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A Creative Challenge
Need for Innovation/Idea

Teaching creatively might be described as teachers using imaginative approaches to make learning more interesting, engaging, exciting and effective (Jeffrey & Craft, 2004). Shared perspectives, shared knowledge, and shared experiences are key foundational building blocks for creativity.  To foster creativity in agricultural students, agriculture teachers must develop creativity and serve as a role model for learners. New technologies have changed the nature of the educational workplace (Kezar, 2001). Agricultural teacher education programs must prepare their teacher candidates for the challenges that lie ahead in teaching the next generation of learners. Agricultural education teacher candidates need to be concerned with building creative strengths to be competitive in the educational workforce and provide students with creative thinking strategies for problem solving and solution finding. Developing creative skills will allow for agricultural education teacher candidates to become a creative agent of positive change in the lives of agricultural students. In Your Creative Brain, Carson (2010), asserts “…enhancing creativity is not only for enrichment; it’s a vital resource for meeting the challenges and dangers, as well as the opportunities, of the accelerated-change climate of the twenty-first century” (p. 4). In addition, Mathers (in press), adds this call to action, “The recognition of the urgent need for creativity and problem solving skills, the understanding that you must embrace creative learning for yourself first and that creativity cannot be left to chance is central” (p. 1). 
How it Works

The Creative Challenge was developed as a contextual teaching lab to assist agricultural education teacher candidates build effective, creative teaching skills and abilities.  Thirteen agriculture education pre-service teacher candidates enrolled in the methods of teaching agriculture course participated in the challenge.  Teacher candidates were not informed of the challenge prior to the lab session.  Upon arrival to the class room, students randomly selected an envelope that held one secondary agriculture course syllabus. Syllabi’ were collected from several online agricultural education resource websites.  Students were instructed to open the envelope and identify the subject area of the selected syllabus.  Once the syllabi were reviewed, the students were charged with the task of acquiring five items to utilize in any lesson within the selected syllabus with a budget of five dollars. Students were then driven in a university van to the local discount store.  During the travel time, students were allowed to collaborate with their peers to spark creativity. The students had approximately two hours in the discount store to determine an activity and select five creative items to purchase to help facilitate the activity.  The items were then purchased for the students with university funds.  Time was provided for each teacher candidate to present their syllabus, the activity they developed, and the items purchased to the group before the end of class.  A two-page reflection of the Creative Challenge was assigned to gather information on thoughts, issues, suggestions, and things learned during the challenge on creativity.  Students were encouraged to address what they found helpful from the challenge and what they accomplished during the lab.
Results to Date

The 13 agriculture teacher candidates who participated in the Creativity Challenge were asked to write a two page reflection paper on their contextual lab experience.  Responses indicated that the opportunity produced positive results.  A sample of student comments from their reflection papers include:
“Despite my initial apprehension with this lab, there are several aspects of it that I really enjoyed and believe contributed to the future success as agriculture educators.  I personally like the approach and format of the lab and how the necessity of creativity in the classroom was identified and stressed.  Many students, including myself, have all agreed that creativity is not always a characteristic that comes easily and would normally just say we aren’t creative as a personal handicap.  However, by assigning our topics and allowing collaboration with our peers on the van ride was helpful.  Even if the ideas from others weren’t perfect, they helped us think in a creative way and got our minds kick started to think outside of the box.  In the future, I would continue to allow collaboration in the van and allow others to feed off of their peers creativity as everyone tries to develop this rare skill” (male teacher candidate #1).
“I liked that we had this challenge and that it made us think outside the box about things we could do as teachers. Any teacher can stand and lecture or have students do worksheets, but it takes some intense thought to come up with more creative ways to have students be engaged and still learning. I got a lot of ideas for not only my assigned area, but for other student teacher’s areas as well. One of which I am planning to implement into my student teaching (female teacher candidate, #1).

“I consider myself to be a creative person and this was not that easy for me to do. I guess you see people come up with these great ideas and do all of these neat things but you do not realize how many bad ideas they had before they got a good one. It takes a lot of time to be creative but I think the students will get so much more out of the learning because it will be fun. Thank you for taking the time to be creative and give us the chance to do so” (male teacher candidate #2).
Future Plans

Future plans for the Creativity Challenge are guided by the primary goal of continued development of creativity in teacher candidates. Ideas for improvement of the Creativity Challenge included assigning a course syllabus directly related to a unit the pre-service teachers would be teaching during the spring semester at their cooperating school.  This could also be accomplished by allowing the pre-service teachers to bring a unit plan that they created and will be teaching from in the spring.  By allowing students to select the subject area that they will be teaching in the spring, there may be more of a desire to create the best, most creative idea since their idea will become reality in the spring.  To enhance the impact of the lab, it would be beneficial to allow each teacher candidate to briefly allow a few volunteers to do the activity, a brief demonstration so everyone could see it in action and possibly apply it themselves during their student teaching experience.
Costs/Resources Needed

The total cost of the Creative Challenge included: $100 University van rental fee for transportation to the local discount store and $5.00 per student for purchasing their selected items, totaling $165.00. Time was invested into collecting 13 different syllabi and coordinating the lab times. 
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