Student
Creativity
and Language
Performance

Cameron A. Smith
Chubu University

Reference Data

Smith, C. A. (2013) Student creativity and language performance. In N. Sonda & A. Krause (Eds.),
JALT2012 Conference Proceedings. Tokyo: JALT.

In this paper | discuss the basis for investigating the relationship between student creativity and second
language acquisition. | then present results from a study looking at the relationship between assessed
student creative behaviour (using an adapted form of the Creative Behaviour Inventory) and creative self-
efficacy, student performance in initial placement tests, and two speaking tasks from near the beginning
and near the end of a semester. The subjects were 58 first-year students in a Japanese university, divided
into a higher group and a lower group by initial assessment test. Results suggest that students who are
more creative may respond relatively better to more open-ended task-based methods of teaching. They
also give some support to the idea that more creative students may do relatively worse in either tests or
test-based pedagogies.
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and definitional problems that arise in the language acquisition literature. I then turn to

the psychological literature and consider how the field of creativity studies can provide
us not only with a clearer central definition, but also with some tools for assessing individual
creative aptitude and creative behaviour. After considering the few studies that have applied
some of these tools to language acquisition, I describe a study examining the relationship
between self-assessed creative aptitude, self-reported creative behaviour, and student perfor-
mance in an assessment test and speaking tasks.

I N THIS paper I first discuss the relevance of “creativity” to second language acquisition,

Creativity: A Paradoxical Neglect

Is there a relationship between creativity and language learning? Swann and Maybin (2007)
stated that in “one sense, creativity may be identified broadly as a property of all language use
in that language users do not simply reproduce but recreate, refashion, and recontextualise”
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(p- 491; emphasis added). Clarke (2005) reported the common
belief among educators that “creativity is an integral part of
Modern Foreign Languages” (p. 1). Creative use of language in
“language play” has been shown as key to relationship building
both in L1 (Carter, 2004) and with advanced L2 speakers (Belz
& Reinhardt, 2004). Anecdotal evidence (Al Jarf, 2007; Holmes,
2001; Smith, 2011) has suggested that creative writing activi-
ties improve quantity and quality of output as well as student
motivation.

Furthermore, Albert and Kormos (2004) argued that changes
in language pedagogy towards communicative methods and
task-based learning increase the importance of student creative
behaviour. Traits such as imagination, flexibility, and risk taking
become increasingly important. In general, education systems
are now recognising the importance of creative thinking for
learning (Dérnyei, 2005).

It is therefore disappointing that in terms of empirical re-
search, the relationship between student creativity and L2 acqui-
sition has been “almost entirely neglected” (Albert, 2012, p. 145).
I consider a couple of the most notable pieces of research below.
One reason for this neglect may be the prejudice that creativity
cannot or should not be measured or assessed, and that educa-
tors view it as a “fuzzy, soft construct” (Plucker, Beghetto, &
Dow, 2004, p. 86), not fit for rigorous empirical research.

A related issue is the looseness with which people in educa-
tion talk about creativity. For example, Clarke’s 2005 survey of
higher education teachers showed a bewildering diversity of
ideas regarding creativity (“the dynamic in the process of life
that enables us to find ever new ways of living together in and
with the world” is one instance). Creativity more generally is of-
ten fused with other general concepts such as self-actualisation
and liberation from constraints, or even madness (Cropley, 2001;
Plucker et al., 2004). This does not seem a strong base upon
which to conduct quantitative empirical research.
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I argue that central to these problems of research is a lack of
engagement on the part of language educators with the large
and growing body of creativity research. Researchers largely
based in psychology, with substantial input from business stud-
ies, have been developing analyses and assessments of creativ-
ity and creative behaviour for several decades. Although certain
popularising writers, such as Boden (1993), have received some
attention, the general approaches, as well as some of the key
findings, have been surprisingly underutilised by EFL and ESL
studies, even as we stress the importance of introducing creativ-
ity into the classroom.

Defining Creativity

Although historically there has been wrangling over definitions,
Mumford (2003) wrote that “over the course of the last decade
we seem to have reached a general agreement that creativity
involves the production of novel, useful products” (p. 110). This
broad definition helps to organise different approaches. The
word novel can be unpacked to create a shifting contextual scale
from historical creativity (great inventors, artists, etc., as found
in Csikszentmihalyi, 2007) through professional creativity, such
as architects designing new but not ground-breaking buildings,
to personal creativity—new to the individual creator, regardless
of broader originality (Kaufman & Beghetto, 2009). In language
education, student creativity is not simply the production of
language and ideas that impress the teacher or others, but also
the production of ideas and expressions that are new for the
students themselves—the creativity that Swann and Maybin
(2007) described.

Useful does not necessarily imply practical utility, but rather
value: A catchy song, a groundbreaking piece of historical
research, or a successful (tasty) improvised recipe from the
contents of a near-empty fridge are all examples of creativity. As
such, creativity is not simply equivalent to divergent thinking (the
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generation of many diverse ideas), despite a widely held preju-
dice that it is (Dietrich, 2007). Idea evaluation is also key to crea-
tivity (Runco, 2008), as are items such as sensitivity to problems.
In short, convergent thinking (a search for the best idea) is also
important (Cropley, 2006). As language is in no small part about
using conventions rather than ignoring them, we may even find
that divergent or anticonventional thinking styles have a nega-
tive impact on language acquisition if they are not accompanied
by an appropriate evaluative ability.

In addition to the definition given by Mumford above, a sec-
ond useful framework divides creativity into aspects, typically
the “four Ps” of product, place, process, and person. Product
refers to how things become labelled creative—typically the
assessment by peers or judges in any particular field. Place refers
to environments that encourage or discourage creativity, includ-
ing the impact of rewards, motivation, management style, and
goal setting. Process refers to how people produce creative work,
including ideational techniques, incubation, recursiveness, and
so on. Person refers to a person’s own creative tendencies, abili-
ties, and background (whether some people are more creative
than others), and is the focus of the present study.

Assessment of Creative Aptitude

Just as creativity in general can be broken down into differ-

ent aspects, personal creativity is also complex. It can refer to
innate creative ability measured by a test, much as intelligence
is assessed through IQ tests, to someone’s tendency to attempt
creative solutions or employ creative strategies, to a person’s
tendency to participate in creative activities (e.g., their choice of
hobbies), or to someone’s demonstrated success in real-world
creative endeavours (involving assessment by judges or peers
of the originality and value of their achievements). While no
doubt interrelated, these different facets of creativity are not the
same. For example, the assessment of personal creative ability
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or creative thinking preferences will never be a perfect predic-
tor of future creative behaviour: What leads people to produce
or participate in creative work depends on a variety of factors
(the four Ps mentioned above). Researchers therefore need to
be clear which facets they are measuring and take care not to
conflate them. The study described below, for example, looks at
self-assessed generalised creative ability (creative self-efficacy)
and reported creative behaviour.

One also needs to be aware of two issues that research has
shown can impact on someone’s ability to be creative. The first
issue is domain competence: Although the extent of the effect
is disputed, it is clear that (usually formal) training in a do-
main (e.g., physics, music, art) significantly aids creative work
(Simonton, 1997). People who are highly creative in one area are
often much less so in others simply because their expertise is
much less. As such, we need to be wary of the English level of
students when comparing their relative creativity assessments.
Less creative people with better English may outperform more
creative people with worse English, even in creative tasks.

The second issue is the relationship between creativity and
general intelligence. Although independent constructs, there
is some evidence that creativity and intelligence assessments
correlate fairly closely until above average levels (Runco, 2008).
In assessing the relationship between creativity and language
learning, we need to be aware that the better language compe-
tence of “more creative” students may be a reflection of their
general intelligence rather than their creativity.

Given that there are different facets to personal creativity,
there are several different ways that it is assessed. A common
approach is the use of innate ability tests that focus largely on
divergent thinking, such as the Torrance Tests of Creative Think-
ing (Kaufman, Plucker, & Baer, 2008, pp. 25-31), in which, for
example, subjects are asked to develop pictures from abstract
shapes. These tests, judged by trained assessors, consider the
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fluency (volume of ideas), elaboration (development of ideas),
flexibility (ability to change frames of reference), and originality
(how unlike other test-takers). These tests have good inter-
rater reliability and allow us to examine different aspects of a
person’s thinking style. However, they rely on models of which
particular thinking styles lead to successful creativity rather
than direct measures of real-world creative ability or behaviour.

Another method is assessment of subjects by others, typically
people who know the subject well (such as acquaintances or
teachers). The advantage of this approach is that it is a global
measure, rather than one based on theorised components of
creative behaviour such as the Torrance Tests. However, such
an approach has been found to have serious bias problems
(Kaufman et al., 2008). A third general approach is to use self-
assessment through standardised questionnaires. People may
be asked to reveal their thinking styles or rate their creative
achievements in life. The current study employs two such ap-
proaches: the Creative Behaviour Inventory (CBI) and creative
self-efficacy.

The CBI lists a number of activities and asks the respondents
how often they have done them. Activities include perform-
ing music in public, designing clothes, inventing recipes, and
so on. The version used here was adapted and shortened from
Hocevar (1980) to fit with activities that I felt applied to 1st-
year university students in Japan. The relationship of the CBI
to assessed creative ability is not strong (Kaufman et al., 2008).
However, it is a widely used measure that allows us to consider
easily observable creative behaviour in our students, of both
more open-ended divergent (painting, writing poetry, etc.) and
more goal-oriented convergent (inventing recipes, writing com-
puter programs) types, as well as performance activities such as
dancing and acting. As such it allows us to examine the relation-
ship between student performance and the popular conception
of creative individuals.
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The creative self-efficacy questionnaire asks respondents
directly how creative they are and is based directly on the form
used by Beghetto (2006). It is comprised of three statements with
which respondents are asked to rate their level of agreement:
“I'have a lot of new ideas,” “I have a lot of good ideas,” and “I
have a good imagination.” The scores for each are added up to
give an overall creative self-efficacy score. Despite its simplicity,
self-efficacy has been related to creative ability and creative be-
haviour (Beghetto, 2006). Using this test in conjunction with the
CBI allows us to assess how well they fit together: One would
expect there to be a significant correlation between the two
surveys (people who engage in creative activities are not likely
to be hopeless at them), although the strength of that relation-
ship, given the caution of Kaufman et al. (2008), may or may not
be strong.

It should therefore be made clear that in this study there are
two different operationalisations of creativity. One measures
the behaviour of students: how much they participate in creative
activities where, one presumes, they are called upon to employ
creative thinking strategies. This is one sense in which we com-
monly talk of a creative person. The other operationalisation
measures self-assessed creative ability. Here participants are
not asked how often they engage in creative acts, but how good
they are when they do.

Previous Research Into Creative Aptitude and
Language Learning

As noted above, there have been very few studies that directly
examine the creative tendencies of students and their foreign
language proficiency. The most notable ones come from Hun-
gary, of which I discuss two here. In the first, Ott6 (1998) looked
at 34 secondary students in two different classes (aged 14-15 and
15-16) taught by the same teacher using communicative meth-
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ods in a Hungarian secondary school. He used an adapted form
of the Torrance Tests of Creative Thinking to assess originality,
sensitivity to problems, ideational fluency, and associational
fluency, and compared these individually and collectively to the
grades that students achieved. He found a reasonably strong
and significant correlation between grades and all creativity
measures, particularly sensitivity to problems and ideational
fluency. In his conclusion he suggested that in language educa-
tion there was a bias towards creative students that needed to be
addressed for the sake of fairness.

The second study, by Albert and Kormos (2004), looked at 67
secondary school students with intermediate-level English in
two different schools, with full data for 35 of them. The au-
thors used a standardised creativity test widely administered
in Hungary and similar to the Torrance Tests and compared it
to the students’ performances in narrative task results. They
found few correlations between creativity scores and student
performance on a variety of measures, such as lexical diversity,
word count, and accuracy. Assessed originality significantly cor-
related with narrative complexity with a coefficient of 0.34 and,
of more interest to the current study, measured creative fluency
significantly correlated with the number of words produced in
a task with a coefficient of 0.33. However, assessed originality
had a significant negative correlation with word count of more or
less the same strength (-0.34). They concluded that creativity is a
multi-faceted trait with ambiguous impacts on student language
production.

What the current study can add to these studies is fourfold.
First of all, it looked at students fresh from high school who
generally have come from a much less communicative teach-
ing environment. Japanese English education in high schools is
highly test-oriented, with an emphasis on rote learning and a
certain degree of grammar-translation. Secondly, it used differ-
ent measures of creativity—creative self-efficacy and the CBIL.
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Thirdly, it looked at the impact of communicative teaching over
the course of a semester by measuring spoken output at the be-
ginning and end. That is, it was longitudinal. Fourthly, it consid-
ered two groups of students differentiated by their test-assessed
English ability. As creativity may be closely correlated with IQ
until higher levels of IQ, the influence of general intellectual
ability may be mitigated somewhat. In addition, competence in
English will mediate the effects of creativity. On the other hand,
the current study was more limited in scope, considering only
two kinds of measure of student ability: placement and word
length of speech (fluency).

Research Questions

1.  What is the relationship between students’ placement tests
and their creativity scores?

Dérnyei (2005) noted findings that test-like conditions inhibit
creativity. On the other hand, students’ overall English ability,
which may be aided by a more creative approach, might counter
this, unless test-based learning has disadvantaged creative
students or nullified the advantages creative behaviour might
otherwise bring to language learning. A secondary question is
whether students in the higher group display greater creativity
as a group because of the relationship with intelligence.

2. What is the relationship between students’ creativity scores
and their L2 fluency?

As a longitudinal study, there are two different effects we are
looking for here. The first is the relationship between creativity
and fluency after only a short period of communicative teach-
ing. We might expect a positive relationship given that the task
is open-ended, although one must also consider the possible
legacy of a less communicative learning experience in secondary
education. The second effect is the impact of a communicative
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class on improved student fluency. If the proposition that com-
municative teaching advantages creative students is correct, the
difference should emerge over time.

The Study

The participants consisted of two groups of 1st-year university
students majoring in international relations and international
culture. These groups were streamed using a standardised test
into the top and second-top groups in a four-group course (to
be called upper group and lower group). They received three
90-minute English lessons a week, one of which was a listening
and speaking class, the others being grammar and reading. The
general placement test consisted of multiple-choice questions
looking at vocabulary, grammar, and reading. These standard-
ised scores provide one of the data points for this study. There
were 24 students completing the questionnaires in the upper
group, and 34 in the lower group.

In their speaking course, the students were taught the same
course by the same teacher (the author) using the textbook
World Link Book 2 (Stempelski, 2006). Each unit consists of
vocabulary study, video comprehension exercises, conversation
practice, focus on form, and a task of a pre-practised, open-end-
ed speech, similar to short speeches students had watched on
the course DVD, performed with no notes. In Albert and Kor-
mos’ 2004 study, students had 5 minutes to prepare the speeches
and they expressed concern that even a short preparation time
might limit the importance of creativity, but I think this confuses
creativity in general with spontaneity in particular.

In the first unit students were asked to talk about a favourite
memory or keepsake, in the third, a mystery or ghost story from
their hometown or, alternatively, the country in general. As the
results show, the third speaking task generally produced shorter
speeches. However, it is the relative length of each speech
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among students that is of interest.

I recorded and transcribed the speeches myself. Word counts
for each speech were done using Microsoft Word, as a measure
of fluency, following guidelines from Albert and Kormos (2004).
In addition, a third measure was created by subtracting the
first word count from the third to produce a measure of relative
change. This number could be positive or negative, depending
on whether the student spoke more in the third speech, and it
allowed comparisons between students. Due to absences for
either or both of the recordings, for the word count analysis
the upper group sample was 17 students, and the lower group
sample was 25 students.

At the beginning of the following semester, the students were
asked to fill out two surveys: the creative self-efficacy question-
naire (three questions) and the adapted CBI (18 questions). Both
surveys were translated into Japanese by a native Japanese speak-
er highly proficient in English, and then checked for naturalness
and comprehensibility by a second native Japanese speaker who
had not seen the English versions, with a couple of negotiated
adjustments in phrasing (Japanese and English versions are in
Appendices A and B respectively). For the CBI, as well as using a
global score, certain behaviours were put into three groups: diver-
gent ones that clearly required more open-ended creativity (such
as painting or writing a poem), convergent ones that required
more convergent thinking (a specific result had to be achieved,
such as writing a computer program to do something or design-
ing a good recipe), and ones that were performance-related (play-
ing music in public, acting, etc.). Details are in Appendix C.

Results and Discussion

Correlations presented are bivariate Pearson correlations with
two-tailed significance. Coefficients marked with * indicate a p
< 0.05, ** indicate p < 0.01. Calculations were done using PSPP
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software. Following Urdan’s (2010, p. 80) view of social sci-
ence data, I shall treat significant -.20 and .20 as representing a
weak relationship, correlations between .20 and .50 (positive or
negative) as representing a moderate relationship, and above .50
(positive or negative) as representing a strong relationship.

Creativity Measures in the Two Groups

There was no significant difference between the two sets of crea-
tivity scores (self-efficacy and reported behaviour) between the
groups (Table 1), although the upper group displayed marginal-
ly higher scores on all measures except performance behaviour
and how many good ideas they reported having. This result

is mildly surprising, given the probable relationship between
creativity and intelligence. It offers weak support to the idea
that creative tendencies act as a drag on test-based language
learning. For both groups, the self-efficacy total score correlated
significantly (p < 0.01) with the total CBI score, with correla-
tion coefficients just under 0.5 (result not shown), indicating

a moderate to strong relationship. Unlike the evenly balanced
self-efficacy scores, the CBI appears to be skewed towards more
female tasks in the divergent category of items (Table 2). How-
ever, the word counts and differences between them showed

no relationship to gender, so this may not adversely affect the
overall results. However, future CBI item lists need to be altered
to reduce this imbalance.
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Table |. Measures of Creativity by Group

Variable Mean SD
Self-efficacy: New ideas

Upper group: 2.96 1.27
Lower group: 2.74 1.05
Self-efficacy: Good ideas

Upper group: 271 1.23
Lower group: 2.74 0.96
Self-efficacy: Imagination

Upper group: 3.50 1.25
Lower group: 3.24 1.16
Self-Efficacy: Total

Upper group: 9.17 3.50
Lower group: 8.71 2.62
Divergent

Upper group: 14.08 5.05
Lower group: 13.50 4.60
Convergent

Upper group: 6.71 2.37
Lower group: 6.41 2.24
Performance

Upper group: 8.75 2.72
Lower group: 8.97 3.05
CBI total

Upper group: 39.29 11.58
Lower group: 38.21 10.99

Note. Upper group n = 24; Lower group n = 34
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Table 2. Average Creativity Scores by Sex Placement Tests and Creativity Measures
Measure Sex Mean SD The placement tests overall showed no correlation with creativ-
- ity (Table 3). However, the lower level group’s placement scores
New ideas Female 279 1.27 showed a significant and strong negative correlation with the
Male 2.88 97 CBI (p < .05), particularly in relation to more divergent and to a
Good ideas Female 270 1.16 slightly lesser extent more convergent creative behaviours. This
Male 276 97 suggests ther.e may be different .eiffects of creativity between
— students of higher and lower ability, and that for students not
Imagination Female 3.36 1.25 at the top end of the ability range, certain creative styles may
Male 3.32 114 hinder either test taking or language learning in a more test-
Self-efficacy total | Female 8.85 3.21 based pedagogy.
Male 8.96 2.75
Divergent Female 15.45 4.96 Creativity Measures and Word Counts
Male 11.48 3.40 For the upper group, no significant relationship overall was
Convergent Female 6.64 263 found for either the first or third speech word counts (Table
Male 6.40 1.76 4?. However, withir} this, higher self-efficacy ratings cc.)rrelzjlted
significantly and with a moderate to strong relationship with a
Performance Female 945 2.54 higher score on the difference between the word counts. For the
Male 8.12 3.21 lower group, the third speech word count showed a moder-
CBI total Female 4155 12.18 ate significant relationship with self-efficacy, particularly with
Male 34.84 8.41 people who considered t.hfemselves as having good ideas. There
was also a moderate positive correlation between the CBI,
Note. Female n =33, Male n = 25 particularly with divergent behaviours, and the difference in

Table 3. Correlations Between Placement Test and Creativity Scores by Group

New ideas Good ideas Imagination SE Total Divergent Convergent | Performance CBI
Placement .20 14 -01 13 -17 -.04 -.02 -14
Upper group .35 .38 .01 .26 .05 27 27 .16
Lower group -.05 -22 -.09 -14 -.54** -.51* -.33 -.59**

Note. N = 58; Upper group n = 24; Lower group n = 34
**p<0.01
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word counts. This suggests that for both levels, more creatively
inclined students may respond better relative to others to more
communicative teaching and open-ended tasks. However, we
should note the two different operationalisations of personal
creativity here. For the upper group, students who rated them-
selves as creative showed significant improvement, while for
the lower group, this was true for students who reported greater
creative behaviour. A unifying interpretation of these results
could be that students who rate themselves better at employing
creative thinking strategies (upper group) and students more
accustomed to employing creative thinking strategies (lower
group) benefited more from the mode of instruction.

Issues in the Study

There are some words of caution in considering these results.
Firstly, the second task may in itself have required more creativ-
ity than the first, meaning that the relatively better scores of

SMITH ¢ STUDENT CREATIVITY AND LANGUAGE PERFORMANCE

those more creative students may be a function of the task and
not general ability. Secondly, it is possible that my teaching
style may itself be biased towards more creative personalities.
Thirdly, while word counts are a measure of the quantity of lan-
guage output, there are more sophisticated measures of fluency
that could be used, such as t-counts. Fourthly, fluency is, in any
case, only one measure of language ability, and it is more clearly
related to measures of creativity than are diversity of vocabu-
lary, accuracy, or complexity of structure. Lastly, the timing of
the self-efficacy questionnaire may have influenced students’
self-assessment, as they had experienced success (or failure)
with one semester’s university teaching.

Conclusion

This was an exploratory study using simple-to-administer crea-
tivity measures and only two measures of student performance.
However, significant moderate relationships were found be-

Table 4. Correlations Between Word Counts and Creativity Scores by Group

Word count Placement | New ideas | Good ideas | Imagination | SE Total Divergent | Convergent | Performance CBI
WC1

Upper group a1 -25 -17 -16 -20 31 .02 .25 17
Lower group -25 .01 .05 -14 -.03 -17 .09 -13 -13
WC3 .

Upper group 06 32 41 43 40 40 -01 41 29
Lower group -.07 34 427 24 417 .35 40* 17 40”
Difference

Upper group -.09 51% A48* A48~ .50% -.09 -.04 .00 .00
Lower group 21 24 26 31 .33 A43** 21 25 42*

Note. Upper group n = 17; Lower group n = 25
*p<0.05*p<0.01

JALT2012 CONFERENCE
PROCEEDINGS

Wiy

ONLINE FULL SCREEN

4 PREVIOUS PAGE  NEXT PAGE »



Wiy

tween student self-assessed creativity and relative fluency per-
formance over time, suggesting that creative students particu-
larly benefit from open-ended task-based learning. There was
also a clear negative relationship between lower level students’
reported creative behaviour and their initial test scores. This
raises questions both about the impact of testing and test-based
education on creative students, and on the methods we use to
place them in the more communicative style courses taught at
university. We might also question, as did Ott6 (1998), whether,
in the move to communicative teaching, we are unfairly disad-
vantaging students who are generally less creative.
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Survey on Creativity
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- I am good at coming up with new
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LB D T have a lot of good ideas
A TKEEZT YA 1 2 3 4 5 I have a good imagination
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puter program

Written a short story
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Difference]

Never

2o0r3
times

Once

4o0r5
times

6 or
more
times

Written a poem

Written something funny,
such as jokes or a comedy
sketch

Won a prize for a science
project

Acted on stage

Made your own acces-
sories

Helped to design cos-
tumes (for a play, dance,
festival etc.)

Designed or made your
own clothing

Performed music in
public

Made toys for yourself or
for others.

Performed a dance in

public.
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Appendix C

Divergent, Convergent, and Performance Thinking
Measure Components from the Creative Behaviour

Inventory
Divergent Convergent Performance
(open-ended) (specific end)

1. Painted a picture

2. Written a song
(words or music)

5. Drawn cartoons or
manga

8. Written a short
story

9. Written a poem

13. Made your own
accessories

3. Made your own
festival decorations

6. Cooked an original
dish

7. Written an original
computer program

11. Won a prize for a
science project

12. Acted on stage
16. Performed music
in public

18. Performed a
dance in public
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