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East-West cultural difference in the concei?t of creativity has in recent years become a 
concern of creativity researchers. Two groups of teachers with different cultural backgrounds 
were compared on their beliefs of the meanings of creativity. From their responses to a list of 
descriptors. six interpretable factors were obtained: Aesthetics, Divergence. Product. 
Association, Inventiveness, and Imagination. Differences were found for Divergence, 
Association. and Inventiveness. where the English teachers have higher means. Implications 
for the development of creativity, teacher-student relation, and classroom discipline are 
discussed. 

Introduction 
Trying to define a concept as elusive as creativity is problematic (Ford & Harris, 1992: 
Runco. Nemiro, & Walberg, 1998: Young, 1988). Such definition problem is not new and has 
happened to the concept of intelligence in the history of psychology, so much so that the 
seemingly best definition of it is to say in~lligence is what intelligence tests test. Should one 
then similarly define creativity as what creativity tests test? 

Although there is no dearth of formal definitions of creativity, the general consensus is that 
anything creative ought to be unique/new/unusual and appropriate/useful/befitting (e.g., 
Sternberg & Lubart, 1995). The former quality has an element of surprise while the latter one 
of effectiveness (Bruner, 1962). Besides such descriptive definition, Torrance (1966) 
operationalised creativity as comprising fluency, flexibility. originality, and elaboration. All 
these definitions fit what Runco, Nemiro, & Walberg ( 1998) consider as explicit theories of 
creativity which are "developed through empirical techniques and thus held by researchers" 
~p.2). 

In contrast to explicit theories, as pointed out by Runco, Nemiro, & Walberg ( 1998), implicit 
theones are "stable, multifaceted, and most importantly, personal" (p.2). Implicit theories are 
important in that they are derived from personal beliefs and serve as prototypes for 
behaviours (Neisser, 1979) and hence have more ecological validity, that is, real-world 
contextual relevance (Runco & Bahleda, 1986). To the extent implicit theories of creativity • 
determine what is and is not creative to teachers and to the extent teachers' attempts in 
promoting creativity are guided by such personal beliefs, studies of teachers' implicit theories 
of creativity are educationally important, in addition to theoretical significance. However, 
much creativity research has as its focus students' creative behaviour and little has been done 
on teachers'. In this regard, the study of British teachers' views on creativity by Fryer & 
Colognes ( 1991) and the ones on Singaporean educators by Soh ( 1997) and Soh ( 1998) are 
recent examples. 

Although implicit theories are personal by nature, it stands to reason that individuals who 
have had similar cultural experience will hold beliefs that are largely similar. The corollary of 
this is that two groups of individuals growing up in different cultures will have different 
collective views of the same thing. such as creativity. This contention is interestingly 
illustrated by Gardner's ( 1997) depiction of his 20-month-old son Benjamin's attempt to slot 
a key into a key hole in a hotel in China. In essence, Gardner is of the view that and 
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American and Chinese hotel guests will behave differently toward Benjamin in this same 
situation because of their different beliefs of what creativity problem-solving is and how it 
can be cultivated. 

Although the social aspect of creativity has not been totally neglected {Amabile, 1983), 
discussion on this has almost exclusively been intra-cultural rather than inter-cultural in 
orientation. In other words, creativity has been tacitly assumed to be culture-free and research 
interest in cultural differences in creativitY, is short in history. Recent examples of discourses 
on the cultural aspect of creativity are Wonder & Blake (1992) on the intuitive/logical view 
of creativity of the East/West and Kuo' s ( 1996) interpretation of a Chinese classic, Lao Tsu' s 
Tuo The Chin (or. in modem Hanyu Pingyin. Duode ling) with reference to concepts of 
creativity. At the empirical level, more recent examples are a comparison of creative 
problem-solving behaviour of American and Chinese students (Li & Shallcross. 1992) and a 
comparison of students attending traditional and modem school systems in Sudan ( Khaleefa. 
Erdos & Ashaia, 1997). 

As the individuals' beliefs about creativity preconditions their behaviour in relation to 
creativity and cultural differences have an inf1uence on such belief-systems, it is important to 
find out the way teachers of different cultural backgrounds differ in their views of creativity. 
It is important, for the same reason, to explore the implications of such differences for 
creativity education. 

Method 

Measures From Fryer & Colognes' ( 1991) study of British teachers' views of creativity, a 
set of descriptors of creativity were adapted for use in the present study. The items deal with 
the meanings of creativity and comprises 18 single-words or short phrases that could be used 
as the defining characteristics of creativity. Respondents were requested to check those they 
thought creativity would involve. This measure was administered at the beginning of a 
workshop on the teaching and assessment of creativity conducted by the present writer, to 
~•void possible contamination by workshop experience. The inherent structure of the set was 
established through principal component analysis followed by Varimax rotation. Based on 
the factor loadings, items loading significantly on the same factor were used to form an 
interpretable scale. The scales were then used to compare two groups of teachers of different 
cultural background. 

Respondents The respondents were primary and secondary school and junior college 
teachers who participated in the creativity workshops. conducted separately in two languages. 
For want of a better label, the first group of respondents are hereafter called English teachers 
since they use English language as the medium of instruction. They are steeped in the 
Western culture through education and can be considered as being more westernised in their 
outlook. On the other hand. the second group are teachers of Chinese language, who may also 
teach moral education using this language. They are more exposed to Chinese culture and 
hence are less westemised. 

As Table I shows, the English teachers are younger (corrected X2=9.907, df 1, p=0.002), 
teach more variety of subjects (corrected x2=9.835, df I, p=0.002), and ethnically 
heterogeneous (corrected x2=63.500. df I, p=O.OOO). The two groups, however, do not differ 
in sex and educational qualification. 
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Table I. The Sample 

English (n=44) Chinese (n=69) 
% % 

Sex Male 22.7 23.2 
Female 77.3 76.8 

Age 29 and below 31.8 7.2 
30 and above 68.2 92.8 

Ethnicity Chinese 28.4 100.0 
Others 71.6 -

Education Degree 59.1 58.0 
Non-degree 40.9 42.0 

Subject Language 65.9 92.7 
Others 34.1 7.3 

The age difference is of special significance here and calls for some explanation. In 
Singapore. the new education system with a unified curriculum using English language as the 
medium of instruction for all schools was introduced around 1980. In this new system. 
Chinese language is studied as a subject (term Second Language and now Mother Tongue) by 
all ethnic Chinese students. In the old system, curriculum for the Chinese Schools had 
Chinese language as the medium of in.truction and other subjects were taught in Chinese, 
with the exception of English language. Thus, since most of the Chinese teachers involved in 
the present study are of an older age, most of them come from the then Chinese Stream. They 
are therefore considered as bona fide representation of people with strong traditional Chinese 
culture, vis-a-vis the English teachers who have Western cultural background. 

Results 

As shown in Table 2. the principal component analysis ran on the 18 items on the meanings 
of creativity resulted in six orthogonal factors accounting for 64.36% of the total'variance 
(Table 2). The six factors are interpretable and are labelled as Aesthetics (Fl ), Divergence 
(F2). Product (F3). Association (F4), Inventiveness (F5). and Imagination (F6). The two to 
four items with the highest loadings on a factor were taken to form a scale with the factor. 
name. This was done for the first but not the last for the reason that the sixth factor has an 
item (divergent thinking) which was already assigned to Divergence. The five scales thus 
formed have Cronbach' s alpha coefficients of a moderate magnitude ranging from 0.42 to 
0.52. Although the coefficients are low (due, perhaps, mainly to small number of items in 
each), they fall within the acceptable range for research purposes. 

The multivariate analysis ran on the scores for the five scales resulted in a significant overall 
difference between the two groups of teachers, with Wilks' A=0.848, F=3.826, p=.003 (Table 
3). Further analysis yielded significant differences for three of the five scales, namely, 
Divergence, Association. and Inventiveness, but not for Aesthetics (barring Type II error in 
view of p=0.062) and Product. In all cases where a difference is obtained, the English 
teachers have high means. The effect sizes are 0.53 for Divergence, 0.73 for Association, and 
0.56 for Inventiveness. where the effect size was estimated by having the mean difference 
divided by the SO of the Chinese teachers. 
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Table 2. Factor Structure of Meaning of Creativity 

Creativity involves ... Fl F2 F3 F4 F5 F6 

Mysterious processes .720 - - - - -

Awareness of beauty .711 - .328 - - -

Valuable ideas .673 - - - - -

Aesthetic products .631 .431 - - - -

Divergent thinking - .706 - - - -

Innovation - .658 - - .420 -

Self-expression .467 .554 - - - .333 
Inspiration - .497 - - - -

Unconscious activities - - .398 - - -

Tangible products .377 - .602 - - -

Convergent thinking - - .576 - - -.456 
Discovery - - .575 - - -

Combining ideas - - - .823 - -

Seeing connection - - - .649 - -

Original ideas - - - - .811 -

Various thinking processes ... - .394 - .374 -.521 -

Invention .345 .336 - - .500 -

Imagination - - - - - .787 
0/c of common variance 14.76 12.02 11.72 9.74 8.60 7.52 

Table 3. Mean Comparisons on Meanings of Creativity 

Meanings English Chinese 
Of (n=44) (n=69) F •p 

Creativity Mean so Mean so 
Aesthetics [0.51] 3.00 0.97 2.59 1.20 3.544 0.062 
Diver2:ence [0.52] 3.11 1.04 2.54 1.13 7.443 0.007 
Product [0.52] 2.89 1.26 2.54 1.08 2.477 0.119 
Association [0.42] 1.64 0.72 1.15 0.67 13.658 0.000 
Inventiveness [0.46] 2.18 0.79 1.70 0.86 9.136 0.003 

Discussion 

The findings suggest that the English teachers are more likely, in their attempt to develop 
creativity, to (a) accept students' divergent thinking. innovation, self-expression, (b) 
encourage students to combine ideas and see connection. and (c) be more receptive to 
students' original and inventive ideas. The differences between the two groups of teachers fit 
well. though may not perfectly, the stereotype of East-West difference in perception of 
creativity as suggested by, for instance. Gardner ( 1997). 

To the extent that the differences in implicit theories of creativity are translated into class
room practices. students taught daily by teachers who hold different views will experience 
conflicting signals. Their creativity development will not receive the maximal encouragement 
as it should had no cultural differences exist in the teacher's view of creativity. It takes little 
to foresee that the same behaviour (e.g. divergent thinking and remote association) acceptable 
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and encouraged by one group of teachers may be frowned upon by the other group and vice 
versa. Worse. such a conceptual discrepancy in creativity may lead to misunderstanding 
between the teachers and students, turning it into a pseudo-discipline issue that unnecessarily 
disrupts the tlow of classroom activities and affects teacher-student relation. 

A practical implication of the difference found between the groups of teachers is obvious. 
Simply put. there is a need (almost a pre-requisite for creativity education in the classroom) 
to bring teachers of different cultural backgrounds together for the purpose of building 
greater shared beliefs and make theories of creativity that are personal, subjective, and im
plicit more systemic, objective and explicit. Teachers also need to be aware of the possibility 
of such cultural differences' becoming a cause of misplaced discipline problem that adversely 
impacts on classroom functioning and rapport . 

In multi-cultural classrooms like those normally found in Singapore schools. with the zeal of 
the system to develop students creativity at all levels of education from primary to the 
tertiary, the problem can be can be further compounded by the personal beliefs of creativity 
among students of different cultural experiences. The interaction between teachers' and 
students' personal beliefs of creativity may affect the goals and practices of creativity 
education. This classroom ecology with regard to creativity development definitely deserves 
research effort. 
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