight. Once | am acutely aware of the details, |
feel tension where once | felt compliance. “Pedagogy requires a phenomenological sensitivity to lived experience.
Pedagogy requires a hermeneutic ability to make interpretive sense of the phenomena of the lifeworld in order to

see the pedagogic significance of situations and relations of living with children” (Van Manen, 1990, p. 2).

Examining imagination and creativity in pedagogical practice has led me to remarkable educational
philosophers and authors like Maxine Greene, Paulo Freire, Max Van Manen, Hannah Arendt, Ken Robinson and Ted
Aoki. All of these authors claim, in their own way, that pedagogy resides in questioning, epiphanies, breakthroughs,
openings and awakenings. “Opening ourselves as imaginative, intuitive, feeling, thinking beings, we may discover
something about what it signifies to create our own meanings along with other human creatures.” (Greene, 1978, p.

31).

Maxine Greene, an educator and philosopher, claims education must revolve around imagination. She
has argued for many years that imagination “can be an antidote to the meaninglessness and boredom of

today.” (Greene, 2009). She refers to the term wide-awakeness as the consciousness educators need to encourage



in their students. She says that in order for children to find their passion they must know themselves first, know
where they stand in the world and then continue to question the world around them. The only way to awaken to
life, awaken to its possibilities, is self-awareness. Like Maxine Greene, | believe teachers and students must
engage in activities of meaning-making in dialogue and reflective understanding not only of the school curriculum

but also of their social realities.

In a similar manner, Paulo Freire, in Pedagogy of the Heart (1997), defends the importance of the
democratic educator as affirming authority without disrespecting the freedom of the learner. Freire argues for a
progressive perspective where teaching should “challenge learners to apprehend the object, to then learn it in
their relation to the world,”(Freire, 1997, p.75) and thus the task of teaching does not become mechanical in
fashion. Both philosophers deem the student’s voice and the freedom to inquire vital in educational practice, and

they emphasize that learning is about making meaning of the world and moving towards a transformation.

Recapturing the feeling of wonder | experienced as a child walking on the cobblestone streets of Paris

is what | am searching and arguing for. | want the students in my care to experience fearless exploration, to be



motivated and courageous learners because passion and
creativity is part of their classroom atmosphere. | feel
educators must find ways to instil in their students the

confidence to see people, places and things with multiple

perspectives and newness. We live in a time where
technology and social media bombard children and
influence their view of the world. It is my hope not only to
anchor my students with the awareness of their individual
passions, but also to inspire them to be wide-awake. | see : T ———
the discovery of individual passion as a life preserver in the

rough waters of self-identity.




“...each new generation, indeed, every new human

being as he inserts himself between an infinite past and
an infinite future, must discover and ploddingly pave it,

anew.” (Levinson, 2001, p. 32)



CHAPTER TWO: IMAGINATION AND
THE CHILD
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NATALITY AND ITS TIES TO IMAGINATION

My childhood summer holidays represent a source of endless imagination. Whether or not | have
romanticized my memories, the emotions linked to my experiences during my summers in Italy continue to
ignite imagination and creativity in me today. The people | met, rituals | observed and the objects | saw shaped
my perspective on how to be in the world. My great-uncle Rafaelle was never without a story. He was up just
before dawn every day; he drove up to his farm on the mountaintop just in time to watch the sunrise before
work. His jolly laughter and loud commanding voice always caught my attention as a child around the dinner
table. Animated stories of Zio Rafaelle’s great bartering taught me how people in the village relied on each
other to live. | found it fascinating to listen as he explained how he would exchange his spare crop of green, red
and white beans, chickpeas, zucchinis and artichokes for all the milk, ricotta and bocconcini cheese he needed.
His big, rough hands told stories of hard work on the land. The laugh lines around his eyes marked a sort of joie
de vivre that was evident as he sipped on his Grappa at the end of the meal. “Why don’t you visit more?” he

would ask. “What is so great about la citta di Parigi?” He never left his town of Castellaneta, nor did he want to.



Compared to life in the cosmopolitan centre of Paris, the simple life of Castellaneta exposed me
to a new view of the world. The summers | spent in Italy introduced me to another perspective on how to
live. | was the child-in-our midst who encompassed the spirit of newness. As a young child, | did not know
any other way but to be open to a different view without judging, by just being present in my environment,
free to wonder, to explore and to imagine. To this day, the memories of my great-uncle Rafaelle remind me

to appreciate the little things in life and to remember that everyone lives in their own reality.

Today, as a teacher, | see the difficult but motivating task of preserving newness as a characteristic
that must be present in the classroom to foster imagination and creativity. Hannah Arendt, an influential
political theorist and educational philosopher of our time, says the process of education comes by gradually
introducing children to the adult world they are born into. She calls natality the essence of education. Arendt
defines natality as the human capacity for renewal, where with each birth comes a sense of newness and hence
a power to recreate the world. As teachers, there is opportunity and an imperative in this concept; it is an
opportunity for continuous hope, but it comes with an implicit burden. There is hope for children to reach their

personal potential as well as hope for social transformation through imagination. The burden natality presents



is that the world does not simply precede us, but it also constitutes us. Hence, children arrive into the
world already determined by some kind of story, or what Natasha Levinson refers to as belatedness in her
article Teaching in the Midst of Belatedness: The Paradox of Natality in Hannah Arendt’s Educational
Thought (2001). “Belatedness does not simply position us as individuals in relation to a past; it also
positions us in relation to others in the present” (p. 16). Like everyone else, | am an heir to and am
constituted by my history. In that sense, | arrive belated, already configured and predetermined in my
narrative being. My childhood memories are inserted into a timeline of a particular history. These

memories influence and shape my life now, as | mediate the gap between the past and the future.

“This gap symbolizes not an escape from history but a fissure within time. It signifies the break in tradition
that characterizes modern life. Arendt points out that this break in tradition is not without its dangers—
most notably, that we risk forgetting the past, which in turn means that we will have lost our guide to

understanding the present” (Levinson, 2001, p. 30).

Dissecting the gap | found myself in as a child, | imagine a timeline of past generations who
lived off the land in Italy, where the doctrine of the Catholic Church ruled family traditions. | see the gap
where | was born, in a rebellious European time with movements against the government, tradition and

religion; and | imagine the future, uncertain yet full of hope, with the lingering threat of nuclear weapons



and the excitement of new technological advancements.

Understanding where | came from and who | was as a child helps me gain insight into my role
as a teacher in the presence of newcomers. | wonder if preserving the new in the midst of belatedness is
only possible in a classroom with the right atmosphere? “It is worthwhile to pause and to consider the
ways in which education can facilitate or smother natality and to reflect on the difficult mix of passion,
patience, responsibility, and detachment” (Levinson, 2001, p. 16). To me, the right atmosphere lies with
the conscious creation of spaces for students in classrooms where learning revolves around imagination
and creativity. “Consciousness as perspectival grasping is our way of encountering the natural and
human world” (Greene, 1978, p. 15). Multiple perspectives and inquiry about the world are ways of
encouraging imagination. Too often, education has become about the teachers asking the students

questions, instead of students asking the questions.

When | think of ways | learned as a child, | remember the freedom | had to play, explore and

imagine while vacationing in the summers at my grandparents’ place. The image of countless rows of



olive trees lining fields of red and dry Mediterranean
soil has imprinted itself in my heart. | remember
looking out the car window at their trunks and thinking
of them as wise, old beings. They were never perfectly
straight, but more crooked and knotted, as if holding
up their arms to the sky in victory. The olive trees’ solid
branches had silver and sage coloured leaves that
shimmered in the wind. | always missed the sight of
olive trees once we returned home to Paris. Ultimately,
the beauty in experiencing life in two very different
places was that | was introduced to the “world ‘as it is,’
in all its potential and with all its flaws” (Levinson, 2001,
p. 17). | learned to understand a new language, tasted
new foods and found new ways of playing with children
by just being present in the world. As the newness of

my discoveries unravelled themselves, | remember

developing a passion to imagine and a desire to learn

more.

Paris, August 1979



. N
ﬂe A/ea,COMe/*

The arfternoon in Zhe sSouds oF IZ‘Z?/}/ 15 Spent ﬂ@ﬂ///ﬁ. The Hedd /'S So wunbearatie THT The
stores, baks, gas staions and post orFices close therr doors. Tihe entire Lown paclses, edl's and Sleers.

Te FIrSt Cime I went back do Castel/aneta widss »ps fudsband and rps Cluldren we resided a villa
near Che Seacts. One dasy rore Farnly decided to Stas +or luncs. HWorred 4ad we did not fave enotlg/s
PRSCR Lo Feed The fuitngry Crowd, sy fdsiand decided Co Find sometiere open For Susiness. My lowd and
amrrded Ziaian Farnglia Zo/d funr fre was CraZy, AlS sussion bowund o £/

But deterrnned to Sedd Zhe odds, f) Se ﬁoz‘ nlo our rentd/ car and ventiired out onto 7 e ﬁoZ‘,
deserted Streel's. YWe drove arocnd astowunded Z4Hat indeed et/e/}ﬂ’ﬁ/‘/y was closed. The riia/ oF Ze
@ Zernoon Siesta made /(s presence fnown. Monelary gan and Custoner Service was word/less to /e

people of the Zown. Then fe noticed Frorr Lhe Corner oFf 1S eye, a falf ~opened garage door Zo one of e

Jocd/ restaccraids.

el stello? " sy Huisband called as fre pulled wp Zhe feas sreta ‘garage door. The Zioree rsen
SIEERnG on Crates loofed wp, cold beer and Pamn' in fandy " S, cosa succede?” Misung s Story do e
young Ita/ian rren, /1o rrade Zherr wnderstand CHR /e fiad ran out of pasia et a fouse £ of guests—
avery Tdalian's worst mahiomare!  Sympalhizing with the Foreigner, they offered fis & large pordion of
fromemade pasia From Lherr restacrant and Sert funr on AS way. My fesband Signalled " fow i ts? =S

il was no charge, of course.



CURIOSITY AND THE PASSION TO LEARN

Regardless of social or cultural positioning of the newcomer, whether a young child entering school or,
in my husband's case, a foreigner in a new land, imagination and creativity empower the person to act and hence
learn. The beauty of imagination and creativity is that it is free and accessible to all. There are no defined boundaries
and the possibilities are endless. The freedom to let people discover the world around them nurtures a passion to
learn. Experiential learning creates a lasting impact on the learner because it is human nature to want to discover.
Creativity obstructs conformity and | believe it is the engine of achievement. Human life is inherently creative. Itis
why human culture is so fascinating, diverse and dynamic. “We all create our lives through this restless process of
imagining alternatives and possibilities, and one of the roles of education is to awaken and develop these powers of

creativity” (Robinson, 2013 TED Talk).

Early acquisition of knowledge is propelled by the power of exploration and curiosity. “When children
are curious, they learn. It turns out that curiosity is not merely a nicety but a necessity” (Engel, 2011, p. 628). In the
article Children's Need to Know: Curiosity in Schools, the author Susan Engel argues curiosity is fundamental to early

childhood development, and although it should be an essential part of the development of school-aged children,



it is regrettably absent from the classroom. Engel’s quest to better understand the power of curiosity in a classroom
setting is based on well-established research from past to more recent studies. She makes reference to scholars
such as Piaget and Kagan, who highlight the idea that children’s development is driven by their efforts to
understand the unknown. She also refers to contemporary authors such as Gopnik, Meltzoff and Kuhl (2000), who
published The Scientist in the Crib: What Early Learning Tells Us About the Mind. They discuss the importance of
the human relationship in supporting curiosity and explain that “children’s curiosity unfolds within a social context.

Not only are they curious about people; their curiosity is influenced by those around them” (Engel, 2011, p. 629).

Similar to Engel, | believe that the type of interaction between the teacher and the student is the
determining factor of whether or not students’ curiosity is fostered in the classroom. “The quality of a child’s

attachment has a powerful influence on the vigour and depth of her exploration of the world around her”

(Engel, 2011, p. 630). To guide her inquiry, Engel created a curiosity box based on the one used by Henderson and
Moore (1980) and studied its effect in the classroom. This box, with eighteen little drawers, was placed in many

different Kindergarten and Grade 5 classrooms. She observed who came up to it, how often children opened it, and



how long they spent looking at the objects inside the drawers. Her findings found both younger and older children
were equally curious, but what differed was that not all classrooms invited the same level of curiosity. The author found
that “there was a direct link between how much the teacher smiled and talked in an encouraging manner and the level
of curiosity in the room expressed” (Hackmann and Engel, 2002, p. 635). It is amazing how a smile can open a space
where people can make contact. “Buytendijk (1998) once described smiling as a moment, an encounter where
someone ‘enters the threshold of my inner life and whose own inner life reveals itself to me.”” (Van Manen, 1997, p. 16).
This sort of study reminds me of the important role of teacher training. | feel teachers should be trained with an
emphasis on human connections and on techniques such as questioning, guiding investigation and scaffolding
conversations. Training should also focus on how to create programs where children have the time and guidance to

explore their interests in the midst of the prescribed curriculum.

Engel’s observations bring out the important notion that question-asking is a central part of being a child.
A recent study by Chouinard (2007) recorded toddlers and preschoolers talking at home with their mothers and found

that they “asked an average of seventy-six information-seeking questions per hour” ((Engel, 2011, p. 632). Given such



data, Engel assumes that kind of question-asking and data-gathering would be even more helpful once “children begin
formal learning, where, in theory, the acquisition of knowledge and intellectual skill take center stage” (Engel, 2011, p.
632). But she realizes, through her own set of studies of children in Kindergarten and Grade 5 classrooms, that this is not
the case. “Many children are spending hours a day in school without asking even one question or engaging in one
sequence of behaviour aimed at finding out something new” (Engel, 2011, p. 633). Are educators then not in a

prominent role to act as the vehicle to encourage or discourage investigation?

Often, the early childhood home encourages creativity, unlike the environment of elementary classrooms.
It is not because teachers do not value the characteristics or the benefits of curiosity. The problem lies with the pressure
for teachers to meet the curriculum standards. “Mastery rather than inquiry seemed to be the dominant goal for almost
all of the classrooms observed. In fact, it often seemed that finishing specific tasks was more salient than actually

learning the material”(Engel, 2011, p. 637).

Similar to Engel, | also agree with encouraging a “shift in the way we see the traditional role of a teacher,
from one who answers questions to one who elicits them” (Engel, 2011, p. 642). This does not mean teachers need to let

their students’ every question and “random tinkering derail the lesson plan. But they can plan significant portions of



the curriculum around the goal of helping children figure out just what it is they want to know and then showing them

how to go about getting the answers to their questions” (Engel, 2011, p. 642).

Like a foreigner in a new land, children are newcomers to the classroom. A passion to learn will develop
with the freedom to imagine, explore and discover. Often, if a child’s curiosity is lit, they will learn with minimal
assistance. Human creativity, as Ken Robinson has expressed in his TED Talk on How Schools Kill Creativity, begins with
being curious and taking a chance. “If you're not prepared to be wrong, you'll never come up with anything original...
And we're now running national education systems where mistakes are the worst thing you can make. And the result is
that we are educating people out of their creative capacities” (Robinson, 2013 TED Talk). Picasso once said that all

children are born artists; the problem is to remain an artist as we grow up.



“The world is changing faster than ever in our history. Our best hope for the future
is to develop a new paradigm of human capacity to meet a new era of human
existence. We need to evolve a new appreciation of the importance of nurturing
human talent along with understanding how talent expresses itself differently in

every individual.” ( Ken Robinson, 2010, p. xiii)




CHAPTER THREE: IMAGINATION AND

THE STUDENT
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FROM PASSIONATE TO DISPASSIONATE

The silver pendant fastened to my primary school uniform and the smell of the varnished wood from the
pews in the church are my most vivid recollections of the four years | spent at I'Ecole Saint Joseph. Imagination and
curiosity that once propelled me to learn as a young child were replaced by mindlessness and conformity as a young
student. Mindlessness, to me, is a lack of engagement and a sort of absence of deep thoughts or connections.
Although | know | was well taken care of and respected by the adults around me, the primary classrooms | attended
had a restrictive atmosphere of obedience and an expectation of compliance to the rigid curriculum imposed. My
fundamental academic needs were met: | learned to read, to write and to do arithmetic at an age-appropriate level.
However, | do not remember being encouraged to be open-minded. Nor can | remember a teacher or a moment | felt
connected with. Order and silence surrounded me at school. There was a lot of time spent practising being quiet:
quietly lining up, quietly listening to the teacher, quietly working on repetitive and close-ended questions, which

demanded a short or a single-word answer.
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This stanza is from Wallace Steven's poem
Six Significant Landscapes. Wallace Stevens was an
American modernist poet educated at Harvard and then

New York Law School. For a man who worked most of

his life as an executive in an insurance company, he had a
fascinating poetic gift. He was also known for his interest
in the transformative power of the imagination. | chose
the lines of his poem because they remind me of my
primary education. | was confined to right angles,
learning in a one-dimensional way. The contrast in the
poem between the precision of right angles and the
oscillation of waves and curves speaks to the contrast of
straight-line thinking compared to the waving lines of
creativity. A waving line represents a sort of letting go.

It is a phenomenon found in paintings, in writing and
even in the movement of dance. The fluidity of the
curved line also embodies flexibility and variation.
Hence, what is implicit in the last line of Stevens's poem
is that the way to see things differently and more

imaginatively is to let go.



My biggest disappointment in primary school was the minimal role of the Arts. Other than the occasional
seasonal craft, drawing, painting, sculpting or drama were inexistent. | think of my classmates at that time and now
realize they had their own individual talents and interests. Where | was missing the Arts focus in my education,
another could have been yearning for more physical activity or greater exposure to the Sciences. The fact is we all
have capabilities and “we think about the world in all the ways that we experience it. We think visually, we think in
sound, we think kinaesthetically. We think in abstract terms, we think in movement.” (Robinson, 2006 TED Talk). Itis
no wonder that conformity results in dispassionate learners. Education, | feel, needs to focus on how to sustain the
energy, excitement and love for learning that so many young students demonstrate when they first enter the school

system.

EXPLORING CHILDREN'S PASSIONS

Passion in education is a term frequently spoken about in articles and in conferences relating to gifted
learners. In my research on the passion for learning in children, | found there is little study on how passion is
experienced by children. It is a phenomenon rarely studied compared to related topics such as motivation and
learning. Exploring Children’s Passion for Learning in Six Domains, by Coleman and Guo (2013), is one article |
found interesting because it serves as a beginning point to answer questions such as, “Are there signs of early
passion? What is the experience of living with a passion? What is the developmental history of a passion? Is the

path similar across various interests or domains?” (p. 157).



The authors discovered central characteristics shared appreciating my creations, and materialistically, by

by the children in their study who had a passion in providing me with supplies and registering me in
various domains, such as acting, reading, filmmaking, extra-curricular classes. Art always came easily to me,
spelling and math. The first trait that was a key factor and because | felt | was good at it, | practised more

in passion for learning was a receptive and supportive and improved my skills. As in Coleman and Guo’s
family. Secondly, the learning for the child, in research, | too found the thrill of mastery to be
whichever passion domain, was effortless, fun and rewarding enough to pursue my passion.

evolved rapidly. Thirdly, the children found that the
thrill of mastery they experienced was the payoff for
further pursuing their passion. Reflecting on my
passion for the Arts as a child, | understand how it
was sustained through some periods in my life where
school could have stifled it. My parents supported

my love of art both emotionally, by affirming and




Understanding the characteristics above helps guide my pedagogical practice. It also makes me
wonder why the discussion of passion in education is often only limited to the stereotype of the gifted learner. |
imagine that, given the time and support to build on their passions, a classroom full of diverse learners from
different cultures, socio-economic backgrounds and at various cognitive developmental stages would all
experience fulfillment and happiness in their abilities. Valuing the passion to learn and valuing children’s specific
passions goes hand in hand, in that these actions create an attitude about learning that is constructive and
meaningful. Unfortunately, this outlook is in direct conflict with the institution of school, because passion, like the

faculties of imagination and creativity, is unpredictable, immeasurable and individualistic.

MAXINE GREENE AND SEEKING CLEARINGS

“One tendency in education today is to shape malleable young people to serve the needs of technology and
the post-industrial society. However, there is another tendency that has to do with the growth of persons, with
the education of persons to become different, to find their voices, and to play participatory and articulate parts
in a community in the making. Encounters with the arts and activities in the domains of art can nurture the
growth of persons who will reach out to one another as they seek clearings in their experience and try to be
more ardently in the world” (Greene, 1995, p. 132).



Maxine Greene encourages educators to break from the old quantitative models, or the
industrial model of the school system. She suggests that breaking away from this system, which moulds
and conditions students to become productive economic workers, can only begin through imagination
and seeking clearings. In reading Maxine Greene’s work, | agree with her message that Art based
pedagogy is one way of achieving this, as students can engage critically with the world as they create
art work or reflect with a piece that is already created. Often, connecting the arts with lived
experiences is a way to create spaces for imagination and even possibly social change. Maxine
Greene "“envisions classrooms and communities that value multiple perspectives, democratic pluralism,
life narratives and ongoing social change”(Greene, 1995, p.45). She puts great importance in using
literature and the arts to explain, explore and to see the world “from the other side of the looking
glass”(Greene, 1995 p.94). | remember having so many questions about religion when | attended
Catholic School. But there was never any dialogue or reflection about faith. Even though | was part of
a community, my identity within it was merely superficial because | did not always feel connected. | was

becoming a dispassionate learner.



Mr. B

One day Mr. B. assigned a creadive wrting assignament’ i /s we were Free fo clioose /e
Lopic. For the FIRst time in elesentary sclhoo! I was qiven the /iberdy o write aboud whadever
Cherte interested se. 2Nthout fesitation, I beqan Corposing an Eqatian advertire Story aboud a
(o5t treasure. Once The due date care, I Found ry/self So engrossed in sy wriding 24 /¢ saddensd
e Co end it I St/ fiad so sruicts fo say. I fiad Findlly accunnid/aded enouql Englist vocabilary 7o
express the story Z imagined. I asfed Mr. B £ I cowld feer criting. 7o sy Surprise tfe agreed and

sad T fad as »126cfs Crnre as T needed.

HEHEHK A H A K

TIME TO IMAGINE

A pedagogical moment, or what Maxine Greene might refer to as a pedagogical clearing, that stands
out for me in elementary school, happened in Grade 7 when | encountered a teacher who let me write. After
moving from Montreal to Vancouver, the label of ESL student was attached to me. This was a difficult label, as | was
not used to being at school with a disadvantage. | could not express myself the way | could in French and | felt
different from everyone. Over time, without realizing it, | began to understand and speak English. Three years after

our arrival to Vancouver, my family and | moved to the North Vancouver where | attended yet another school. Out



of the four elementary schools | had attended, Mr. B was the first teacher who spoke to us about the world
outside the four walls of the classroom. | remember his easygoing nature as he apologized for talking too much
and going into the next class’s time. We all reassured him it was fine as none of us wanted him to stop. Mr. B
captured our imagination by talking to us about current events and letting us ask questions. Often he returned
the question to us, encouraging a response to the problems or situations that arose. Mr. B's attitude reminds
me of Raquel Carabajo’s thoughts in her article Pedagogical Hope (2012), as she states, “In all pedagogical
situations, the educator is the one who has the authority to create opportunity. Opportunities, which are the
fruit of hope, are always new. A newness in a certain gesture, a fresh attitude, the invention of a strategy that
genuinely helps a child or youth to have the opportunity to start over, to show—as if it were the first time—who

he or she really is and what they are able to do” (p. 147).

Time is a phenomenon teacher and students often seem to run out of in the classroom setting. We
are pushed along the production line of the prescribed curriculum. The faster students need to slow down; the
slower students need to speed up. The lucky students seem to be the ones in the middle. Dictated by the bell,

student life is all about fitting into the rhythm of the schedule of the day. In such an environment it is difficult to



find the opportunity to create spaces that values imagination and individual passions. | feel that not only
does the clock confine teachers and students, but so do the artificially separated subject areas. Once again,
there is tension between what we say we value in society, which is innovation and creativity, and how we
actually structure our schools to operate. Our current structure results in schools where many students are
disengaged. "Of course, many people do well in their schools and love what they have to offer. But too
many graduate or leave early, unsure of their real talents...too many feel that what they're good at isn't

valued by schools” (Robinson, 2010, p. 225). We must remember the people in the learning equation.

LIVED CURRICULUM

Ted Aoki speaks of the Curriculum-as-Plan and the Lived Curriculum. The former originates from
curriculum planners as statements of the goals, aims and objectives teachers and students must achieve,

while the latter highlights the uniqueness of pedagogical situations.

“...external curriculum planners are condemned to plan for faceless people, students shone for their
uniqueness, ... teachers who become generalized entities... The other curriculum ... is the lived curriculum,
a world of face-to-face living with Andrew ... with Sara ... with popular Margaret, ...with Tom... and some 20
others..."(Aoki, p. 265).



| feel the Lived Curriculum that Ted Aoki speaks of is a
sensitive aspect of teaching. Allowing teachers the
time to be sensitive to the individuality of her students
is a characteristic that must be present in the classroom
in order to encourage a love of learning. This
sensibility allows for human awareness and for teachers
to touch the consciousness of students. It is a way to
defy the sameness of the Planned Curriculum. If we
are to prepare our students for the world of tomorrow,
education must resist the mindlessness of conformity
and promote curiosity through a more passion-driven

curriculum.
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“Facts are torn away from their original place in experience and rearranged with
reference to some general principle. Classification is not a matter of child experience;
things do not come to the individual pigeonholed. The vital ties of affection, the

connecting bonds of activity, hold together the variety of his personal

experiences.” (Dewey, 1956, p. 6)



CHAPTER FOUR: IMAGINATION AND
THE TEACHER
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WIDE-AWAKENESS

The meeting of the new and the old struck me the most in this moment. The students, or the
newcomers, had so many questions when | first unveiled the antique objects. Even the most distracted and
active student became fixated on the items. After letting their imaginations run wild with guesses of what some
of the pieces were used for, | revealed to the students their true functions. But it was not so much their
practicality that fascinated them. It was more the stories attached to the objects that interested the students. |
shared stories | heard during my childhood holidays in Italy. The struggles of life in the early part of the century
stirred a lot of dialogue about our privileged western society. For example, most children had never seen an oil
lamp, nor had they given much thought about how life would be if families had to share the light of one oil lamp
in the evening to see. “[T]o attend to such realities is to open oneself to altogether new visions, to unsuspected
experiential possibilities” (Greene, 1978, p. 187). This art lesson, | realize, exposed the students to, as Maxine
Greene would say, “the kinds of perceptual and cognitive activities needed for ordering experience and making
sense of the world” (Greene, 1978, p. 199). Like Maxine Greene, | see the engagement with this art lesson on
multiple levels, from learning to draw and shade, to a deeper social learning where students imagine the world

as it could have been. This sort of deeper connection leads to transformation and ultimately a wide-awakeness.



Ken Robinson explains this phenomenon: “[A]s soon as we have the power to release our minds from the
immediate here and now, in a sense we are free. We are free to revisit the past, free to reframe the present,
and free to anticipate a whole range of possible futures. Imagination is the foundation of everything that is

uniquely and distinctively human” (Robinson, 2010, p. 59).

TEACHING CREATIVELY AND THE POWER OF CONNECTIONS

Teaching creatively recognizes the need for exploration, inventiveness and problem solving. It
requires that teachers have in mind how the lessons they are guiding will target some kind of discovery and
enlightenment. In the article How Much Does Creative Teaching Enhance Elementary School Students’
Achievements (2006), Schacter, Thum and Zifkin write about their visits to forty-eight upper intermediate
classrooms to learn about the relationship between creative teaching and elementary school students’
achievement gains. Early in the article, the authors state that creative people tend to be more content and
are more likely to “achieve more, receive more awards, are more likely than their peers to make patentable
inventions, publish articles, develop successful businesses, attain leadership positions later in life and are in

great demand by businesses worldwide” (p. 61).



The authors theorized that students who are taught by a creative teacher are more successful in all
areas of school. With this in mind, the authors created a framework measuring how teacher instruction
promotes creative students. The framework is divided into five parts: first, explicitly teaching creative thinking
strategies; second, providing opportunities for choice and discovery; third, encouraging intrinsic motivation;
fourth, establishing a learning environment conducive to creativity; and fifth, providing opportunities for
imagination and fantasy. Using these guidelines, four graduate students were trained in observation and data
collection using ethnographic fieldnotes and the study’s standardized chronology. In the end, Schacter, Thum
and Zifkin found the results of the research disheartening, stating, “only a handful of teachers we studied
implemented instructional strategies that encouraged student creativity” (p. 61). This is alarming because, as

expressed previously, the advantages of being a creative person are well established.

| feel that teachers are not to blame for the lack of creativity and imagination found in their classroom
practice, because fidelity to the curriculum’s learning outcomes and the pressure of test preparation have

become the priority in education. As Maiers explains in the epilogue of The Passion-Driven Classroom (2011),



“We are being asked to remove love and emotion from our instruction. We have teacher-proofed the curriculum
and everything that goes with it. Tragically, as a result we have passion-proofed the learning” (p. XVIIl). The lack of
time, the loss of humanity and the unrealitic expectations of the curriculum and assessments create an anxious
environment for educators. Every September, my colleagues and | light heartedly say that beginning the new
school year is like jumping onto a rollercoaster ride. We begin at a slow and steady pace, climbing the hills and
then holding on for dear life as we come down them at uncontrollable speeds. In the midst of all the ups and down
we laugh, shriek and struggle to keep balance. Then, at the end of the ride, we can only hope that we, as teachers,

have left the students with the courage and curiosity to embark next year for yet another ride.

Reflecting on my teaching over a twenty-year span, my early years were purely focussed on the
curriculum. It took me a few years to realize and trust that what truly matters in the classroom are the connections |
make with my students. Once | allowed myself the time to get to know the students in my class—such as where
they come from and what their passions and talents are—I was better able to create a balanced environment where
the curriculum did not outweigh the people | taught. We are inundated by research indicating “how the world has
changed, that learners are different now, and that the jobs of the future are waiting to be created” (Maiers, 2011, p.

12).



So | wonder why it is taking the educational system and its policy makers such a long time to transform the
way we are in the classroom? Why is it so difficult to move away from conformity towards creativity? “The key
to this transformation is not to standardize education but to personalize it, to build achievement on
discovering the individual talents of each child, to put students in an environment where they want to learn

and where they can naturally discover their true passions” (Robinson, 2010, p. 238).

CHARACTERISTICS TO DRIVE PASSIONATE LEARNERS

Merriam and Webster define passion as “intense, driving, or overmastering feeling or
conviction,” and “a strong liking or desire for or devotion to some activity, object, or concept.” Passion
captivates our learners and encourages them to make a commitment to their education each day. | feel there
exists a gap between what learners are accomplishing now and what they have potential to accomplish. As
students move through the education system, too many of them lose connection with their true talents, which

results in them not knowing what they are truly capable of achieving. This is not only the case for the students,



but also for educators. A teacher’s passion is just as critical as her student’s passion. “When the teacher has a
high level of passion for the material, it makes the information come alive and stirs interest and

motivation” (Maiers, 2011, p. 8).

Reflecting on the journey of this capstone project, the characteristics | consider essential in creating
classrooms as spaces where the newness and wonder of learning are sustained are curiosity, courage,
collaboration and accountability. Teachers can encourage students to be lifelong learners by valuing curiosity.
Promoting free exploration in the classroom and engaging the students in dialogue and inquiry must be where
the curriculum begins. “Each new experience adds to the accumulated meaning of experience for each
individual and sets the stage for present and future possibilities. While the present is conditioned by the past,
every moment is also full of future possibilities for change and new direction” (Slattery et al., 2007, p. 550).
Courage is another characteristic that promotes a passion to learn. In this context, | see courage in terms of
perseverance by the teacher and the students. The teacher is courageous to resist the comfort in steady and
predictable routines, like the prescribed curriculum. She has the courage to plan classroom learning experiences
that may be unpredictable, individualistic and even messy. Wonderful things can happen when we have the

courage to defy perfection, to be vulnerable and wrong. For the students, a classroom with a courageous



atmosphere will invite them to be confident in their thoughts and to be brave enough to try something
new. Collaboration between teacher and students, as well as amongst students themselves, is also key
in creating an inspiring learning environment. To me, the focus is on interacting and working together,
whether it is on a group project or on an individual passion project. Growing as a person comes from
making connections and learning new ways of being in the world. Accountability is another part of
creating passionate and lifelong learners. For students, it means being accountable and active in their
learning—children knowing and naming what it is they are learning at school. Taking ownership of their
knowledge happens once they can present their learning in their own voice, with their heart and soul.
These four characteristics can be separated from one another for the sake of exploration, but truly

curiosity, courage, collaboration and accountability are best understood in tandem.
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UNITY WITHIN DIVERSITY

The scene at the crosswalk in front of Hastings School is a representation of the children | teach in my

inner city classroom. Like a cross section of society, my classroom reflects the diversity of people in East Vancouver.

“| stand at the crossing point of too many social and cultural forces; and in any case, | am forever on the way. My
identity has to be perceived as multiple even as | strive towards some coherent notion of what is humane and
decent and just” (Greene, 1997, p. 1). Under one roof, | teach a community of children from different religions,
cultures and traditions. | teach children who come from conventional families, whose parents are educated and
from a higher socio-economic background. | teach children whose parents suffer from physical and substance
abuse, violence and poverty. | teach children raised by single parents. | teach children from same-sex marriages. |
teach children dealing with mental ilinesses, disabilities and learning difficulties. | also teach children who are

passionate, creative and imaginative. This is where the common ground lies for all of us.

| see passion, creativity and imagination as the driving force in transforming the prescribed curriculum
and bringing unity within diversity in my classroom community. “An educational practice must be instituted that

proposes and takes advantage of situations where the learners may experience the power and the value of unity



within diversity... It must do everything to ensure an atmosphere in the classroom where teaching, learning,
and studying are serious acts, but also ones that generate happiness” (Freire, 1997, p. 90). After all, in an
urban setting where identity can put into question a child’s sense of belongingness, | suggest that passion-
driven learning is the platform celebrating togetherness. As the woman wearing the pineapple dress on a

dreary fall morning revealed, happiness and belonging come from within.

GENIUS HOUR

A short time ago, | read an article about the use of Genius Hour in the classroom. Genius Hour,
originating from innovative companies such as Google, allows its developers to use twenty percent of their
work time to explore any project they want. The idea is that when people are allowed to work on something
that interests them, productivity increases. Google's policy has worked so well, it has been said that about half
of Google's projects, such as Gmail and Google News, have been invented during this creative time period.
Genius Hour, transferred to the classroom, challenges students to explore something they want to learn about.
The teacher provides a set amount of time every week for students to work on their passion projects. The
students are given several weeks to research the topic of their choice before creating a product to share with

the class, community or even the world.



The idea of Genius Hour resonates with me both as a teacher and as a learner. As a teacher, | feel
inspired by the possibilities that can arise from giving students the freedom to explore and inquire. My hope
is that my students discover their unique passions when given the time to investigate a subject in greater
depth. Since careers in the 215t century are evolving, | feel education should progress towards pedagogical
methods that encourage more creative, inquisitive and engaged learning. Correspondingly, as a learner,
Genius Hour is helping me understand the link between imagination, creativity and a passion for learning. It
highlights the idea of resisting the taken-for-grantedness of the world and of how “learning becomes part of
the personal being of the student” (Van Manen, 1997, p. 24). Interested and engaged students become

lifelong learners.

“Making passion a part of our language changes us. It changes our thoughts, our attitudes, and
our behaviors and by simply changing the conversation, we change the culture” (Maiers, 2011, p. 19). | am not
suggesting that cultural and socio-economic barriers will magically be broken down by teaching children to
find and value their individual passions and talents, but | do believe we can chip away at these barriers by
presenting our talents and passion projects to each other in the classroom, hence celebrating moments of

togetherness.



“In thinking of community, we need to emphasize the process words: making, creating, weaving, saying and the like.
Community cannot be produced simply through rational formulation ... like freedom, it has to be achieved by
persons offered the space in which to discover what they recognize together and appreciate in common... Again, it

ought to be a space infused by the kind of imaginative awareness that enables those involved to imagine alternative

possibilities for their own becoming and their group’s becoming” (Greene, 1995, p. 39).




CHAPTER FIVE: CLOSING DISCUSSION



WHAT | HAVE LEARNED

The purpose of this capstone paper was to explore what is sacred about imagination and creativity
in learning and its role in the meaning of passion for learning. | chose to reflect on how | saw myself as a child,
as a student and as a teacher in light of imagination. | also wanted to know what characteristics have to be

present in the classroom in order to motivate students to be passionate and lifelong learners.

| have come to realize that | value human experience and connections in the classroom, that |
want to take the time to let my students discover their talents and passions and to learn who they are. | want to
know how the students in my care make sense of the world, how they perceive it and what inspires them.
Perhaps most important to me is a yearning to understand the pedagogical atmosphere and its delicate
relationship to the students in my classroom, as | strive to keep imagination and creativity at the centre of my
teaching. It will be a continuous endeavour, as imagination is living in the moment, appreciating the clearings

and multiple perspectives.



WHAT | STILL STRUGGLE WITH

As | anticipated, the reflections that came about from my personal narratives were both
encouraging and troublesome. In an ideal world, | want to strive for the utopic notion of letting children
explore and grow through the sort of teaching that stands on pillars of creativity. However, it is clear, standing
in the shoes of a full-time working teacher, that the day-to-day in the classroom presents its share of
challenges. The reality of large class sizes, a lack of resources, necessary fidelity to the prescribed curriculum

and the countless administrative tasks makes it difficult to teach creatively most days.

Finding the strength to fight conformity is the one challenge | find most wearisome. Conforming
to teach the way | was taught and conforming to teach the way | was taught to teach is easier and safer than
venturing into unknown territory. Breaking away from the norm and allowing imagination and creativity to be
the driving force in my classroom is frightening. As the authority in my class, | must find the balance to trust
and allow the children to learn in many different ways, to “believe that freedom to learn involves not only trust,
but also faith in the child’s natural ability and intuition to grow and develop, to move towards becoming a

more mature, more educated individual” (Foran and Olson, 2008, p. 21).



Granted, the challenge to fight conformity is also what fuels my passion to teach. This capstone project
has inspired me to be attuned to my daily interactions with my students and how | plan their units of study for the year.
By acknowledging the spirit of curiosity, courage, collaboration and accountability, | welcome inquiry and change more
readily. Ultimately, this study gave me the space to passionately treasure and interpret my stories, in order to grasp the

multi-faceted nature of my profession as a classroom teacher.

CONCLUDING WORDS

As | conclude this Capstone project, images of the Parisian cobblestone streets, the olive trees in the dry
Italian soil and the silver pendant attached to my school uniform linger in my mind, floating in and out of memory,
mixed with countless other images of people, places and things. And the words of Maxine Greene resonate in my
mind, that “All depends upon a breaking free, a leap, and then a question. | would like to claim that this is how
learning happens and that the educative task is to create situations in which the young are moved to begin to ask, in all

the tones of voice there are, 'Why?'” (Greene, 1995, p. 6).
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