
As a student in elementary and
secondary classrooms in the late
50’s and 60’s, my experiences

with music education were not happy. I
remember vividly, as if it were only a
few days ago, the pressing sense of fear
I knew in music classes. In school I was
required to listen to recorded music; the
teacher stopped the music abruptly and
randomly picked a student to identify
the instrument just played. I lived in
terror of being chosen, and always
answered “piano.” Meanwhile, at home
I carried my mother’s pots and pans and
wooden spoons and ceramic bowls into
the bathroom where I joyfully drummed

my heart out – an early version of the
contemporary percussion performances
of Stomp. And this experience in school
of uncreative engagement with the creative
arts extended to drama, art, writing, and
poetry, too. My school experiences did
not nurture creativity or creative living. 

In my early thirties, when I was
pursuing graduate studies, a drama
education professor asked me what I
remembered about school that had
nurtured my creativity. I couldn’t
remember any experience in the classroom
that had nurtured my creativity. I
confessed with much sadness that I was
a late bloomer. (My grade eleven English
teacher told me I would never be a
writer.) I came to poetry only in my late
twenties. During a time of personal
crisis, I began to write in a journal, and
I began to hear a vibrant voice in my
writing that I had never heard before.
Then I started to write poetry, and I
discovered that I had much I wanted,
even needed, to say about my daily life
and world. Above all, I discovered that I
love to revel in the possibilities of
language. Now I seek to encourage my
students to write poetry as a way to
know their worlds, as a way to be, and
become, in the world. I will soon be
fifty years old, and I know myself as a
creative person committed to creative
living and thinking and becoming. But I
am creative in spite of my experiences
in school, not because of them.

The word “enthusiasm” means
“inspired by a god.” We live in a world
that is afraid of gods and goddesses, of
wonder and mystery, of the heart and
spirit. Music is derived from the word
“muse.” In the ancient world there were
nine Muses with delightful names like

Calliope, Erato, Melpomene, Thalia,
Polyhymnia, and Urania. They were all
Goddesses who inspired with
enthusiasm the musicians, dancers,
orators, story-tellers, actors, and poets
of their time. Our schools need the
Muses. I invite my students to wander
for wonder, to be open to the world
around them, to hear with their hearts,
to see with the eyes of their hearts. The
world is miraculous and mysterious,
and every day is an invitation to learn
and become and savour wonder. 

I am critical of my school education,
especially critical about the ways that as
a writer I was constrained and even
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wounded by the kinds of experiences
that comprised my senior language
classes. What I remember most vividly
are the repetitive exercises, and the focus
on drills and discrete activities and
correctness. What I remember least are
opportunities to write in innovative and
creative ways, to take risks in writing,
to experiment with diverse discourses.

Why do we fear creativity? My
twenty-one-year-old son Aaron loves to
write. He knows himself as a writer. He
writes daily—poetry, scripts, stories,
ruminations. In grade ten his English
teacher told him to keep the creative
stuff till he was finished with grade
twelve. As Julia Cameron observes in
The Artist’s Way: "Remember, we live in
a culture that is toxic to art. A
remarkable number of toxic myths
about artists flourish. In addition to our
purportedly being broke, irresponsible,
drug-riddled and crazy, artists are also
deemed selfish, out of touch with
reality, megalomaniacs, tyrants,
depressives and, above all, people who
'want to be left alone.”  

For many years I have taught a
course for Bachelor of Education students
titled Language Across the Curriculum. In
the course I invite the students with

many different curricular disciplinary
backgrounds, including science,
physical education, home economics,
social studies, and technical education,
to consider how creativity is the heart of

everything they do as teachers. I invite
them to pursue creative ways for
researching and knowing and
understanding. In the course some of
the students write poetry and narratives.
Others paint and sing and dance. The
students keep journals and explore
drama as a way of knowing and
communicating. Some produce posters
and video presentations and web pages.
Others explore creative arts as wide-
ranging as autobiography, bulletin
boards, cartoons, designing, engraving,
fiction, games, ikebana, jewelry,
knitting, lighting, music, needlework,
origami, photography, quilting, stained
glass, transparencies, weaving, and
woodworking. And as the students
explore language and creative arts with
attention to their specific curricular
disciplines, they develop an
understanding of the fundamental
importance of integrated, holistic,
process-oriented, and collaborative
approaches to learning and knowing.

But every year some students resist
my invitation to engage with the

Each year I ask my students to
trust me, to journey with me as

we think about possible 
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subject disciplines and teaching
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schooling and the core of the
larger world outside schools. 
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creative arts, and question, often
vociferously, what creativity has to do
with teaching and learning. Each year I
ask my students to trust me, to journey
with me as we think about possible
connections between their subject
disciplines and teaching creatively. I do
not know how the world has been
constructed so that creative arts and
expression are perceived as peripheral
to the core of schooling and the core of
the larger world outside schools. The
reservations of my students concerning
creative arts in their subject disciplines
are emblematic of the larger society's
general disregard for creative expression.
In a recent survey, British Columbia
employers rated the characteristics that
they seek in employees. While I have no
trouble accepting that employers are
eager to hire people who have strong
communication skills and analytical
ability, people who set high performance
standards and are honest, reliable, flexible,
and adaptable, I was astonished to note
that in a list of fifteen characteristics
that British Columbia employers seek in
employees, the fifteenth and least
valued characteristic is "creative." 

In Language Across the Curriculum
many of my students are motivated to
reconsider their conventional

perspectives, but when I present to my
students the value of creativity in teaching,
I always feel that I am trying to hold
back a tidal wave of standard curriculum
and traditional school practice. We
teach as we have been taught, and we
teach as we think we are expected to
teach, and we teach as the textbooks
and bureaucratic stipulations dictate. In
Language Across the Curriculum I seek to
deconstruct some of the disciplinary
boundaries that separate science and
technical education and business
education from language arts, from

language and creativity, from
opportunities to create and be created.

A while ago a former Bachelor of
Education student visited me. Mike was
one of the most prolific and enthusiastic
writers I have ever worked with. He
explained that since completing the writing
course with me, he had not written any
more poetry. I felt disappointed. Then
he added, "But though I haven’t written
any poetry for months, I am living
poetically." And with Mike's gift of
words I began to understand poetry in
new ways. What does it mean to live
poetically, to live with the spirit of
creativity, to call the Muses into our
daily experiences of living and learning? 

I offer six brief ruminations on creative
living inside and outside the classroom:

First, everyone has inestimable gifts
for learning creatively. School is not the
place we come to learn how to learn.
We are learning all the time. We come
to school in order to hone our skills for
learning, to engage in collaborative
learning, to be challenged by the different
perspectives and approaches of others.
Students and teachers are learners
together, teaching one another. The
relationship between the student and
the teacher is a critical part of the story.
Without a caring relationship and
ongoing encouragement, teachers and
learners will not prosper in their learning.

Second, creative approaches are
essential to learning. We learn sciences,
social studies, and languages by using
our imaginations (by trying to imagine
the unimaginable), and by wondering,
questioning, and hypothesizing. Learning
is active and interactive. The creative arts
are so important because they involve
doing, and especially doing collaboratively.

Third, there are many ways to learn.
Facts and illustrations in a textbook are
useful. A video presentation is useful. A
teacher lecture is useful. But all teachers
and learners need to know they are in
process, growing in knowledge. School
subjects are generally perceived as
nouns, something static and objective
and nameable. But what happens if
school subjects are understood as verbs,
in process and active? Learning includes
creative processes, such as writing,
reading, collecting, selecting, connecting,
talking, thinking, doubting, guessing,
reducing, paraphrasing, ordering,
seeking, hypothesizing, wondering,
deducing, inducing, constructing,
deconstructing, reconstructing, reflecting,
listening, viewing, representing,
conjecturing, questioning, drafting,
reviewing, and revising. 

Fourth, in school there is too much
fragmentation, too much emphasis on
disciplines when we need a focus on
interdisciplinarity. For example, even
though science and writing are integral
to the lives of students, both in school
and in the larger world outside school,
science and writing are often perceived
as isolated activities. Unfortunately, too
many students see science and writing
as school subjects only, boring and

EN BREFEN BREF
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defeating activities in which they are
compelled to participate by draconian
teachers. What would happen if science
and writing were presented as interrelated
ways of knowing about the world, living
in the world as human beings? Science
and writing are exploratory and tentative
and inductive. Too often in science classes
writing is used only for note-taking or
writing formal reports and essays, not
for creating our places in the world.

Fifth, the creative teacher does not
always know what is going to happen.
Creative teachers and students are
always researching, asking questions,
full of curiosity, ready to be surprised.
Creative research and knowing are
inextricably linked. By using words we
learn, we make sense, we reveal the
world, we construct the world. We do
not first know something and then
express the knowledge in words. The
knowing is a process that rides tandem
with the word-making. Knowing and
word-making are connected in a symbiotic
way, and must not be separated.

Sixth, to live poetically is to play with
ludic abandon. Above all, the creative
teacher knows that fun is integral to
learning. When I was a kid I played
with wooden blocks engraved with the
twenty-six letters of the alphabet. I am
still playing with the alphabet, and like
a kid I remain open to the wonder
around me. Henri Lefebvre reminds us,
"human beings are engaged in a
perpetual adventure with its attendant
risks. More deeply, however, they place
themselves not only into question but also
in play.”  Of course, one of the problems
with being playful is that nobody takes
you seriously. That is a paradox, especially
because every child knows that play is
very serious business. Young children
know the inextricable link between fun
and learning. They spend years enjoying
themselves in risk-taking exploration,
tireless questioning, sensual encounters
with their environments, insatiable
seeking after wonder. In my classes I am
committed to celebrating interrogation,
play, imaginative meaning-making. 

I conclude my ruminating creatively
with a poem I wrote recently following the
death of our family pet, Charlotte, who
taught me many lessons about living

poetically and creatively in the everyday
world. I think that all teachers and learners
can be inspired by Charlotte’s wisdom.

CHARLOTTE

Even in our last walk to Dr. Grise’s office,
you sniffed 
constantly, filling your senses with the full
world
like a big text that you were always eager
to read.

You loved Purdy’s chocolate, had a
discriminating taste, 
ignored the Zeller’s chocolate one pound
Allan’s Easter bunny, 
ferreted out the Purdy’s, well-hidden in
closets and cupboards.

Aaron says you could levitate, the only
explanation for
how you ate the tops of flowers arranged
in crystal vases 
on high shelves leaving intact the stalks.

Each day you invited us out of the house
to join you 
on a walk along a trail that never ceased
to astonish,
always the sense of wonder for the
unfamiliar.

I wish I had scratched your belly more, 
perhaps even let you kiss me with your
dog’s breath 
born out of places your nose enticed you.

When you ran fast, your ears waved like a
heron’s wings,
and we thought you would defy gravity
like a jumbo jet,
always overweight with a belly that
brushed the earth.

Thank you for the lessons :

Smell everything.
Run fast enough so your ears stick out
straight.
Always hunger.
Forget you’re a dog among other dogs.
Always expect others to carry treats in
their pockets.
Love children.
Take long naps.

Expect adoration.
Poop plenty.
Eat grass.
Bark, bay, howl with a heart’s loud echo of
each day’s bounty.
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