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A term that has high social desirability and attractiveness when used to describe a person is 
"creativity". A term that can be said to have low social desirability is "disability". These two 
terms can be said to represent bipolar opposites when used in association with or describing a 
person. The social perceptions of and meanings associated with creativity and disability imply 
that these two concepts are rarely linked. The purpose of our research was to investigate the 
social perceptions and connotations of the terms "creativity" and "disability" from the 
perspectives of two groups of teachers/instructors: those who work with individuals with 
disabilities and those who do not work with and are not exposed on a regular basis to individuals 
with disabilities. Our study specifically focuses on how both these groups of teachers perceive 
and evaluate the appearance of individuals who are creative and have disabilities. Implications of 
the study for education are presented. 

Introduction 
The classification of everyday phenomena is a common human activity. We use ad

jectives and descriptive terms to distinguish and classify things, objects, people, features, events, 
and other phenomena. A specific type of classification is using bipolar adjectives or descriptions 
to classify everyday phenomena according to extreme opposites or apparently dichotomous terms 
such as "hot versus cold". "hospitable versus hostile", and "useful versus useless". Bipolar 
classification can be applied to biologically determined features such as "man versus woman", 
"female versus male", "young versus old", and "health versus illness". Bipolar classification can 
also be applied to socially constructed or socially mediated descriptions and evaluations such as 
"success versus failure", "appropriate versus inappropriate", and "beautiful versus ugly". Some 
qualities or features are biologically predetermined (such as health and stature) but can be 
influenced by the sociocultural environment (such as access to nutrition and education). 

A term that has high social desirability and attractiveness when used to describe a person 
is "creativity". A term that can be said to have low social desirability is "disability". These twQ 
terms can be said to represent bipolar opposites when used in association with or describing a 
person. The social perceptions of and meanings associated with creativity and disability imply 
that these two concepts are rarely linked. We would like to argue that this apparently disparate 
relationship between creativity and disability is due more to existing misconceptions of these two 
concepts. The first misconception relates to the limited perspectives associated with both these 
concepts based upon the assumptions that creativity is associated with individuals with higher 
mental abilities and disability evokes images of individuals at the other end of the intellectual 
spectrum. The bipolar nature of the relationship between these two concepts in terms of social 
desirability, as construed by common assumptions underlying two concepts, minimizes the 
amount of overlap or mutual existence of these concepts within individuals and exacerbates even 
more the misconception of an incompatible relationship between these two concepts. 
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The second misconception pertains to the narrow definition of creativity as new 
discovenes that human beings have not performed before. Creativity is often seen as synonymous 
with breakthroughs. Refinements and improvements on existing ideas, products, and 
performances are not usually accounted as creative efforts or acts. As a result, individuals' 
independent perseverance and successes in accomplishing breakthroughs are often labeled as 
creative acts rather than incremental group and organizational efforts. There seems to be a 
tendency to use only one yardstick for defining and judging what is creativity. Using this 
yardstick limits the interface between creativity and disability because the nature of learning for 
people with disabilities is often an incremental step-by-step process that requires frequent 
repetitions and assistance from others. 

The third misconception concerns the social prejudice against people with disabilities 
revealed through the degree of normalization expected of creative and disabled persons. Creative 
people are usually thought of as possessing positive and dynamic energy and characteristics such 
as independence, risk taking, f1exibility, and freedom. They are readily seen as contributors to 
society. As a result. they are provided many opportunities to be "normalized" into the ways of 
society and are expected to engage in the normal duties, activities, and routines of every day life. 
People with disabilities, in general, do not have that same expectation to participate fully in the 
normal duties and routines of daily life even though they require more skill training in real 
community environments to gain competence. They are often exempted from the Pormal routines 
and activities of life because of their perceived disabilities which are seen as abnormal and. as a 
consequence. often need to earn the right to access and participate in normal community 
activities. Their difference because of their disabilities is evaluated negatively in society and 
therefore the degree of normalization afforded to them is conditional upon their abilities to 
improve their appearance. skills, and behavior. Such prejudice against people with disabilities in 
terms of a negative and deficit way of thinking about and viewing them is based upon stereotypes 
that disallow an appreciation of their gifts and abilities and perpetuate misconceptions about 
them. 

Fortunately, new paradigms of learning, thinking, and human development and are 
challenging existing ideas of how creativity and disability are viewed and treated. For instance, 
Howard Gardner's ( 1983, 1993) model of multiple intelligences states that every individual has 
the potential to be competent in one or more domains (e.g., music, logic-mathematics, bodily
kinesthetic, language, interpersonal, intrapersonal). This model strongly suggests that if an 
individual is provided ample opportunities to discover and develop his or her potentials and 
intelligences, he or she would be able to respond to learning about self, others, and the world in 
more creative and successful ways. Another pioneer model that is also egalitarian in nature is 
Sternberg's ( 1985) componential model of intelligence which elucidates various styles thinking. 
According to this model, individuals are different in their thinking styles and their choices of 
styles. These models of thinking and learning suggest that creativity is no longer an exclusive· 
entity for a special group of individuals but a potential asset within each person that requires 
individualized and creative responses in order to be developed and "potentiated". In addition, 
these models advocate a holistic appreciation of the individual through promoting the concept of 
co-existing abilities and disabilities within each person. 

Cross-cultural learnmg and research are also providing evidence that challenge static and 
categorical notions of creativity and disability that assert these entities as inherent within certain 
individuals. Replacing these notions are more dynamic and meaning-oriented approaches and 
theories that view creativity and disability within transactional exchanges. For example, the 
American Association for Mental Retardation revised its definition of mental retardation in 1992 
from a description of disability as inherent within the individual to one that is viewed in context 
of environmental and cultural supports that can affect the adaptive responses of individuals with 
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disabilities. These interactive rather than categorical ways of thinking about creativity and 
disability allow more room to celebrate diversity and meet the challenge of negotiating with 
differences. Indeed, in an increasingly interdependent and diverse world, a critical challenge in 
the future of the human race is how society conceptualizes and, in tum, treats difference (Lipsky 
& Gartner, 1997). 

ln light of these advances in educational reforms and thinking about human development. it is 
indeed important to examine how local educators such as teachers perceive individuals of diverse 
backgrounds and who are considered different from the "norm". Teachers' perceptions of 
creativity and disability can reveal much of how they perceive individuals they consider as 
creative or disabled. As these individuals are thought to occupy extreme ends of a particular 
spectrum of human diversity. we believe that teachers' perceptions of these individuals can form 
a significant impact upon their students' beliefs and acceptance of diverse individuals. The 
purpose of our research was to investigate the social perceptions and connotations of the terms 
"creativity" and "disability'' from the perspectives of two groups of teachers/instructors: those 
who work with individuals with disabilities and those who do not work with and are not exposed 
on a regular basis to individuals with disabilities. Our study specifically focuses on how both 
these groups of teachers perceive and evaluate the appearance of individuals who are creative 
and have disabilities. These perceptions and evaluations can provide the degree of acceptance of 
both these groups of individuals. and has implications for how teachers may react to having these 
groups of individuals in their schools. We formulated the following four research questions to 

investigate the purpose of our study: 
I) How do teachers perceive appearance of a creative person? 
2) How do teachers perceive appearance of a person with a disability? 
3) Are there differences between regular and special education teachers' perception of a creative 

person? 
4) Are there differences between regular and special education teachers' perception of a person 

with disability? 

Method 

Subjects 
Y I teachers participated in this study. Of this total, there were 50 regular education 

teachers (average age of 24.0 years). 35 (70%) of them were female and 15 (30%) of them were 
male. These teachers did not have any regular contact or interaction with people with disabilities. 
The rest of the total number of teachers who participated were 41 special education teachers and 
instructors (average age 24.5 years) who were involved directly with people with disabilities. 30 
(73.2%) of them were female and II (26.8%) of them were male. 

Procedure 
The subjects were instructed to read thirteen bipolar adjectives and rate their instant 

response to each item on a 7-point semantic differential scale. On the extreme left end of the scale 
( -3) was a characteristic or quality that was negatively connoted. In contrast, on the extreme right 
end of the scale ( +3) was a characteristic or quality that was positively connoted. A "-3" or a "+3" 
denoted "highly characterizes", "-2" or "+2" referred to "moderately characterizes", and "-1" or 
"+I "meant "slightly characterizes". These denotations helped avoid subjective interpretations of 
rating the scale. 
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Results 
Research questions I and 2: Alpha reliability for the total group of teachers' ratings on 

the characteristics of a creative person was 0.83 and a person with a disability was 0.84. 
indicating that the instrument was highly reliable. Factor analysis (oblimin with Kaiser 
normalization, principle component) reduced the items into manageable portions. The Kaiser
Meyer-Olkin Measure of Sampling Adequacy (KMO-MSA) for the overall teachers' perceptions 
of characteristics of a creative person was 0.78 and a person with disability was 0.77. The 
approximate Chi-squares from the Bartlett's test of sphericity were 344.54 (creative person: df 78) 
and 465.04 (disabled person: df 78) at the p=O significant level. Items with a factor loading of 
0.40 and above were selected for interpretation. There were three interpretative factors found for 
the teachers' ratings for a creative person, which accounted for 55.4% variance (Fe I= 32.4%, 
eigenvalue, e=4.7; Fc2= 14.7%, e= 1.8; Fc3=8.3%, e= 1.3). Alpha reliabilities of the individual 
factors were between 0.70 (Fc2, Fc3) and 0.80 (Fe 1 ). Correlations among the three factors were 
between 0.18 and 0.34. There were three interpretative factors found for the teachers' ratings for a 
creative person, which accounted for 60.4% variance (Fd1= 37.7%, eigenvalue, e=4.9; Fd2= 
12.6%. e=l.6; Fd3=10.3o/c, e=l.3). Alpha reliabilities of the individual factors were between 0.78 
(FdL Fd2) and 0.74 (Fd3). Correlations among the three factors were between 0.27 and 0.29. 
Table I displays the factor loadings for the teachers' ratings. 

Table 1: Factor structures for teacher perception 

A creative( c) person A disabled(d) person 

Fcl Fc2 Fc3 Fdl Fd2 Fd3 
Sloppy-tidy 0.87 0.77 
Dirty-clean 0.84 0.75 
Out of style-stylish -0.75 0.72 
Dull-glamorous 0.75 0.64 
Excluded-included -0.59 0.62 

Ill-mannered-good mannered 0.66 ()'.85 
Bad-good 0.42 0.76 
Violent -well-behaved 0.70 0.70 
U ncreati ve-creati ve 0.54 0.70 

Ugly-beautiful -0.69 0.85 
U nattracti ve-attracti ve -0.76 0.71 
Disabled-able 0.74 Q.66 
Weak-strong 0.43 0.44 

Research question 3: Two items with the highest factor loadings were referred when 
factors were interpreted. Fe I is defined as character. Fc2 describes competence. Fc3 refers to 
attraction (Table I). When we compare means of these factors within regular and special 
education teachers, we found that both groups placed the highest emphasis on competence (Fc2) 
followed by the attraction (Fc3) and character (Fe I) (Figure 1 ). We may claim that teachers 
valued the competence of a creative person more than his/her physical appearance and social 
characters. Results of the independent T- and non-parametric tests indicate that the ratings of 
regular teachers and special education teachers on characteristics of a creative person were not 
significantly different. There was also no significantly different finding across gender groups. 
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Research question 4: Fd I refers to character. Fd2 describes manner. Fd3 is defined as 
appearance (Table I). When we compare the means of these factors within regular and 
spectalized education. we found that both .groups possessed positive perceptions of manner of 
people with disabilities (Fd2). and negative perceptions of their character (Fd I). While regular 
teachers held a negative perception of appearance (Fd3) of a person with a disability, special 
education teachers held a positive perception (Figure 2). Across groups. special education 
teachers rated character (Fd 1, t=2.06, z=-2.40. p<0.05, independent T- and non-parametric 
Mann-Whitney tests) significantly higher than regular education teachers. We may interpret that 
special education teachers who have direct contac't with people with disabilities may have a clear 
overview of the needs of people with disabilities. Significant difference was also found in teacher 
perception of the physical appearance (Fd3, t=-3.90, z=-3.14, p<0.005) of a person with 
disability. Two factors were significantly different between the two groups of teachers). There 
was also no significant difference across gender groups. 
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Figure I: Means ot the three factors tor teachers' perceptiOn ot a creative person 
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Figure 2: Means of the three factors for teachers' perception of a person with disability 

Discussion 
In general, both groups of teachers held a different perception of appearance of creative 

people and disabled people. Teachers rated the appearance of a creative person positively, with 
means for individual bipolar scales between 0.1 and 2.5, but slightly negative for a person with a 
disability, with means for individual bipolar scales between -1.18 and 0.6. In our data analysis, 
we combined the ratings of +2 and +3 on the bipolar scale. From teachers' ratings we found that 
teachers attached positive characteristics to creative persons, but associated 19eople with 
disabilities with slightly negative connotations. Take the adjective "creative" for instance, nearly 
all teachers (91.1%) selected it for creative people. The same adjective was not employed to 
describe people with disabilities (23.1% ). Despite the existence of current theories of creativity 
that acknowledge every individual has the potential to be creative (e.g., Gardner, 1993), our 
findings showed that teachers are less likely to include people with disabilities within the 
cre-ativity educational framework. We cite another example from the study. Nearly half (40.4%) 
of the teachers selected the adjective "able" for creative people ( 40.6%) compared to less than 
fifteen percent ( 14.6%) for people with disabilities. Creative people were perceived as more 
''stylish" ( 46%) than their disabled counterparts ( 5.5% ). The results alerted us that teachers 
seemed to include creative people in the frontline of modern trends, but are likely to regard 
people with disabilities as a group that is disenfranchised from fashion trends. In addition, both 
groups of teachers considered creative persons more included (31.6%) than people with 
disabilities ( 6.6%) into society. 

Our results show that both regular and special education teachers share relatively similar 
perceptions of creative people (Figure I) compared with their perceptions of people with 
disabilities (Figure 2). The relatively similar perceptions of creative people across both groups of 
teachers suggest that both groups may have similar exposure to the public messages about 
creative people in society. In contrast. both groups do not share similar perceptions of people with 
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disabilities. These dissimilar perceptions can be attributed to the amount of exposure to and direct 
experience with people with disabilities. For example, character (Fd I) was rated more strongly 
by special education teachers compared with regular education teachers. Regular education 
teachers may not have enough information about people with disabilities to rate them, and thus, 
their ratings fell around the neutral range (0). The evidence of a greater latitude of ratings is 
repeated for manner (Fd2). For appearance (Fd3), special education teachers were much more 
positive than regular education teachers. Once again, this different perception may be due to the 
greater experience of special educators with people with disabilities. 

The contribution of this study to the existing literature extends contemporary thinking 
about human development and diversity by acknowledging that every individual with or without 
disabilities has the potential to be creative. Existing literature in the fields of creativity and 
disability have provided the framework and the impetus to stretch the boundaries of these two 
concepts. This study lends empirical support to diffusing traditional notions of 
compartmentalizing apparently dichotomous fields. Creativity is not apart from disability and 
vice-versa. Rather than seeing creativity and disability as separate, these two concepts should be 
conceptualized in a more diversified and inclusive manner. 

Future research can investigate how teachers are socialized to construct notions of 
creativity and disability. For this purpose, teachers can be interviewed through an open-ended 
format to determine the sources of influences on their perceptions of creative and disabled people. 
In addition, the public messages sent out by the mass media can be examined for their implicit 
meanings and assumptions about creativity and disability. These investigations will have 
implications for educators in the next millenium to deal with diversity and heterogeneity in school 
populations. 
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