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Creative Inquiry: A Crucial Addition To Ways Of Learning In Higher Education

This paper explores the contradictory pressures for changes in learning and teaching approaches in Higher Education and proposes ‘creative inquiry’ as a potential way forward.

Since the 1950’s in the United Kingdom there has been an ‘elite to mass’ change in the numbers of people entering higher education, driven by ideals of creating a fairer society and increasing capital for the economy. As the numbers and diversity of students has increased, so too has what Toffler (1970) called the increasingly ‘rapid obsolescence of knowledge’. As the speed and nature of knowledge and the social and technological world changes ever faster and becomes more complex, it is vital if we are to avoid what Knowles (1990) called the potential ‘catastrophe of human obsolescence’, to help learners acquire the skills of ‘learning how to learn’ and of ‘self-directed inquiry’.
The combined pressures for change in Learning and Teaching include; increased student numbers (with a greater diversity of backgrounds and learning needs), the increasing speed of change in knowledge, government calls for greater efficiency, and development and convergence of technologies. The traditional teacher centred, transmission model of learning adopted by the ‘sage on the stage’ has begun to change to a more facilitative approach to teaching which is learner centred and where the teacher becomes the ‘guide on the side’ or as Erica McWilliam (2007) suggests, co-creator as ‘meddler in the middle’. Barr and Tagg (1995) see this shift from an ‘instructional’ to a ‘learning’ paradigm as changing the role of HE from a ‘place of instruction’ to a place to ‘produce learning’. However there are counter pressures arising from the commodification of both HE and the learner which arguably change the learner’s perception of the contract from an active engagement with learning to the passive purchase of a qualification.
If one views the post modern world as Bauman (2000) sees it, as in a state of ‘liquid modernity’, then the theory of learning which correlates with this worldview is ‘social constructivism’ in which meaning and knowledge are created and re-created within each individual through social interaction. To thrive in a time of constant change learners need to live life as inquiry (Marshall 1999) and processes of creative inquiry can help to facilitate this life.
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