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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

This paper identifies linkages between the experiences of high school students in The
Bahamas and their creativity. University students were asked to reflect on their time in high
school and recall how their teachers responded to their expressions of creativity
demonstrated in their responses to questions, solutions to problems and public contributions
to discussions and debate. Of 640 participants, almost 90% thought that authority figures
influenced their creativity, and not necessarily in a positive direction. Around 25% of the
participants claimed not to have offered “bright” ideas in class for fear of being ridiculed.
Students from public schools had lower self-reported creativity scores than those from
private schools. Students from homes associated with domestic violence were at a higher
risk of reporting negative teacher responses to their creativity (“bright ideas”) than those
students from other homes.

Creativity is essential for national development. Without divergent thinking, new ideas do
not arise; without new ideas, a country will not demonstrate its own independent thought
and eventually it will lose its individuality, fail to diversify and grow its economy and will limit
social progress. The importance of creativity in the region has been stressed by, among
others, the United Nations Development Programme. Further, “skills like creativity, flexibility
and problems solving, [are] skills that are coming more in demand in the knowledge
economy”. International observations aside, Brent Dean, a former editor of the Nassau
Guardian, sounded the alarm for The Bahamas. Drawing attention to the relationship
between creativity and the stagnation which characterizes the Bahamian economy.

In societies where children are expected to be well-behaved and/or conform to social norms,
creativity and divergent thinking can be stifled by the prevailing culture. In The Bahamas,
child rearing practices often rely on the use of corporal punishment to ensure that children
behave within accepted norms, both at home and in society. Moreover, corporal punishment
is also permitted in schools, under particular conditions to ensure students are compliant.
According to media reports, such punishment might be considered abuse. Given the
concern already raised in Jamaica about the use of violence in rearing children, it is clear
that Bahamian cultural norms run the risk of curtailing creativity by discouraging divergent
thought and action. Rather than managing this divergence, to actively discourage it is
unlikely to be in the best interests of society as a whole.

For the purposes of this study, creativity is viewed as being positive engagement in activities
which span the traditionally creative areas, such as the arts, to daily problem solving, this in
opposition to the creativity attributed to criminals. While creativity may be difficult to define

University of The Bahamas


mailto:william.fielding@ub.edu.bs
mailto:pandora.johnson@ub.edu.bs

Research Edge Working Paper Series, no. 31 p. 4

and measure people typically recognise it when they see it. For this reason, this study used
self-reported perceptions of creativity rather than imposing a defined measure of creativity.
While self-reporting might lead to optimistic assessments of creativity, provided the overall
bias is similar across all respondents, differences in perceived creativity would be
appropriately identified even if the mean scores are biased.

An internet study was devised which combined questions from Kaufman (2012) on creativity
with Sherin’s HITS index (Sherin, Sinacore, Li, Zitter, & Shakil, 1998), to determine whether
domestic violence occurred in the students’ homes, with questions devised by a group of
University of The Bahamas students. This latter group of questions related to how teachers
responded to the creativity of high school students. The target population was university
students aged 18-24 years. They were recruited through a snowball technique via social
media groups of university students enrolled in a research methods class. Participants,
current university students, were asked to recall their experiences in high school. Students
in the Spring 2018 SOS 200 research class were required to solicit the participation of 25
students (23 using the online survey and two participants in person) as part of their class
work. The anticipated sample size was 475.

One participant stated:

| would say that | was creative all through school but | was most creative when | was a child
from primary school days because we were allowed to do so many things, and | didn’t even
realise that it was creativity at that stage. | just thought | was having fun. As | grew older, |
would say that it was more restricted because you know in high school and junior school
they try to control the environment more, even though they controlled in primary school but
because you were a child they would allow you to play and do a lot of things. But in junior
and high school they are more serious and they focus you on the real world but they don’t
focus on you being free and being a creative. So | would say in primary school it was much
easier but in junior school and high school it wasn’t so much, it was very restrictive in saying
hey this is the real world and you can’t do this there and you can’t really have fun in the real
world, that how | took it because it was really boring.

The survey results add a wider view to the statement above, yet the key points remain:
teachers can be influence in nurturing creativity, yet some teachers fail to look for anything
other than the “right: answers to questions. Punishments are still used on those students
who fail t provide the approved response.

Participants from the public school system were more likely to have been physically
disciplined at school than those who attended private schools (OR = 1.62, 95% CL [1.14-
2.29], n = 572). This might suggest that behaviour which disrupts learning is more of an
influence in the lives of public rather than private school students. Alternatively, it may mean
that teachers in public schools may have a greater focus on forcing students to conform to
classroom expectations, rather than finding ways which channel disruptive actions to
positive divergent outcomes. However, the behaviour of teachers in both private and public
school systems was similar (p > .05) in many respects.

Students who emerged from homes in which domestic violence occurred were more likely
to suffer behaviours of concern from teachers. In fact, teachers may be reinforcing some of
the concerning behaviours to which students in homes with domestic violence may be
expected to suffer, such as being “put down”. From the student standpoint, students from
homes with domestic violence may feel that they are moving from one negative space to
another.
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When interpreting the results, it is important to remember that the respondents were current
University of The Bahamas students who had recently left high school. They are giving an
overall impression of their high school experience which should allow them to reflect on their
high school experience at the start of their adult life.

This study supports the view that incidences of violent behaviour occur more often in public
schools than in private schools and that female students are less subjected to physical
discipline than male students. While there was no clear link between physical violence and
creativity, how teachers responded to the “bright” ideas of students were linked with
creativity. Participants also thought that those in authority could influence their creativity,
although the case studies demonstrated that, in some cases, negative actions of teachers
actually encouraged students to express their creativity more. What is clear is that students
with teachers who encouraged them to “think outside of the box” reported higher creativity
scores than those who did not. Associated with this is the need for teachers to provide an
atmosphere which encourages creativity. The extended quotation of one participant
therefore indicates while there is a complex matrix of forces at play, it is clear that teachers
have an important role to play in nurturing student creativity. Given that around 75% of the
student population in The Bahamas attend public schools the apparent lower creativity in
these students compared to private school students is of concern. However, it should be
appreciated that this difference in creativity may not reflect weaknesses in the school system
but rather the social-economic background of the child is of concern. However, it should be
appreciated that this difference in creativity may not reflect weaknesses in the school system
but rather the social-economic background of the child.

The finding that around 25% of study participants did not offer ideas in class might be viewed
as an important concern. Although this study cannot explain why students did not offer ideas
in class, those who did not offer ideas in class reported the lowest mean creativity score.
What is apparent is that these students would appear not to have been particularly engaged
by the school curriculum or how it was presented.

Creativity is recognised as being an important characteristic of an entrepreneur and so the
education system should do all that it can to encourage creativity. This requires that school
systems do not, as some have suggested, kill creativity. This leads to the question as to
what changes may be required to the Bahamian school system to enhance student
creativity. How can the curriculum allow for risk taking associated with entrepreneurship?
Without this change in attitude towards risk taking, The Bahamas’ economy risks being
stunted through lack of creativity in economic endevours.
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