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Abstract 

This paper describes an action research project that attempted to uncover the processes that 

teachers go through as they adopt new pedagogies and start to integrate technology into their 

teaching. While it may be generally applicable, it is particularly aimed at uncovering these 

processes as they pertain to male teachers in an all-boys school. This research is important 

as it can inform professional development planning and the coaching of teachers through 

change processes, and ultimately it can lead to more creativity in the classroom. The 

research centred on interviews conducted with three teachers who had made the decision to 

explore creative uses of digital media, but also included a survey conducted with some pupils 

who were involved in a project initiated by one of the interviewees. The interviews were 

analysed using a method derived from Existential-Phenomenological psychology, which 

revealed key themes and processes. The findings indicate that the process of adopting a new 

pedagogical approach is a complex one, and that it involves various stages and components. 

Important aspects of the adoption process include the need for honest self-assessment, an 

openness to seeing students’ point of view, and the acceptance of collegial support and 

collaboration. Confronting and overcoming fears is also important, as is the willingness to 

relinquish authoritarian control and to cease being a conformist. As teachers adopt a new 

pedagogy, so they start to discover their own creativity, and create space within which 

others, colleagues and pupils, can start to be creative too. Collaboration is an important 

characteristic of this space. This research contributes to the growing body of work which 

argues for the need to disrupt the traditional, teacher-centred approach by accepting the 

challenge of new technology, and exploiting the opportunities it offers. 

 	



Introduction 

With the drawing of this Love and the voice of this Calling 

We shall not cease from exploration 

And the end of all our exploring 

Will be to arrive where we started 

And know the place for the first time. 

(TS Eliot, Four Quartets) 

Teaching is a calling. We, as teachers, are called by our own love of learning as well as our 

desire to inspire the next generation. But it is quite usual for us to withdraw from that 

exploratory spirit, getting caught up in the demands of tests and exams, duties, extra-mural 

activities, school politics and the many other aspects of this varied profession, so that we 

never seem to arrive where we thought we would, let alone reach that place of enlightened 

knowing which Eliot refers to, the fulfilment of our initial calling. This research is about 

keeping that calling alive, about deciding not to give up on exploring. 

Many people do not like change, particularly teachers, so professional development for 

teachers can be an area fraught with difficulty. Teachers consider themselves to be 

experienced and competent, and so often do not feel the need to be “developed”. When the 

aim of professional development is to promote a more creative approach to teaching, based 

on a different pedagogical understanding, this can be seen as a threat, as an attempt to 

undermine “the way things are meant to be,” and a risky foray away from the tried and tested 

methods of the past. Not all teachers, however, resist new pedagogies. The aim of this 

research is to explore the factors that facilitate pedagogical questioning, and to track the 

journeys of those making sincere attempts to change.  

Innovation in education inevitably involves a discussion of the role of digital media and their 

impact on pedagogical practice. When considering new technologies and their potential 

benefits for education, it is tempting to ask a simple question: “Does technology X have a 

positive effect on the teaching of subject Y?” In the case of the action research envisaged by 

the International Boys’ School Coalition (IBSC), the question was, more specifically: “Does 

digital technology X promote creativity in boys’ learning of Y?”  



While a particular technology may play an important role in changing the classroom, it is too 

easy to say that the technology brought about the change. There are many other factors at 

play in the classroom, and much evidence to suggest that the technology itself is not the most 

important of them. Says Hattie (2003), “The answer lies elsewhere – it lies in the person who 

gently closes the classroom door and performs the teaching act… who is alone with students 

during their 15,000 hours of schooling.”. 

Thus the main question this research aims to answer is: 

What factors encourage teachers to adopt new pedagogical approaches? 

Subsidiary questions are: 

Are boys in these teachers’ classes encouraged to be more creative? 

Is there a sacrifice of academic rigour when a more creative approach is implemented? 

What is the role of digital media in assisting teachers to adopt a more creative approach? 

My role in Hilton College is to support teachers in their teaching, particularly as they 

integrate technology and adopt new pedagogical approaches. This research is important to me 

as it will help me see how I can be more effective in assisting teachers, and it also provides a 

way of seeing if teachers who move away from the tried and tested approaches are in fact 

promoting creativity and engagement without sacrificing academic rigour. 

Action research is an effective methodology to use in this instance because the aim is to study 

change as it is happening, and because I am part of the picture that is being studied. 

Literature Review 

This research is concerned with the ways in which teachers can act creatively in the 

classroom. It does so by exploring the ways teachers develop their pedagogical understanding 

and practice, and consequently change their classroom activities in meaningful ways. 

Because of the huge impact digital media have on the lives of students, meeting the challenge 

of integrating technology into education is considered as a specific aspect of creativity. This 

literature review establishes what creative pedagogy is, why it is important, and what the role 

of digital media are in promoting this kind of creativity.  



What is important in Education? 

Hattie (2003) has analysed the extensive research on effectiveness in teaching and learning. 

One of his finding is that teachers are the most important factor. He has identified five main 

aspects. “Expert teachers can, says Hattie: 

 identify essential representations of their subject, 

 guide learning through classroom interactions, 

 monitor learning and provide feedback, 

 attend to affective attributes, and 

 influence student outcomes.” 

Hattie goes on to outline 16 attributes within these five areas. These provide a useful 

framework for analysing the experiences of teachers as they attempt to be innovative in their 

teaching practice. Further, Hattie distinguishes between experienced and expert teachers, and 

shows that expert teachers are more effective in a number of ways. So, for researchers, the 

important question is: How do teachers become experts? 

What is Creativity? 

With that as background, it is necessary to consider a more specific aspect of education, 

namely creativity. This research is aimed at understanding how creativity can be promoted in 

the classroom. It is thus necessary to understand creativity, and what it means for a teacher to 

be creative or to be expert in promoting creativity. 

For McWilliam (2009) creativity is not an “artsy”, innate, individualistic characteristic which 

cannot be learned (the “first-generation” definition). Rather, it is a “hard” disposition which 

can be learned, and which is found in group activity (the “second-generation” definition). It is 

up to teachers to promote “epistemological agility” in students; to create opportunities where 

they can develop skills of creative problem solving which facilitate their coming to see and 

understand the world in new ways. Teachers engaged in this kind of work are surely in line 

with Hattie’s (2003) expert teachers who are able to understand their own teaching in 

pedagogically sophisticated ways, and who are able to develop deep knowledge in their 

students.  

The definition of creativity provides a yardstick against which to measure the extent to which 

digital media are making a positive impact on the classroom. A succinct definition of 

creativity is offered in a report compiled by the National Advisory Committee on Creative 



and Cultural Education (Robinson, 2013): “Imaginative activity fashioned so as to produce 

outcomes that are both original and of value”. Originality can be understood in various ways, 

but significant for this research is the idea that understanding the context is essential. Thus, in 

a conservative institution, a teacher who seeks to make some kind of pedagogical changes 

can be seen as creative, because s/he is challenging what is seen as normal, whilst in other 

schools those same pedagogical approaches might be seen as mainstream. 

There is, however, another level on which being creative involves challenging the normal 

approach. Many writers maintain that education needs to be approached fundamentally 

differently. This approach seeks to uncover practices which might be considered “disruptive” 

in a positive sense (Christensen, Horn, & Johnson, 2011). Traditional education is seen as 

monolithic in that it groups according to age rather than ability or competence, and provides 

the same teacher-led material to all the participants in a class. What is needed instead is the 

extensive use of digital media to facilitate a less monolithic approach. Teachers who attempt 

to be disruptive in this way can also be seen as creative. 

The role of technology/digital media 

This is a good point at which to discuss the additional factor of technology and digital media. 

It might seem obvious that new technologies will lead to greater creativity, but McWilliam 

(2009) warns that “while digital tools have enormous pedagogical potential, it needs to be 

said, however, that the capacity to solve twenty-first century problems is not achieved simply 

by adding technological affordances to the classroom” (p.285). From Hattie’s (2003) 

analysis, it is also clear that technology as such does not account for much in the way of 

learning gains when compared to other factors.	

How does this square with the many writers who promote technology, and see it as having a 

role in promoting creativity? Perhaps the father of this line of thinking is Papert (1993). As a 

constructivist, he maintains that computers provide a powerful tool for students to create 

meaning, to manipulate variables, to move beyond rote learning and formulaic classroom 

instruction. For him the ideal is for students to be given the opportunity to solve real-world 

problems using powerful tools for analysis and creativity. This is in distinct contrast to those 

who would use the computer as an alternative teacher, making the student a passive recipient 

of instructional materials. Papert’s approach, amplified and extended in various ways, can 

loosely be summed up as Project Based Learning (PBL), and is to be found in many 

educational applications and settings, for example in the innovative school High Tech High 



as described by Cross (2010), or even in the concept of the “flipped classroom” (Gerstein, 

2011). It is certainly in line with the “meddler in the middle” role envisaged by McWilliam 

for a teacher of creativity. 

Loveless (2007), in a review of creativity and new technologies, sums up the areas of 

educational endeavour in which the affordances of digital media can promote creative 

learning experiences in ways which were not formerly possible. Creativity through the use of 

digital technologies, states Loveless, can be facilitated “in processes such as: 

 developing ideas: supporting imaginative conjecture, exploration and representation 

of ideas 

 making connections: supporting, challenging, informing and developing ideas by 

making connections with information, people, projects and resources 

 creating and making: engaging in making meanings though fashioning processes of 

capture, manipulation and transformation of media 

 collaboration: working with others in immediate and dynamic ways to collaborate on 

outcomes and construct shared knowledge 

 communication and evaluation: publishing and communicating outcomes for 

evaluation and critique from a range of audiences” (p.4). 

Direct Instruction vs Constructivism 

Clark et al. (2012) disagree with the PBL approach. Citing many studies, they argue for 

Direct Instruction (DI) as the best way for novices to learn new material, and maintain that 

constructivist approaches are unhelpful in many instances. It is important to note that they do 

not argue against the use of a constructivist approach for students who have mastered certain 

basic skills, and who need the opportunity to deepen their understanding. Thus, the problem 

is possibly that educational systems do not allow much space for this kind of application of 

learning, and rather encourage teachers to “keep moving” through tightly packed syllabi, 

thereby limiting the time when a more creative approach can be used. 

Another aspect to this debate is that the combination of technology and Constructivism, seen 

to be so powerful by some (Papert, 2003), is equally seen by others as a distinct undermining 

of education, and a move towards superficiality. Carr (2008), for example, sees a threat in the 

easy and ubiquitous availability of information in that it is tempting to no longer read and 

think in any depth. In a similar vein, Wolf (2007) worries about what digital media might be 

doing to the hard-won connections and pathways in our brains which are used for reading. 



While there is a lurking threat in the amount of information available, and the resultant 

temptation to skim through it and  never really engage properly with it, it is the aim of PBL 

approaches to counter precisely this. PBL is a reaction to superficial pedagogical approaches 

which prioritise memorisation of large amounts of information over in-depth understanding 

of a smaller area. 

Kapur (2012) argues against DI with his concept of “productive failure” (PF). In his research, 

which involved students’ struggling to develop a complex mathematical concept, and failing, 

the finding was that this very process of struggle is what ultimately promotes deep 

understanding, much more so than DI.  

Thus, what is important for this research, is to explore the ways in which teachers act 

creatively by moving away from the traditional DI approach, and to look for signs of a move 

towards a more constructivist pedagogy.  

Boys and Creativity 

The discussion of creativity in the classroom, particularly as it is promoted through PBL and 

technology, is relevant to understanding how boys learn. It can be linked to the idea of 

purpose (Gurian, 2010). Boys need to feel that in some way they are heroes; that they are 

doing something of significance. Much school work, consequently, is seen as boring and 

irrelevant, and cannot compete with the feeling of pride and significance derived from, say, 

running onto a sports field “to do battle” for the honour of one’s school, or taking a heroic 

role in a computer game.  PBL, which is based on the principle of students doing work which 

is real-word related, can provide a challenging and exciting context for boys. Thus, another 

indication of teachers’ creativity in boys’ schools would be attempts to reach boys through 

creating opportunities for heroic action. 

TPACK 

A concept which can be useful in integrating all the above ideas is the TPACK model as 

proposed by Mishra and Koehler (2006). This model sets out the various contributions to the 

learning experience as Content, Pedagogy and Technology, and promotes the idea that which 

these need to work productively together. What is relevant to this research is that the TPACK 

model suggests that a creative teacher is able to elegantly and seamlessly pull together all 

these various elements so as to create a powerful learning experience for the students. 



Crossing the Chasm 

Moore (2002) in his book Crossing the Chasm describes the marketing of new technologies. 

He focuses on the gap between “early adopters” and the “early majority”, and discusses 

various strategies for getting the early majority to adopt disruptive technologies. In 

attempting to cross the chasm, it is important to identify the problems experienced by a niche 

target group, and then ensure that the new technology provides an excellent solution for them. 

"The answer when crossing the chasm is clear: Make a total commitment to the niche, and 

then do your best to meet everyone else’s needs with whatever resources you have left over" 

(p.76, author’s italics). 

Atomic Learning (2013) apply this concept to professional development, and specifically the 

patterns of adoption of new technology by teachers. This research aims to explore some of 

the factors which can inform professional development processes, and so promote the kind of 

creativity in teachers which will help them to cross the chasm.  

 

Figure 1: Patterns of Adoption of New Technologies by Teachers (Source: Atomic Learning, 2013) 

Research Context 

Hilton College is an independent, all-boys, full-boarding school, catering for Grades 8 to 12. 

There are 557 boys in the school, organised into 7 boarding houses. The school is one of the 

older schools in South Africa, having been founded in 1872, and as such has a rich set of 

traditions. As an all-boys school, there is a pervasive emphasis on sport.  

Much of what happens in the classrooms is fairly traditional, teacher-centred practice. 

Although there are many installed interactive whiteboards, these serve to bolster and enhance 

the traditional lecturing approach. The school’s “Bring your own device” (BYOD) policy has 



only been in operation for a year, and at this stage not many teachers are making use of the 

opportunities that this offers in terms of a more learner-centred classroom experience, 

although boys are using their devices extensively for academic purposes. 

There are three key participants who form the core of this research. Through my work with 

the teachers, I came to see that they wanted to be more creative, and were in the process of 

making a shift in their pedagogical approach. I was interested to explore with them how and 

why this shift was happening. In the process of them adopting different approaches, I have 

been involved in various ways assisting them. As part of the interview process, the research 

and its purposes were explained to each of them, and an undertaking was made to anonymise 

the data. 

Two groups of students were used as a means to achieve triangulation. The aim was to find 

out from them the impact of a technology-rich project-based pedagogy on their learning 

experience. They were chosen because they are the classes (Grade 10 and 11) of one of the 

teachers who was interviewed, and the classes of colleagues in the department of which he is 

the Head. All the boys had to undertake the same project. At the introduction of the survey, it 

was made clear to the boys that the survey was voluntary, its purpose was explained, and the 

fact that it was completely anonymous was stated. Anonymity was preserved by using a 

Google Form. 

The Action 

Through various discussions, some in the formal context of professional development 

sessions run by me, and others less formal, it was clear that the teachers studied wanted to 

make some changes in their teaching. Various options and strategies were discussed, either as 

individual projects or for a whole department, and then the projects were implemented with 

the boys. The change that was made was to a more project-based approach. An attempt was 

also made where possible to make use of the opportunities afforded by the BYOD policy. 

Data Collection 

The main form of data collection was via three semi-structured interviews (see guiding 

questions in Appendix A). This was chosen as an effective way to gather thoughts and 

feelings from the teachers, and to encourage reflection on the change process. The open-

ended format also made it possible for teachers to tell their story, while the knowledge and 



involvement of the Action Researcher made the interviews richer and more meaningful. The 

specific teachers were chosen because of their commitment to making changes in their 

approach to teaching, and their desire to adopt new technologies. All three participants 

chosen were male because, from experience, it is more unusual for male teachers within my 

school to be innovative, and therefore the experiences of these three participants was useful 

in revealing the key to unlocking creativity. 

The other form of data collection was via a survey sent out as an online form (see Appendix 

B). The benefit of the Google Forms tool is that it is completely anonymous, and in this 

instance voluntary. The aim with the survey was to corroborate the information gleaned from 

the interviews. 

Data Analysis 

Interviews 

Research Method 

The interviews were analysed using a process inspired by the existential-phenomenological 

method originally proposed by Giorgi (1971) (as explained more recently by, for example, 

De Castro, 2003). This method is based on the idea that a quantitative, natural scientific 

method is inadequate for understanding human experiences, its aim being rather to allow for 

a qualitative richness and depth of understanding. 

The stages of the process which I used are as follows: 

1. Read and re-read the transcript to gain an holistic grasp of the data; 

2. Read through the transcript slowly, making a note of naturally occurring meaning 

units (i.e. each time there is a change in meaning); 

3. Reduce the meaning units to a thematic description (keyword summary); 

4. Write an extended description which makes clear what the meaning units are, and 

how they are related to each other; these were sent to the participants for comment, to 

check their accuracy as summaries of the interview (see Appendices C-E); 

5. Themes which clearly showed how the topic of investigation (creativity and digital 

media) was either promoted or limited were drawn out of each description (see 

Appendices C-E); 



6. The themes from all three interviews were combined and summarised into a table of 

themes which emerged from the three interviews (see Appendix F for the full table; 

also see below for a summary); 

7. Finally an extended description was written (see below). 

Emergent Themes: The Journey to Embrace Creativity  

Perspective	

Start from the boys’ view of the classroom experience, understand their boredom with 

traditional forms of learning, and see their excitement in using technology. 

Challenge	to	self,	colleagues	and	pupils	

Be prepared to challenge oneself honestly, and bring that same spirit of questioning to 

interactions with colleagues and pupils. 

Challenge	as	opportunity	

See the challenges of technology as an opportunity to grow. 

Openness	to	learning	

Be open to learning, and model this as an approach, rather than having to be the source of all 

knowledge; show that creativity is the result of hard work and is not innate. 

Relationships/role	modelling/respect	for	individuals	

Make the key focus the relationship with boys; be a role model, and see all boys as 

individuals. 

Collaboration/	Facilitator	role	

Become a facilitator, collaborating with colleagues and pupils to create learning experiences; 

promote collaboration in class. 

Space	vs	Control	

Aim to create space within which pupils and colleagues can be creative by relinquishing 

control over the exact outcome of learning processes. 

Courage	vs	Fears	

Be courageous by confronting and standing up for an alternative view of learning, and 

overcome fears of how this might be perceived. 



Conformity	and	Authority	

Move away from the limits on creativity imposed by conformity and strict insistence on rigid 

authority structures. 

Extended Description: Teachers’ Journeys to Embrace Creativity and Digital Media 

Developing a creative approach to teaching boys is a journey. This journey starts with seeing 

the world from a boy’s perspective, a form of self-assessment which reveals that a continual 

focus on content and testing leads to passivity and boredom for the boys themselves and also 

for the teacher. It also reveals the centrality of technology in boys’ lives, and hence its 

potential impact on education. Teachers who embark on the journey of unleashing creativity 

adopt the attitude that, even if the technology is an apparent threat, it has potential, and 

should be seen as an opportunity to be worked with rather than against. Importantly the 

journey also involves a shift in emphasis, so that building relationships is seen as the central 

task in teaching, and that respecting the needs and capacities of individuals is key to fulfilling 

that task in the classroom. There is also a greater feeling of responsibility, particularly as a 

male teacher within an all-boys school, for being a mentor and role model. There is a sense 

that a rigidly hierarchical, authoritarian approach, and keeping tight control over what and 

how the boys learn, can be detrimental to the development of creativity. Merely doing what is 

seen as acceptable or normal can also limit possibilities. In contrast, teachers on this journey 

adopt and actively model an openness to learning and a desire for growth, a stance which 

involves flexibility and being able to ask for help. In keeping with this openness to others, 

collaboration plays an important role, not only in the learning experiences of the boys, but 

also in collegial relationships. The teacher relinquishes the role of sole provider of 

information, and accepts that he does not need to be the central focus. By letting go of rigid 

control, the teacher creates the space for collaboration and creativity, in planning and 

preparing lessons, and within the classroom. There are many fears and doubts which make it 

difficult to start the journey. Well-organised, traditional schools can make teachers feel 

incompetent, unprofessional or disloyal if they do not conform to the norm, and immaturity 

and insecurity on the part of a teacher can make him less willing to let go of rigid authority 

structures. So a crucial aspect of the journey is being courageous, by remaining true to what 

the initial, honest self-assessment revealed, and by confronting and overcoming the fears. It is 

necessary to take risks, not in a spirit of rebellion, but rather as a pioneer, doing what is 

needed to move forward. Challenging and being challenged are key aspects of the journey, 



the final outcome of which is the teacher seeing himself and those he works with as creative 

individuals. 

Survey of Boys who were involved in a Creative Project 

Participant B set up projects for the boys taking his subject in Grade 9 and 10. After 

completing the projects, the boys were given the opportunity to answer a questionnaire on 

their experiences. The data from the survey was used descriptively to provide indications of 

trends and to corroborate the qualitative data. 

As can be seen, a variety of digital devices was used, showing that he had taken important 

steps in allowing the boys to work using the digital media available to them, and in a 

collaborative manner. 

What devices did you use to assist you in completing this project? 

(Participants could select more than one option) 

Cell phone 46 72% 

Tablet 7 11% 

Laptop (my own) 30 47% 

Laptop (someone else in my group) 21 33% 

Desktop computer (in a lab) 33 52% 

 

Also, the use of technology was widely seen to have made an improvement to the projects. 



Various aspects of the project provided space for creativity. The boys appreciated this as 

shown in their response to this question: 

I am more creative when... 

(Participants could select more than one option) 

I am working in a group 23 36% 

I am using technology 25 39% 

I get to do schoolwork outside of the 

classroom 

16 25% 

My schoolwork relates to the real world 24 38% 

I am given a difficult task to complete 10 16% 

 

Other aspects of the survey are discussed below under the discussion of the results as they 

contribute to answering the subsidiary questions. 

Discussion of results 

The research revealed interesting answers to the research questions. 

Main Question:  

What factors encourage teachers to adopt new pedagogical approaches? 

From the interviews conducted, it is clear that there are many factors which influence 

teachers. What emerges is that it is a complex process, involving some powerful 

psychological shifts.  

A necessary starting point is a feeling of dissatisfaction with the current state of affairs. 

Technology can provide part of that challenge, while also suggesting a possible solution. The 

TPACK model (Mishra & Koehler, 2006) provides a useful way of understanding what 

exactly the nature of the technological challenge could be as provided by professional 

development. Teachers need to see a specific, powerful technology which engages the boys, 

and which effectively carries forward the required content. Once they have experienced this, 

it is easier for them to allow their pedagogical ideas to be challenged and relinquished. For 

Participant B, Google Earth fulfilled this role, while for Participant C it was digital video 

editing. 



In terms of “Crossing the Chasm” (Atomic Learning, 2013) (Moore, 2002), the interviews 

reveal that from the point of view of the person who is responsible for professional 

development, the chasm is real, and that it is important to cross it by finding ways of 

involving the early majority in adopting the new pedagogy and associated technologies. But 

more importantly, the journey undertaken by the teachers who were interviewed suggests that 

the chasm is also a part of their journey, that they are the ones who need to cross it. The fact 

that they all spoke about the need to face their fears and be courageous in the face of risk 

suggests that this journey is as much psychological as academic, and that professional 

development needs to acknowledge and accommodate this aspect of the process by validating 

these feelings through discussion.  

Another key idea that emerges is that of collaboration. Many teachers prefer to work in 

isolation, even within their subject departments. There are many reasons why this might be 

the case, but an important part of letting go, and embarking on the journey, is to learn to 

accept help and work with others. Teachers need to learn how to do this themselves, through 

professional development, before they can committedly introduce it into classrooms. The 

following quote makes clear the importance of this approach: 

Teachers want to be in environments where they are going to be successful 

with students, where they're getting help to do that, where they have good 

colleagues, where they're working as a team. Teachers, especially those just 

entering the profession, are generally collaboratively oriented people. What 

great schools, great principals, and great school teams know is that you 

support teachers by structuring group collaboration for planning curriculum, 

by building professional learning communities, by encouraging ongoing 

inquiry into practice. The schools that build those kinds of environments give 

teachers continuous opportunities to grow and learn, provide the tools they 

need to do their job, and enable them to build good relationships… (Scherer, 

2012) 

A genuinely collaborative environment can provide a safe space to deal with the fears of 

adopting new technologies and pedagogies, and can be a model for what can happen in the 

classroom when a teacher-cantered, authoritarian approach is relinquished in favour of a 

more open-ended approach. 



By creating professional learning experiences which are based on the above principles, 

teachers will be challenged to develop new pedagogical approaches within an environment 

which supports them positively and facilitates the emergence of other aspects of the journey. 

Subsidiary Question 1: Are boys in these teachers’ classes encouraged to be 

more creative? 

 Although this question was indirectly answered by the teachers in the interviews, it is 

important to see what effect the teachers’ journey actually had on the boys, as seen by the 

boys themselves. 

The survey shows their reaction to the project in which they were involved, and indicates that 

not only was it seen as disruptive of normality, but also challenged them to think in new 

ways. 

From these responses, it would appear that the boys who were engaged in the project were 

not merely being fed content to rote learn, but were rather required to do their own thinking. 

This links with the idea expressed in the interviews that a key factor in learning creatively is 

to be challenged to move beyond the expected. According to the definition of creativity as set 

out in the Literature Review above, the project expected the boys to be creative. 



Subsidiary Question 2: Is there a sacrifice of academic rigour when a more 

creative approach is implemented? 

From the interviews it is clear that the teachers see their newly-adopted pedagogical 

approaches as academically challenging, and based on the importance of learning and 

thinking. Importantly, this is corroborated by the survey which indicates that the boys felt that 

the projects which they were engaged in made them work hard to complete the required tasks, 

and that it was not just a chance to have fun outside of the ordinary academic flow. 

Subsidiary Question 3: What is the role of digital media in assisting teachers to 

adopt a more creative approach? 

In the journey to creativity which the teachers have embarked on, digital media play various 

roles, as expressed in the interviews and the survey. 

 Catalyst for change – teachers can see the role technology plays in pupils lives, and 

it prompts them to action. 

 Disrupter of traditional classroom relationships – digital media provide the pupils 

with alternative sources of information, and remove the focus from the teacher at the 

front of the class. 

 Collaborative workspace – the projects required the boys to work together, and to 

that end they used various digital tools. 

 Powerful educational tool – the various devices used offer tools for analysis and 

presentation of information which are not available in any other format. 

All of these roles bring about fundamental changes in the classroom, and nudge the learning 

experience towards creativity and away from default educational practice. 



Conclusion 

Many teachers were themselves taught by excellent, inspiring teachers, and have naturally 

gone on to base much of their own teaching on those models. However, boys in schools 

today, even traditional boys’ schools, are not the same as they were twenty or thirty years 

ago. So the inherited model of the strict but fair schoolmaster who delivers content in an 

efficient and, if you were lucky, sometimes dramatic or engaging fashion, is no longer 

relevant. Digital media, social networking and other manifestations of the information 

revolution have rendered that model outmoded and unworkable. While it is natural to see that 

situation as a threat, and try to counter it, the basis of a creative response it to rather see in it 

the possibility of a parallel pedagogical revolution. This research has examined the journey 

undertaken by three teachers as they have attempted, through exploring alternative 

approaches which integrate digital media, to rediscover their own creativity, and so pass that 

on to the boys in their classes.  

What is revealed is a journey fraught with various psychological barriers which need to be 

overcome. Institutions have the power, in various ways, to maintain the status quo, and so 

undermine creativity in favour of conformity, particularly when there are people whose 

insecurities are covered over by their compliance with the seemingly normal. But individual 

courage and integrity, and collegial support and collaboration, can be powerful antidotes as 

teachers work to cross the chasm from the default to the innovative by honestly assessing 

their practice and working to overcome their fears of change.  

Professional development programmes need to be based on disruption of the normal, and 

which provide solutions and models of how innovative pedagogies supported by digital 

media can engage the modern boy, whilst retaining or increasing academic rigour. Sharing 

the successes of colleagues like the three participants in this research would be a good start. 

Thereafter, collegial collaboration needs to be introduced as a norm, within and across 

subject departments. 

More research is needed in this area. It would be very interesting to see how the teachers who 

were interviewed progress on their journeys, to see what the next steps are for them. It would 

also be very instructive to see how their progress affects colleagues, and what the processes 

are that enable the early majority to become those who determine a new norm. It would also 

be useful to explore the factors at work in teachers who do not accept the need for creativity 

and innovation, and who do not accept professional development. 



In conclusion, Tennyson’s version of Ulysses’ exhortation to his colleagues can inspire those 

who would seek to go beyond the norm: 

Come, my friends, 

'Tis not too late to seek a newer world. 

Push off, and sitting well in order smite 

The sounding furrows; for my purpose holds 

To sail beyond the sunset, and the baths 

Of all the western stars, until I die. 
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Appendix A: Guiding Interview Questions 

 

What brought you to this point? 

How has your role changed? 

How do you define creativity in the classroom? 

Are you a creative person? 

What have you tried that is creative? 

What have you found most difficult? 

What has been the best/most exciting aspect? 

Are you someone who is readily able to ask for help? 

Does your creativity facilitate creativity for the boys? How? 

As a man teaching in a boys’ school, do you feel any special responsibility? 

Is it normal for male teachers in a boys’ school to be creative and to expect boys to be 

creative? 

 

 

 	



Appendix B: Student Survey 

 

 

  



 	



Appendix C: Summary of Themes: Interview with Participant A 

 

A started on a journey of change in relation to his teaching after he realised that technology is 

changing education and indeed the boys he teaches. He does not want to be left behind, but 

more positively sees this as an opportunity. An important aspect of this change has been to 

accept that he is no longer central to the learning which takes place in the classroom. As he 

has experimented with this changed role, he has found it liberating no longer to be the sole 

provider of information, and rather to focus on empowering the boys to become independent 

learners. This has been a challenging route to take, one where the ease of following the 

default, easy path has been left behind in favour of the riskier, more demanding option of 

wanting to grow, and of approaching the classroom in a more thoughtful manner. 

Another factor that has led him to re-evaluate his teaching has been the discovery that his son 

has learning difficulties. This has led him to look at all the boys he teaches in a new way, no 

longer taking them for granted, but rather trying to determine what each of their needs is. It 

has also led him to consider what is really important in class, and so focus on relational 

factors like motivation rather than just the transmission of content. 

A feels that he is now being more creative. This does not mean being “artistic”, but rather 

using his admittedly left-brain, scientific approach, which favours order, sequence and 

structure, to systematically explore and exploit new opportunities. So for him creativity 

means getting away from what is expected, and trying new approaches. This does not involve 

being reckless, but is rather a cautious and considered series of experiments. It is important 

that the new approaches do result in better learning. In general, he feels that creativity is 

promoted by consciously moving away from a rigid, dogmatically controlling approach to 

school. 

In embarking on this journey, A has had to accept that it involves risk. There are the specific 

risks related to not knowing how a new approach will work out, but more significant are the 

risks related to various fears. What he has found is that his fears, of appearing ignorant, or of 

seeming incompetent, have in fact been unfounded, and that he has experienced a sense of 

liberation in confronting and overcoming these fears. What he has learned is that adopting an 

approach based on his own growth and development has given him much more enjoyment in 

his teaching, and that this has enlivened his classroom. He has also realised that asking for 

help does not lead to being demeaned or belittled, but rather is an opportunity for growth. 



In his teaching, A now sees himself much more as a role model. One aspect is to show the 

boys that he is himself a learner, grappling with new ideas and approaches, allowing them to 

teach him where relevant, being prepared to look for answers rather than always already have 

them. More generally, he has come to see that ultimately the kind of person he models is the 

more important source of learning that takes place, more important than the content which he 

is ostensibly teaching. 

Things that promote creativity: 

 Seeing technological impacts in education as an opportunity 

 Adopting a systematic, experimental approach to exploring new approaches 

 Relinquishing the role of sole provider of information 

 Moving away from being the central focus in the classroom 

 Shifting the emphasis to relationships rather than content delivery 

 Modelling openness to learning and growth 

 Taking risks 

 Being challenged and putting in more thought and preparation 

 Being open to seeing students as individuals with differing needs 

 Confronting and overcoming fears 

Things that limit creativity: 

 Fears of being seen as incompetent or lacking in knowledge 

 Reverting to default methods 

 Strict hierarchy, rigidity and dogmatism 

 Trying to control the exact outcome of a process from the outset 

  



Appendix D: Summary of Themes: Interview with Participant B 

 

B, as a Department Head, initiated a consultative process of evaluation and reflection in his 

department. This revealed that the boys in class were prone to boredom, and that a change in 

approach was required. The impact of technology on the way boys of today approach 

learning is massive, for example there is a much greater reliance on visualisation. In general, 

there was an acknowledgement that learning needed to be more exciting. Thus began a 

collaborative change process for B and his department. A first step was to see technology not 

as a threat, but rather as an opportunity, and embrace the possibilities offered. Another 

important aspect of the change initiated is that there is now a much greater acceptance of the 

importance and uniqueness of the individual pupil and his needs, and a focus on building 

relationships, rather than trying to be an authority figure. By seeking to do things in new, 

more exciting and relevant ways, he feels that he has discovered his own creativity. An 

important aspect of this discovery is the acceptance of a need to move away from the comfort 

and security provided by experience, and look at things in new ways, for example by working 

in a cross-curricular manner. As a leader of a department, and as a teacher, he has discovered 

that creativity is partly about letting go of control, and rather allowing others the space to be 

creative. This is experienced as risk, and the result can sometimes seem like chaos, but as 

long as a lot is demanded, the boys rise to the challenge and do respond creatively within the 

space given. In fact, by taking the risk of not knowing the exact outcome of a learning 

process, there is room to be positively surprised. While creativity is about openness, he is also 

aware that he is part of an institution which is generally traditional, so it is important to be 

flexible and be prepared to compromise. 

Things that promote creativity: 

 Being willing to re-evaluate and embrace change 

 Seeing technology as an opportunity 

 Aiming to make learning exciting 

 Focusing on the individual 

 Building relationships 

 Being a role model of values beyond the classroom 

 Collaboration with colleagues 

 Collaboration within the classroom 



 Having one’s own children 

 Seeing oneself as creative, overcoming what one might have come to think of oneself 

 Seeing creativity as a process, as the result of hard work 

 Letting go of control 

 Creating space for others to be creative 

 Expecting a lot 

 Expecting boys to be creative 

 Being open to not having a pre-determined outcome 

 Asking for help 

 Being flexible 

 Respecting existing systems 

Things that limit creativity: 

 Boys’ boredom in class 

 Authoritarian approach in class 

 Seeing creativity as not a male attribute 

 Seeing creativity as in-born, limited to special people 

 Male egos 

 Immaturity and insecurity 

  



Appendix E: Summary of Themes: Interview with Participant C 

 

Having grown up in a family where learning and challenge were promoted, and where it was 

acceptable to ask for help, C found most of school boring as there was little fun and not much 

intellectual challenge. He remembers very little of the content covered, and even the teachers 

themselves have made no lasting impression. In contrast, he had an English teacher who was 

prepared to try different approaches, and who sparked his desire to learn. Now, as a teacher 

himself, C can clearly identify with the boys in his classes, and can see that much of what is 

expected of them is also unchallenging and boring. So, with his brother as a role model, he 

has made it a serious aim to embark on a journey of trying to make his classes more engaging 

for the boys. This has meant being prepared to keep learning himself as he develops new 

ideas and materials, and works to integrate technology. It has meant that he needs to risk 

going against what is seen as acceptable by other teachers, and what is allowed by the school, 

not in a spirit of rebellion, but because he can see what needs to be done and is not prepared 

to settle for mediocrity. Because he thinks structure, goals and excellent planning are 

important, he does experience some internal conflict in moving away from the prescribed 

approach, but feels that this is precisely where creativity is required of him as a teacher so 

that he can cover the content in new and more exciting ways. He nevertheless finds himself 

constantly having to compromise on his ideals because of the need to deal with the content in 

such a way that the boys are prepared for tests and exams. He also finds the slowness of, and 

resistance to, change deeply frustrating. Despite his impatience at the lack of movement, he 

has been rewarded with success as a result of his changed approach. Generally, he feels that 

boys have been challenged academically, and have performed better, but specifically he has 

been very pleased with the way that his approach has allowed weaker boys to come alive and 

start to achieve academically. 

Things that promote creativity: 

 Not wanting to be bored 

 Seeing the world from a boy’s perspective 

 Being prepared to risk ridicule 

 Being prepared to do what is not allowed 

 Being prepared to take a stand against aspects of school and youth culture which 

promote a passive approach 



 Honest self-assessment 

 Being prepared to learn new things  

 Being prepared to ask for help 

 Being flexible 

 Focusing on building relationships 

 Seeing oneself as a role model 

 Making use of technology 

 Working with other teachers, possibly across the curriculum 

Things that limit creativity: 

 Focus on teaching content 

 Focus on tests and exams 

 Doing what is acceptable 

 Resisting change 

 Working alone 

  



Appendix F: Summary Chart of Emergent Themes and Components 

THINGS THAT PROMOTE CREATIVITY:  

PERSPECTIVE Not wanting to be 

bored

Aiming to make 

learning exciting

Seeing the world from 

a boy’s perspective

� Having one’s own 

children

 � 

CHALLENGE AS 

OPPORTUNITY 

Making use of 

technology

Seeing technological 

impacts in education as 

an opportunity

Seeing technology as 

an opportunity

RELATIONSHIPS/ 

ROLE ODEL/ 

RESPECT FOR 

INDIVIDUAL 

Focusing on building 

relationships

Building relationships Being open to seeing 

students as individuals 

with differing needs

� Seeing oneself as a 

role model

Shifting the emphasis 

to relationships rather 

than content delivery

Being a role model of 

values beyond the 

classroom

� Focusing on the 

individual

� � 

OPENNESS TO 

LEARNING 

Being prepared to learn 

new things

Modelling openness to 

learning and growth

Being open to not 

having a pre-

determined outcome

  Being prepared to ask 

for help 

Asking for help Not working alone 

  Being flexible Being flexible   

  Adopting a systematic, 

experimental approach 

to exploring new 

approaches 

    

COLLABORATION/ 

FACILITATOR 

ROLE 

Working with other 

teachers, possibly 

across the curriculum

Collaboration with 

colleagues

Collaboration within 

the classroom



  Relinquishing the role 

of sole provider of 

information

Moving away from 

being the central focus 

in the classroom

  

SPACE VS 

CONTROL 

Creating space for 

others to be creative

Letting go of control Seeing creativity as a 

process, as the result of 

hard work

COURAGE Being prepared to risk 

ridicule

Confronting and 

overcoming fears

Taking risks

  Being prepared to take 

a stand against aspects 

of school and youth 

culture which promote 

a passive approach

Respecting existing 

systems

Being prepared to do 

what is not allowed

  Honest self-assessment Being willing to re-

evaluate and embrace 

change

  

CHALLENGE TO 

SELF, COLLEAGUES 

AND PUPILS 

Being challenged and 

putting in more 

thought and 

preparation

Expecting a lot Expecting boys to be 

creative

� Seeing oneself as 

creative, overcoming 

what one might have 

come to think of 

oneself, not needing to 

be special

seeing creativity as a 

male thing also 

  

    

THINGS THAT LIMIT CREATIVITY: 

HUMDRUM Focus on teaching 

content

Focus on tests and 

exams

Boys’ boredom in class

FEARS Fears of being seen as 

incompetent or lacking 

in knowledge

Male egos Immaturity and 

insecurity



CONFORMITY Doing what is 

acceptable

Reverting to default 

methods

Resisting change

AUTHORITY Strict hierarchy, 

rigidity and dogmatism

Authoritarian approach 

in class

Trying to control the 

exact outcome of a 

process from the outset

 

 	



Reflection Statement 

I have found this an exciting and interesting project. I have enjoyed being part of a research 

group which reaches beyond my school and the local situation. It has been challenging to 

research other teachers and their work, rather than reflecting directly on my own work, but I 

was pleased with the results that emerged from the interviews and the survey which showed 

me that some of the ideas which colleagues and I have been promoting through professional 

development sessions and various other conversations have started to take root and are 

achieving what was intended. While I have always considered myself to be creative, it has 

been pleasing to feel that I can link up with others in promoting a more creative approach, 

and also to see that this is having a positive impact on the boys, allowing them space to be 

more interested and involved in their learning. 


