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Abstract 

This action research project examines the use of collaborative social media platforms for the 

purpose of aiding the creative idea generation process in student project work. Specifically, a 

closed Facebook group was set up to manage the guided inquiry routines leading to creative 

concept development in senior Design and Technology. Via Facebook, students were able to 

showcase their works in progress and comment on the work of others. Two starter exercises 

required students to frame their own project premises using well-known graphic idioms 

popular on social networking platforms.  

Data was collected through two questionnaires, one before and one after the study period, 

and directly from student posts to the group. The results of this study suggest that using 

online collaborative tools such as Facebook for managing design project work is a fruitful 

method of introducing blended learning and encouraging creative solution finding. Findings 

suggest, however, that a major limitation of Facebook groups presented when dealing with 

file and image handling, with students feeling that their contributions did not stand as a 

distinct body of work and were confusing to read in context of their own projects on the 

group “wall.” It seems likely, therefore, that a combination of online tools may be more 

successful than just using Facebook alone. As well, findings suggest thinking routines and 

procedural tasks should be formalised to provide a scaffold for student creativity, and explicit 

instruction on how to collaborate and in particular, how to provide constructive criticism, is 

required before the online forum can be truly effective in fostering creativity in the 

individual.  

Introduction 

The NSW Board of Studies states in its rationale for the Design and Technology course: “The 

study of Design and Technology … develops conceptual understanding and enables students 

to creatively apply these to specific technological endeavours through design projects.” 

(NSW Board of Studies, 2009) 



 

 

For the purposes of this report, the definition of creativity adopted is consistent with “second-

generation creativity” that can be taught as a learnable set of dispositions and capabilities: the 

kind of creativity that solves complex problems in innovative ways (McWilliam, 2009).  

In my experience, the generation of creative ideas, or the conceptual development of a design 

project, is the least well understood and most neglected aspect of the senior Major Design 

Project (MDP) by students. It is not desirable for students to employ an Atelier or Black Box 

approach to designing since they do not have the necessary experience, nor do they have the 

time, to extemporise at large; and indeed many teachers are not equipped to tease out the 

implicit concepts and ideas when the process is driven by the student’s intuition alone. This is 

an old way of thinking about creativity, and makes it difficult for students to demonstrate 

evidence that they understand creative design processes. Building on McWilliams’ concept of 

“second-generation creativity” (2009), an explicit approach, such as the Inquiry Method, is 

required so that their thinking is visible and can be readily evaluated by the examiner. 

My view is that students were failing to generate creative ideas for a number of reasons. First, 

the results of inquiry do not always come during allocated class times, but may need to be 

discussed and analysed as discovered so concepts remain fresh. Second, the traditional one-

on-one teacher to student mentoring model common in design classes often fails to capitalise 

on peer feedback and connected ways of knowing. And finally, the results of student inquiry 

are not always visible, which raises issues of accountability and requires vigilant monitoring 

of student progress. 

The use of social media can address these issues, and is in some ways similar to a flipped 

classroom approach whereby guided inquiry takes place outside of the class and concept 

application occurs in class with the help of the teacher. Through the use of social media: 

student work is visible for all to see; accountability remains with the student; ideas or 

questions can be posted at any time and feedback or comments given in a timely manner; 

collaboration is encouraged; peer feedback is valued; class time can be freed for 

consolidation of conceptual learning; and, in the case of Design and Technology, it can be 

freed for practical work to proceed on schedule.  

After consideration of these ideas, the following research question was formulated: 

To what degree can collaboration via social media, such as Facebook, foster creative 

approaches to concept development and design problem-solving in student project work? 



 

 

Action research was chosen as the methodology for this project; it allowed me to reflect upon 

the way I approach the problem of engaging students, and to observe their active participation 

in this process. According to McNiff (2002): 

Action research is an enquiry conducted by the self into the self. … this involves 

you asking yourself why you do the things that you do, and why you are the way 

that you are. 

The idea of self-reflective practice (or self-reflexive perhaps) is familiar to most teachers. 

Whether or not the contemporary culture in schools allows time for reflection within a busy 

schedule of paperwork, compliance and value-adding is another matter. Action research is a 

formalised way of going about the normal activities most teachers engage in on a daily basis. 

The formal nature of the research, where thoughts and reflections can be captured and 

compared by like-minded and unlike-minded practitioners, is the strength of the 

methodology. It forms a visible record of our working dialogue. Although I was a little 

daunted by the prospect of criticism or adverse comparison, at the same time I was excited by 

the possibility of improving my practice in a meaningful way. 

“Action research is open ended. It does not begin with a fixed hypothesis. It begins with an 

idea that you develop” (McNiff, 2002). The process is one of ongoing evaluation, which is a 

familiar process to me as a teacher of Design. The language used by McNiff, for example, “It 

helps you live out the things you believe in”, harks back to the days when teaching was seen 

as a vocation. I took from McNiff’s words some encouragement to believe in the power of a 

good idea. 

Literature Review  

One key to effective lessons with boys is transitivity (Reichert & Hawley, 2010). Adopting 

the tools of digital media familiar to “digital natives” is a perfect way to ensure student 

attention is held in a way that leads to understanding and mastery (Prensky, 2010).  

The goal of the MDP is for students to develop creative and innovative solutions to identified 

needs. My research centred on determining the extent to which digital tools help the boys to 

explore creative idea generation and concept development more thoughtfully. I adopted the 

partnering approach (Prensky, 2010), as this is essentially project-based learning with strong 

elements of collaboration. 



 

 

Avril Loveless’ review of the literature urges teachers to consider the affordances of the 

tools, and in relation to creativity proposes “clusters of purposeful activity” such as: 

knowledge building; distributed cognition; community and communication; and engagement 

(Loveless, 2007). 93% of teens between the ages of 12 – 17 regularly go online, and with the 

prevalence of social networking services such as Facebook (Lenhart et al., 2010), web-based 

tools such as social networking websites and collaborative group spaces appeared to be 

promising instruments for the project. 

It was useful to adopt Erica McWilliam’s explanation of creativity. She refers to Daniel 

Pink’s idea of the “Conceptual Age” in framing her idea of second-generation creativity that 

can be taught as a learnable set of dispositions and capabilities; the kind of creativity that 

solves complex problems in innovative ways (McWilliam, 2009).  Whilst the use of 

technology does not in, and of, itself guarantee creative output, the tools of digital media 

afford a creative edge to the products of the boys’ investigations and provide transitivity; a 

key strategy for ensuring their engagement. I aimed to demonstrate an improved level of 

engagement in concept development work by allowing the boys to leverage the tools and 

idioms with which they are familiar: YouTube videos for example, or memetic images posted 

on Facebook. 

There were institutional hurdles to clear before this goal could be achieved. Existing policies 

and procedures often make it difficult to leverage the tools in the ways the students might 

expect based on their own usage patterns. The idea of disruptive innovation applied to 

teaching and learning in schools was a useful concept when dealing with this problem. 

Organisations (including schools) “shape every disruptive innovation into … one that fits the 

processes, values, and economic model of the business – because organisations cannot 

naturally disrupt themselves” (Christensen et al, 2008). The authors go on to state that this is 

why computers haven’t changed schools. As the researcher, my challenge was to manage the 

disruptive process in a way that enabled educational outcomes to be met, whilst running up 

against resistance from stakeholders in existing school policy and procedure. 

Research Context 

Barker College is an Anglican day and boarding school situated in the northern suburbs of 

Sydney, Australia. Established in 1890, the school caters for just over 2000 students with 

boys from Kindergarten to Year 9 and coeducation commencing in Years 10 to 12. 



 

 

Seven boys in my Year 12 senior Design and Technology class participated in this study. 

This class was targeted because I had observed a lack of engagement in the creative process 

in previous projects, and according to Reichert and Hawley (2010), creative use of 

technology can be leveraged to address this issue. After seeking the necessary approvals from 

the school executive, including the Director of Research in Learning, I began to formalise the 

project. The students were informed about the purpose and nature of the research, and the 

boys were invited to participate on a voluntary opt-in basis. After outlining the research plan 

and seeking parental permission, seven students (the whole class) chose to participate in the 

study. 

There were a few questions of ethics to be addressed before commencing the study. 

Consideration was given to time that might be spent by students outside of their timetabled 

classes. This activity, however, did not affect their regular course work nor homework time. 

School policy on student privacy had to be followed; it was important to ascertain if there 

were any students whose work was flagged as not for publication and find ways to satisfy this 

condition.  

There being parallel classes in other design disciplines that are undertaking the MDP in the 

traditional manner, I had to consider whether it would be seen as unfair that these other 

classes did not have an opportunity to use technology in the same way as my class. I 

concluded, however, that the intervention was consistent with the normal diversity in 

teaching style that is valued at our school. 

The Action 

Students used the social networking platform Facebook to manage the creative idea 

generation and conceptual development aspects of their MDP. They worked collaboratively 

while maintaining a written record of the process that was transparent and open to all 

participants. I anticipated that this would allow for critical analysis of the design problems 

and conceptual development of creative solutions to those problems. This process took place 

over six weeks during formal classes, and informally at other times using the web-based 

group management system.  

There were two common creative exercises completed by each boy. First, boys created a 

succinct summary of the problem their project addressed in the form of a “rage comic”; a 

popular graphic idiom on the internet amongst young people (Figure 2). The second exercise 

was to outline the context of their design problem providing evidence for the need using an 



 

 

“infographic” style, where the supporting data are presented graphically. Both of these 

graphic idioms are a subset of a broader category known as Internet memes; a meme being 

defined as a unit for carrying cultural ideas. It was intended that these starter exercises would 

spawn a raft of other creative content by the students. 

 

Figure 1 - The Facebook group page 

During the study, industry professionals were invited to join the group to answer questions 

and comment on student design concepts. 

 

Figure 2 - Student generated comic 

Data Collection 

Qualitative data methods were employed, with an emphasis on capturing student voice. 

Students were apprised of the action research process and the context of the study. A 



 

 

questionnaire was filled out prior to commencement to ascertain students’ understanding of 

and attitudes towards creativity. Students were also asked to rate their own level of creativity. 

During the study period, students used the Facebook group to manage their own creative 

process, and to comment on the works and ideas of their peers.  

The industry professionals made no substantive contributions to the Facebook discussions, 

due to the lack of developed project work from the students. I was available to answer 

students’ questions and to suggest readings and other resources as needed. Text and image 

data created during this phase of the study formed a permanent record of the collaborative 

creative process. Finally at the end of the creative idea generation phase of the MDP, another 

questionnaire was completed by students as a summary and reflection of what they had 

learned throughout the process. 

Data Analysis 

Student responses to questionnaires along with comments and posts made within the 

Facebook group during the study period were collected and aggregated. These were read in 

conjunction with my notes, and content was categorised thematically with reference to 

attitudes, behaviours and attributes of the learner; broadly to begin with, as threads became 

apparent. A second reading of the data allowed for refinement of the thematic analysis as 

patterns became clearer. Because of the small sample group and manageable data set this 

analysis was carried out manually. Out of interest, a statistical analysis was carried out on 

postings to the Facebook group. Participant contributions were categorised as either original 

posts or comments, and also tagged as being either project related (the creative idea 

generation task); course related (items related to policy, procedure or examinations); or other 

(all other items). I looked at the frequency and nature of posts and comments made by each 

student to determine if there was a correlation between these statistics and the development of 

the student’s creativity. 

Discussion of results 

Where quoted, student responses are un-edited. However, where clarification was needed, the 

responses have been annotated. Being seven in number, students were given a pseudonym 

after a day of the week to preserve anonymity. 

After a brief discussion about the action research project, students were asked to consider 

their understanding of creativity. On a balanced scale, all students represented themselves as 



 

 

possessing an average or higher creative capacity, with one student assessing himself as very 

creative (refer to Figure 3). The student, known as Saturday, who considered himself very 

creative made the largest number of posts and comments to the Facebook group. 

 

Figure 3 – Student creativity self-assessment 

These results must be taken in the context of the students’ understanding of creativity at the 

outset. The Design and Technology course makes explicit reference to creative methods and 

procedures in the context of innovative design. Students were familiar with the concept of 

innovation, and this helped them to express their own thoughts about what creativity is. 

Monday suggested that creativity is “the development and designing of content that is … 

thoughtful and unheard of before.” This understanding was echoed by others. Tuesday said 

he would define creativity as “the act of producing ideas or thoughts in a new and previously 

unseen way.” Saturday gave some insight as to why he thought creativity was important; 

“…because it is a process that challenges what exists and formulates ideas or expressions in 

an infinite number of ways to generate something … a different way of thinking about it.” 

Several students went further and thought beyond the classroom. According to Thursday, 

creativity could be “coming up with ideas/creations that evoke thought or emotion … it keeps 

your mind young and always thinking.” And Wednesday summed it up: 

I think creativity relates to the use of imagination … it allows the human mind to 

act to its full potential when developing ideas. It allows for a completely different 

perspective to be obtained, and from that perspective new ideas can be formed. 
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Saturday noted that there are many ways for students to demonstrate creativity, for example 

“by using a wide range of methods and tools, digital and physical! Sometimes using tools I 

wouldn’t normally consider can produce the most creative ideas such as Lego digital 

designer.” The idea of what I call “novelty” was a common theme in students’ stated 

conditions for creative solution finding. 

Novelty can be as simple as taking the class outside or asking them to draw with their non-

dominant hand. It does not necessarily imply technological whiz-bangery. Thursday 

observed: 

I find it hard to be creative in a classroom where everything is repetitive, an idea 

could be to just try something completely unexpected that will encourage the 

students’ brains to cope and consider the new problem or activity. 

To me this is a hallmark of effective teaching in any case. 

One significant limitation of this study was that Facebook is blocked on the school network, 

and students could only contribute to the group outside of the classroom, except in cases 

where they used their smart phones for this purpose. The student known as Tuesday 

commented: 

I think that given the availability in our class time the Facebook group (or the 

future collaboration tool of choice) might assist in providing a documented 

collaboration in addition to the usual class discussion/talk with regard to 

individuals’ projects. 

This student felt as though contributions could often best be made immediately following a 

discussion in class, or that work produced in class was more easily uploaded from the school 

computer without transferring it to the home environment. On the other hand, the same 

student appreciated the flexibility of the system when managing class work: 

the ability to access these files anywhere, be it on the phone sitting on the train, at 

lunch or anywhere else, to build on and develop ideas… means that the ability to 

"create" [is] far more available and thus effective. 

In general, comments made to the group tended to be encouragements rather than 

constructive criticisms; sometimes being simply “likes.” Around assessment due dates and 

the examination study period, posts and comments were dominated by course-related issues. 

The following graph, Figure 4, shows the frequency and nature of student posts and 



 

 

comments to the group. Total number of posts and comments is coded in blue, and these 

posts are then characterised in the yellow – orange series. 

 

Figure 4 – Frequency and nature of posts and comments 

Photo albums on Facebook were not a good way of managing student work collections and 

this contributed in my view to the low rate of creative exercises posted for comment. 

Saturday observed: “It might be more interesting if each student had their own infographic or 

something displaying their process, like a tree branching out with the photographs posted.” 

Tuesday noted, “posting to the groups wall can leave work disjointed and unorganised, 

where placing images inside of an album have the habit of hiding them away. Although it 

provides option of comment and "like" photos there is still a limited range of collaboration 

uses.” 

This limitation may in fact hinder creativity because the body of work produced is not easily 

accessible to the student for reference in the same way that it might be in a sketchbook or on 

a pin board, for example. Other web-based services such as Flickr and Pinterest may serve 

this purpose better, and can be linked to the Facebook posts. 

In the students’ words, visual stimulus and novelty were very important conditions for 

ideation when describing their ideal creative environment. Thursday described the need for a  
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“room with unusual layout. standard desk and chair layouts are boring and I don’t believe 

stimulate the creative mind. room with inspiration around eg pictures and posters (help me a 

lot in coming up with ideas).” 

Or as Saturday put it, “A large area like a wall to collect thoughts and ideas and gradually 

build … a picture of all creative thinking on the project. Personal space and time to consider 

design ideas is very important and difficult to find with the stress of school, so cognitive 

methods of changing thoughts from subject to subject…” 

 Finally on a similar theme Sunday proposed the following: “A room that was filled and 

constantly updated with pictures and information about new and creative ideas from a range 

of design genres. That way, I could possibly find inspiration from these ideas by looking at 

the new way that they solve a problem, and use it to generate creative solutions.” 

It is possible to imagine virtual spaces or tools satisfying these conditions. Given the range of 

conditions for a creative environment suggested by just seven students, it is appropriate to 

consider ways to provide flexible working environments tailored to their specific needs. In 

fact it seems likely that a combination of online tools and services, such as Pinterest, Google 

docs or Twitter, chosen by the student themselves, may serve this purpose. From a practical 

point of view there still needs to be a central forum, and this is where the social networking 

sites such as Facebook can provide the underlying structure for user-generated content. A 

post and comment “karma” system where useful and constructive posts and comments can be 

“upvoted” by other users, such as is found on the popular website Reddit, may be a way to 

address the issue of superficial or unhelpful posts and comments. 

Tuesday summarised some of the problems of the creative classroom and hinted at the 

solution in the following response: 

I haven't ever found a particular environment … that will enhance and foster 

creative solution finding. Often … creative solutions will be triggered by 

something possibly unrelated… Many of my ideas will be generated outside of 

timetables class times. Through research I will then deepen these ideas. I find the 

extensive availability of technology useful to deepen, records [record] and expand 

on these idea. The use of Mobile Phone technology I've found useful in getting an 

immediate thought down and researching initial idea on the web, at anytime… 

Saturday made a salient point, reminding us that “…as much as technology can foster 

creativity, sometimes it can distract from the fundamental needs of the process” and that he 



 

 

felt “…most creative when … in [his] own space or work area free of distractions.” Being 

permanently connected does not always allow for deep, uninterrupted thinking to take place. 

Knowing when to disconnect is important. 

Asked whether their understanding of creativity had changed over the study period, students 

concluded that creativity required critical analysis, flexible work environments and was aided 

by collaborative dialogue. 

Friday noted that his understanding had been challenged and expanded “… personally I 

assume random doodling on various object is no longer applicable… Although that, I would 

consider it as my earlier, typical childhood understanding on being creative.” 

Thursday acknowledged that the traditional class schedule did not always suit the creative 

process: 

You wont be able to be creative when you want to be, creative thoughts may just 

pop into your head when your doing something completely different to your 

project. Things you observe around you can inspire you to rethink ideas as well. 

By extension, devices such as smart phones that are always connected could support this kind 

of learning, given the right online tools. 

Wednesday concluded that creativity does not occur in a vacuum, but rather when the 

designer is connected to the ideas of others in existing solutions: 

…over the course it seems that existing ideas can also have a certain amount of 

creativity applied to them, meaning that someone can use an existing solution, 

apply creative methods and thus come up with something different. 

This is one of the main strategies of ideation and is a good starting point for students at this 

level. Social networking platforms may provide the right kinds of connection to enable this 

strategy to be implemented, even if it is simply connecting to a semi-curated collection of 

inspirational images such as may be found on Tumblr or Pinterest. Sharing these within 

Facebook would enable critical conversations to occur that may stimulate the creative 

process. 

Saturday extended his understanding of creativity and observed the false dichotomy between 

arts and sciences: 

Creativity is perhaps a combination of imagining something and making 

something from the imagination, or coming up with the method by which to do so. 



 

 

People often separate logic and creativity, as with maths and art as polar 

opposites for example, but with my experimentation with generative algorithms I 

can see how the two overlap. Creativity is more than just coming up with new 

ideas, it is a medium in which human beings experience the world and gain 

understanding. Logical problems can be understood or overcome by creativity. 

Saturday’s sentiment mirrors the philosophy of the Stem to Steam movement  propounded by 

Rhode Island School of Design (RISD) in the United States,  and would seem to be on the 

cutting edge of disruptive innovation. 

After the study period was over, students reflected on the process and on the research 

question. When asked whether Facebook was the right tool for collaboration and fostering 

creativity, Friday said, “For collaboration, it's a definite yes from me given it's accessibility 

and relative ease to use … I think social media is extremely useful when used properly … 

more so in gathering opinions on certain aspects of design works.”  

This student went on to say why he thought using Facebook was better than just using 

sketchbooks in class: 

People post stuff on Facebook group page > over time it sets up a peer pressure 

model > everyone will eventually feel complied [compelled], the 'need' to post 

something > in turn more sketches (or idea generation - important part of 

creativity) will get done. 

Thursday added “…almost everybody has it,” but also noted that “if everybody contributes 

ideas and thoughts it can work but it is hard as everyone has different projects and ideas so it 

is hard to go completely out of your way and ignore your project to help somebody else with 

their ideas.” 

Tuesday offered some explanation why he did not think the use of Facebook was particularly 

successful in our study: 

I personally feel that social media can be a effective method of collaboration 

particularly though Facebook … due to it's already connected nature. I wouldn't 

however say that I was used effectively for the duration of this project. … I have 

certainly found a sense of separation from other's individual project. I've also 

found that outside of timetabled classes finding time to sit down to comment and 

add value to the (limited) idea generation added to the group difficult.  … After 

finally uploading the initial screen UI designs from "Flexi Texts" the other day 



 

 

[Figure 5], I feel it would be really helpful to be provided with additional 

opinions, comment or suggestions from other students in addition to the valuable 

teacher feedback. 

 

Figure 5 - Student work posted to Facebook for comments 

In part, Tuesday’s attitude may stem from the fact working through social media was an 

unfamiliar process. My feeling is that the online collaboration should be introduced in earlier 

stages, such as at the beginning of elective study in Year 9. Then by Year 12 students would 

have the necessary skills and confidence to contribute their own work and to critique others’ 

work. 

Saturday suggested the following incentives and methods of moderation: 

Perhaps there needs to be more of a motive to be involved in social media 

collaboration, like an element of fun that makes students want to contribute. 

Maybe if it could become a sort of addictive internet game where points can be 

gained from providing constructive criticism and then some sort of reward at a 

number of points. Perhaps students who receive the criticism issue out the points 

or it could be time based (i.e. whoever comments first). 

Other students were more positive about using Facebook in this way. Wednesday offered the 

following: 

Facebook allows for students to be able to share images, comments, ideas, and 

preferences with others, [Figure 6 for example]. It allows for surveys to be 

conducted, and can encourage commenting and critical analysis. … For fostering 

creativity it definitely aids in assisting idea generation and creative ideas as it 

allows for questions to be asked and answered. 



 

 

 

Figure 6 - Student work posted to Facebook for comments 

Tuesday gave the following response to the research question: 

–Positive– Facebook is already integrated into most students lives … It is an easy 

way to connect compared to other sites such as Edmodo or Moodle requiring 

another password and more time to find and check the site. As a means of 

student/student or student/teacher I have found the Facebook group a really 

helpful tool when it came to assesment [sic] or assignement [sic] time, when useful 

discussions over work/requirements were able to be made. Again it's already 

connected to students’ notification servies [services] to get a fast response. –

Negative– No access throughout school time, this made posting class generated 

content more difficult and time consuming. 

In an appropriate summary of our class experience, Saturday noted: 

I believe collaboration by social media services has … endless potential to foster 

creative approaches, just as each individual has an endless supply of creativity. 

Collaboration multiplies the effectiveness of creativity by combining a range of 

experiences and opinions to understand a problem from a number of angles. 

Social media services only make this collaboration much more accessible where 



 

 

input can be given or received by individuals at any time or any place (such as on 

mobile devices). Such services provide the flexibility for anyone to assist in the 

collaborative process, such as how professionals could be introduced into the 

space. 

Conclusion 

Overall student use of the Facebook group to manage the creative idea generation process 

was disappointing. There were few posts of a substantial nature showing the development of 

ideas, and fewer comments by the students’ peers offering any constructive criticism or 

suggesting other avenues of inquiry. This, in my view, was the main reason why the invited 

industry professionals did not have much to contribute. Introducing the concept of 

collaborative learning and criticism in earlier years, and providing more specific structure 

may help in future. As well, an extended period of ideation may lead to more fruitful 

collaborative interaction within the online forum. Indeed, student participation on the site 

increased in the weeks following the study period leading up to the publication of this report. 

Students already considered themselves to possess average or higher creative capacity. They 

felt that access to Facebook in class would have helped them to upload work created in the 

lesson more easily, and to collaborate more effectively with class discussions still fresh in 

their minds. Students did not know how or did not want to provide constructive criticism.  

Facebook was useful for course management as well as project management. However, on its 

own, Facebook did not provide the file or image handling tools that would generate a 

portfolio standing alone as an individual student’s body of work. Student projects became lost 

and confused on the group wall. On balance, this was a successful intervention, although the 

use of Facebook alone could be said to have had a smaller than expected effect in fostering 

student creativity. 

Implications for practice 

The implications of these findings for future practice include giving greater weighting to 

class based/physical exploratory exercises rather than letting the creativity happen organically 

online. Providing connected spaces for collaboration is not enough; creativity springs from 

thinking routines and procedures that enable ideation (allowing new ideas to be formed). In 

order to maximise the effectiveness of online collaboration, these thinking skills must be 

explicitly taught and formalised into the collaborative workspace in a structured way. This 



 

 

might be achieved by designing learning activities that are task oriented, such as the 

infographic exercise mentioned above, or by assigning productivity targets, for example: five 

“useful” comments per week, each of which may have a class-based activity as a primer.  

Encouraging students to participate in more than a superficial way will require more explicit 

instruction in criticism and analysis. “Liking” good ideas is not enough to spark a creative 

dialogue between peers; meaningful criticism or suggestion is required to push ideas past the 

pedestrian. The student known as Friday made the following observation: “…failures and 

criticisms are normal aspects of design. More people need to know it and more importantly, 

be taught to accept it, that it is not a socially awkward thing.” Technology in and of itself 

will not foster creativity unless in concert with explicit instruction on the methods and 

procedures of ideation. Good teaching that engenders the right attitudes, behaviours and 

attributes in the learner will foster creativity more effectively than provision of tools alone, 

virtual or otherwise.  

McWilliam (2009) notes, “second generation creative capacity is being acknowledged by 

scholars worldwide as a valuable component of social and economic enterprise.” She goes on 

to highlight Csikszentmihalyi’s “insistence on the community, not the individual, as the 

higher order unit of analysis when seeking to foster creativity” (McWilliam, 2009). Using 

collaborative social media tools seems an obvious way to achieve this. Explicit instruction on 

what and how to contribute will help students overcome their initial reluctance to participate. 

Given the comments of students and my own observations, further cycles of action research 

should look at combinations of online tools rather than relying on any one platform such as 

Facebook, and should take into account the students’ ideal working environments: 

inspiration, uncluttered space, colour, flexibility… the conditions of which may be satisfied 

by virtual spaces if not by the physical classroom. 

Reflection 

Embarking on the action research journey was at once exciting and daunting. There is no 

doubt that the process is a rigorous one, and the daily grind of real life does not stop for 

analysis or reflection. It was very challenging for me to maintain the rigour in amongst my 

usual duties and responsibilities. Having said that, it was worth persisting with the process; 

it is a powerful catalyst for professional and personal growth. The beauty of action research 

is its cyclical nature; research questions, data methods and systems of analysis can all be 

refined and improved as the cycle starts over. The results are not always expected, but the 



 

 

process is always a valuable learning experience. Action research gives credibility to the 

hunches and innovative methods employed daily by good teachers everywhere. Conclusions 

drawn from the process enhance our understanding of what it means to teach and add to 

ongoing professional dialogue. A wise man once said: “Who dares to teach must never cease 

to learn.” 
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