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Abstract

One of the key life skills advocated by the World Health Organization (1999) to be
incorporated into any curriculum is ‘creativity’. With the advent of the notion of Applied ELT
(Pishghadam, 2011), which considers ELT as an independent discipline now able to contribute
to and enrich other domains of knowledge, the idea of life skills education was soon imported
into the field of English language teaching. In this connection, it seems that figuring out ways
to improve life skills, say, creativity in language learners should be given well-deserved
attention. Be that as it may, this paper explores whether and to what extent reading and
writing activities can provide abundant opportunities for creative ideas to flourish.
Specifically, this study explored the extent to which extensive practice in academic and
personal reading and/or writing would be related to high creative thinking. For this purpose, a
sample of 300 intermediate EFL learners in Iran participated in this study by filling out a
self-report questionnaire and completing the Abbreviated Torrance Test for Adults (ATTA).
The questionnaire inquires about the total courses taken in reading and writing as well as the
total hours spent on reading and writing in both L1 and L2. The results revealed that learners
who spent more time on reading and writing had a significantly better performance on the
creativity test. That is, creative thinking scores (fluency, originality, elaboration, flexibility,
and the Creativity Index) showed significant correlations with the amount of time spent on

reading and writing.

Keywords: applied ELT, psychology, creative thinking, reading and writing practice, Torrance,
EFL learners
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1. Introduction

It has often been argued that core life skills should be worked on in schools alongside other academic
subjects (Matheson & Grosvenor, 1999). In this respect, life skills are defined as “the abilities for adaptive and
positive behavior that enable individuals to deal effectively with the demands and challenges of everyday life”
(WHO, 1999). The essential life skills proposed by the World Health Organization include psychosocial and
interpersonal competencies including, decision making, creative thinking, critical thinking, problem solving,
interpersonal relationship skills, effective communication, self-awareness, empathy and understanding, coping
with emotions and coping with stress. Several researchers and scholars (e.g., Brooks, 2001; Francis, 2007;
Goody, 2001; Larson & Cook, 1985; Matthews, 2006; Noddings, 2003; Radja, Hoffmann, & Bakhshi, 2008;
Spence, 2003; Walker, 1999) have asserted the importance of improving these skills in the context of education.

Recently, Pishghadam (2011) has introduced the theory of Applied ELT by which he maintains that ELT, by
virtue of its interdisciplinary nature and scientific acceptability, has now gained the potentiality to be applied and
contribute to other domains of knowledge such as psychology and sociology. Besides, thanks to the several
distinctive features that ELT classes provide learners and teacher with, it can set the scene for the promotion of
several life skills. Moreover, the idea was extended by the introduction of life syllabus based on which language
teachers are recommended to give more precedence to life skills in ELT classes (Pishghadam & Zabihi, 2012).
Under this account, ELT professionals are henceforth liable for improving learners’ whole-person growth,
including both their intellectual development as well as other issues which are of prime importance in their lives.
One of these issues which had recurrently been cited in the literature (Amabile, 1985; Guilford, 1981) as an
essential skill in people’s lives is ‘creative thinking’.

In this respect, many complex problems at the individual, social and global levels have been found to be
made soluble by creative abilities (e.g., Amabile, 1989; Brown, 1989; Guilford, 1981; Plucker, Beghetto, & Dow,
2004). These abilities which include, among other abilities, the creation of ideas or products that are original,
pertinent and useful (Amabile, 1996; Sternberg & Lubart, 1996) and the ability to detect the problems, make
guesses and create new ideas (Torrance, 1966, 1988), has for long been considered a core skill to be encouraged
for everyone (Torrance, 1988; Taylor & Sacks, 1981).

From a psychologist’s point of view, for instance, creativity is an important factor by virtue of its potentiality
for describing individuals and the differences between them. The examination of these individual particularities
seems to be mandatory due to the fact that they can be used to predict individuals’ future behavior. The studies
done by Amabile and Csikszentmihalyi in the 1990s have found that once individuals become personally
engaged and intrinsically motivated in creative practices, they can produce better work and follow more difficult
and demanding tasks.

Under this account, this psychological construct has been on the leading edge of educational research for
more than five decades (e.g., Atkinson, 2004; Naderi et al., 2009; Palaniappan, 2007; Struthers, Menec,
Schonwetter, & Perry, 1996). Given the critical importance of creative thinking in people’s lives (Amabile, 1985;
Guilford, 1981) as well as the normally distributed status of creative abilities among all people (Craft, 2001;
Dufty, 1998; Feldman, 1999; Guilford, 1950; Harrington, Block, & Block, 1983), and considering the fact that
creativity can be enhanced through learning (Taylor & Sacks, 1981; Torrance, 1988), it seems to us that
extensive attempts should be made at finding those factors that can enhance creativity.

As one particular case in point, creativity as a thinking skill is closely associated with reading and writing
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abilities (Wang, 2011); Moreover, granted the fact that thinking skills are highly related to the language
development of learners (Vygotsky, 1986), one might argue that creativity is also in close connection with
language-related activities such as reading and writing. Accordingly, several studies have shown that creative
abilities can be enhanced through learning activities such as reading and writing (McVey, 2008; Sak, 2004;
Scanlon, 2006; Smith, Paradice, & Smith, 2000; Sturgell, 2008). As McVey (2008) points out, reading and
writing abilities should be improved for “endless creative possibilities” (p. 294).

A plethora of studies have examined the extent to which classroom practices may help the promotion of
creative thinking in students through practice in reading and writing (Messman, 1991; Otto, 1991; Sak, 2004).
Furthermore, researchers such as Chen, Bernard, and Hsu (2005) and Zachopoulou, Trevlas, and Konstadinidou
(2006) made attempts at devising a variety of reading and writing activities. All of these studies spouse the idea
that the careful design and implementation of reading and writing activities is needed on the part of materials
developers and syllabus designers to boost students’ creation of novel ideas. Nonetheless, there seems to be lack
of evidence as to the role of both academic and personal reading and writing practices in the enhancement of
learners’ creativity. Hence, the primary aim of this paper is to see whether academic and personal reading and/or
writing activities (both in L1 and L2) are associated with creative performance of EFL (English as a Foreign
Language) learners in Iran.

2. Conceptual Framework

2.1 On the Definition of Creative Thinking

Due to the importance of creativity, several researchers to date have strived hard to figure out the nature of
creativity as well as the ways through which it can be enhanced (e.g., Plucker, Beghetto, & Dow, 2004; Runco,
2004); likewise, many scholars have developed and followed certain theories of creativity (e.g.,
Csikszentmihalyi, 1988; Maslow, 1968; Sternberg & Lubart, 1996). Moreover, many others have devised
instruments for the measurement of creativity (e.g., Meeker, 1985; Sternberg, 1997; Torrance, 1988; Urban &
Jellen, 1996). However, as Brown, (1989) and Lubart (1994) have pointed out, creativity encompasses a broad
range of distinct but interrelated realities; so there cannot be a single definition of creativity (Dornyei, 2005)
unless one narrows down the scope of investigation and stipulates, in advance, the aspect of creativity that
should be examined.

In this connection, Duffy (1998) refers to creativity as one’s ability to look at things from new and original
perspectives, to transfer the gained experience to new situations, to think in unconventional and idiosyncratic
ways and to use novel approaches to problem solving and making original things. Also, it encompasses
evaluative ability, problem sensitivity, production fluency, idea novelty, flexibility of mind, synthesizing and
analyzing capability, conceptual structure complexity and reorganization or redefinition of organized wholes
(Guilford, 1950). As mentioned earlier, Torrance (1988) and Taylor and Sacks (1981) considered creativity as a
traits which is normally distributed in the population. With that in mind, Torrance (1988) considered creativity as
the ability to identify problems, make guesses, generate new ideas, and communicate the results.

2.2 On the Factors that Enhance Creativity

Several people such as Niu and Sternberg (2003) and Rudowicz, Lok, and Kitto (1995) have pointed to the
fact that creative abilities can be influenced by cultural and educational factors. Moreover, teaching activities
have been found to boost students’ creative thinking (e.g., Neethling, 2000; Torrance, 1988). Generally, studies
on creativity have identified the various factors that should be encouraged and improved by teachers; these
include cognitive factors (Cropley, 1992; Pollert, Feldhusen, Van Mondfrans, & Treffinger, 1969), motivation
factors (Beghetto, 2005; Cropley, 1997; Torrance, 1992), personality factors (Amabile, 1996; Beghetto, 2005;
Cannatella, 2004; Gardner, 1988; Von Eschenbach & Noland, 1981), and social factors (Cropley, 1992, Torrance,
1992).
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2.3 On the Relevance of Reading/Writing Practice and Creativity

As a thinking skill, creativity is closely connected with reading and writing abilities (Wang, 2011); Further,
due to the fact that thinking skills are highly related to the language development of learners (Piaget, 2002;
Vygotsky, 1986), one might argue that creativity is also in close connection with language-related activities such
as reading and writing. The abilities that are involved with reading and writing seem to have similar features that
creativity researchers suggest enhance creative thinking, such as the freedom and ability to exchange ideas
(Beghetto, 2005; Torrance, 1992), a focus on self-disclosure (Amabile, 1996), and attention to the individual
(Harrington, Block, & Block, 1987). Moreover, several features that foster creative thinking can be improved
through reading or writing activities such as thinking, inspecting, curiosity, and freedom to express oneself.

Practice in reading and writing seems to be in close connection with practices that enhance creative thinking.
This is primarily due to the fact that reading and writing typically require not only analytical, critical, and
self-expressive abilities, but also a feeling of self-disclosure. Besides, it has been argued that reading materials
provide exclusive opportunities for the development of creative ideas (Sturgell, 2008) and that writing practices
are creative per se (McVey, 2008). In this connection, several researchers have devised specific creativity
programs through reading and writing activities (e.g., Chen et al., 2005; Zachopoulou et al., 2006). Under this
account, many studies have consistently shown that creativity can be promoted through learning activities such
as reading and writing (McVey, 2008; Sak, 2004; Scanlon, 2006; Smith, Paradice, & Smith, 2000; Sturgell,
2008). However, there seems to be little evidence as to the impact of both academic and personal reading and
writing practices in the promotion of learners’ creative thinking abilities. Therefore, the main objective of this
study is to see whether academic and personal reading and/or writing activities (both in L1 and L2) are
associated with creative performance of EFL (English as a Foreign Language) learners in Iran. It intends to
answer the following questions: (a) Do learners with different reading or writing habits, such as reading books or
reading online, perform differently on a creativity test? (b) Does spending more hours on reading/writing in
learners’ L1 and L2 enhance learners’ creative performance?

3. Method

3.1 Participants and design

Considering the fact that the purpose of this study was to determine if there is any significant correlation
between practice in reading and writing and creative test performance, a correlational design was used to collect
and analyze the data. A correlational design best suits the present study since it allows variables to show if they
have a positive or negative relationship. Three hundred male and female EFL learners in Iran voluntarily took
part in the study. Their ages ranged from 16 to 28. Based on a version of an Oxford Placement Test (OPT),
intermediate-level learners were selected for the study. The test contained 60 multiple choice items, and it was
used to enable the researchers to control the language proficiency of the learners. This test consisted of grammar
(20 items), vocabulary (20 items), reading comprehension (20 items) together with a writing section. The allotted
time for answering the questions was 45 minutes. After correcting the papers, 104 learners were selected as the
intermediate group based on the OPT manual.

3.2 Procedure and Instruments

Upon administering and homogenizing the participants on the OPT test, two instruments were employed: A
test of creativity and a questionnaire. Considering the fact that the participants in this study were young adults in
Iran, the Abbreviated Torrance Test for Adults (ATTA, Goff & Torrance, 2002) was selected for measuring
creativity. The ATTA is a shortened version of the Torrance Test of Creative Thinking (TTCT) and has been
commonly utilized by several researchers (e.g., Kharkhurin, 2008; Lin, Hsu, Chen, & Wang, 2011; Meintjes &
Grosser, 2010; Rosenthal, DeMers, Stilwell, Graybeal, & Zins, 1983; Runco & Albert, 1985; Wang, 2011).
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The ATTA measures the number of ideas the learner can produce within a particular time period (fluency),
the extent to which these ideas are unique (originality), the number of details that the learner can add to the
original idea (elaboration) and how many varieties of ideas can be produced for solving a problem (flexibility). It
comprises three tests: one verbal and two figural tests. In order to solve problems or communicate ideas, within a
particular time period, the learners are expected to recognize problems, make guesses, and generate ideas by
writing phrases or sentences and by drawing pictures. The Creativity Index is ranked with seven levels whose
values range from 1 to 7 (1 = Minimal; 2 = Low; 3 = Below Average; 4 = Average; 5 = Above Average; 6 = High;
7 = Substantial). The test has proved to be as reliable and valid as the TTCT (Goff & Torrance, 2000; Kim, 2006;
McCann, 2005; Runco, Dow, & Smith, 2006; Torrance, 2000). It takes about 15 minutes to complete. Goff and
Torrance (2002) have reported a reliability of 0.90 for the Creativity Index, using a KR-21 reliability coefficient.

The other instrument used in the present study was a questionnaire inquiring about (a) estimated hours spent
on a variety of reading and writing activities; and (b) demographic information. The self-reported hours spent on
various reading and writing activities were measured with a Likert scale of 6 points (1 = never; 2 = less than one
hour per week; 3 = 1-5 hours per week; 4 = 6-10 hours per week; 5 = 11-15 hours per week; 6 = more than 15
hours per week). In addition, the reading activities included (a) reading textbooks, (b) reading books for pleasure,
(c) reading magazines or articles, (d) reading newspapers, (€) online news, and (f) reading blogs. Further, writing
activities comprised (a) writing their essays, (b) writing articles for fun, (c) writing personal diaries, and (d)
writing personal blogs. All activities were considered in both the L1 and L2 of the learners.

4. Results

The statistical program SPSS was utilized in order to organize and compile the collected data. In the present
study, 300 surveys and tests of creativity were collected. Among these, the data regarding 104 participants were
relevant to the aims of this study. The Pearson product-moment correlation analysis was applied to the data in
order to examine the significant relationships among the variables under investigation: (1) the relationship
between creativity scores and hours spent on different reading activities in Persian and English; (2) the
relationship between creativity scores and hours spent on different writing activities in Persian and English.

4.1 Creativity and hours on different reading activities

As for the hours spent on different reading activities, significant correlations were found between creative
ability and the hours spent on the following activities: (1) reading English books for fun (fluency: r = 0.212;
elaboration: r = 0.268); (2) reading online news (originality: r = 0.291; CI: r = 0.262); (3) reading Persian books
(fluency: r = 0.266; originality: r = 0.244; elaboration: r = 0.284; CI: r = 0.248); (4) reading magazines in Persian
(fluency: r = 0.220; originality: r = 0.214; elaboration: r = 0.256; CI: r = 0.241); (5) reading newspapers in
Persian (originality r = 0.171); and (6) reading blogs in Persian (fluency: r = 0.282; originality: r = 0.205; CI: r =
0.216). Table 1 demonstrates the detailed correlations. Nonetheless, self-evaluated hours spent on some reading
activities did not affect learners’ creative performance, e.g., reading magazines/newspapers/blogs in English and
reading textbooks/newspapers/online news in Persian.

4.2 Creativity and hours on different writing activities

With respect to the hours spent on different writing activities, significant correlations were also found
between creative ability and the hours spent on the following activities: (1) writing personal diaries in Persian
(fluency: r = 0.150, p < .05); and (2) writing personal blogs in English (originality: r = 0.171; flexibility: r =
0.154; CI: r = 0.183). Table 2 demonstrates the detailed correlations. However, self-reported hours spent on some
writing activities did not bear any relationship with learners’ creative performance, e.g., writing essay
assignments in English and Persian and writing articles for fun in English and Persian.
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Table 1

Correlations between creativity and hours on different reading activities

No. Reading Activities Correlation
1 Hours on reading English books for fun
Fluency 0.212%*
Elaboration 0.268%*
2 Hours on reading online news
Originality 291**
CI 262%*
3 Hours on reading Persian books
Fluency 0.266%*
Originality 0.244%*
Elaboration 0.284%%*
CI 0.248%**
4 Hours on reading magazines in Persian
Fluency 0.220%*
Originality 0.214%*
Elaboration 0.256**
CI 0.241%*
5 Hours on reading newspapers in Persian
Originality 0.171%
6 Hours on reading blogs in Persian
Fluency 0.282%%*
Originality 0.205%*
CI 0216*

Note. * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed). ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)

Table 2

Correlations between creativity and hours on different reading activities

No. Reading Activities Correlation
1 Hours on writing personal diaries in Persian

Fluency 0.150%
2 Hours on writing personal blogs in English

Originality 0.171%*

Flexibility 0.154%*

CI 0.183**

Note. * Correlation is significant at the 0.05 level (2-tailed) ** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)

5. Discussion

The findings of this study lend great support to the claim that reading and writing practices can influence
creative abilities (Wang, 2011). These results are also in line with those of other studies (e.g., McVey, 2008; Sak,
2004; Scanlon, 2006; Smith, Paradice, & Smith, 2000; Sturgell, 2008). Moreover, granted that thinking skills are
closely related to the language development of learners (Piaget, 2002; Vygotsky, 1986), one might argue that
creative abilities is also in close connection with language-related activities such as reading and writing. In this
connection, it is worth noting that the abilities that are involved in reading and writing practices seem to have
similar characteristics that researchers in the domain of creativity suggest improve creative thinking, such as the
freedom and ability to exchange ideas (Beghetto, 2005; Torrance, 1992), a focus on self-disclosure (Amabile,
1996), and attention to the individual (Harrington, Block, & Block, 1987). Besides, many features that may boost
creativity may be enriched through reading or writing activities such as thinking, inspecting, curiosity, and
freedom to express oneself.

Overall, it was found that those participants who spent more time on reading and writing obtained higher
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scores on the creativity test. As a case in point, among these dimensions, creative fluency correlated with the
amount of time spent on several reading activities such as reading English books for fun, reading Persian books,
reading magazines in Persian, and reading blogs in Persian. Such a general conclusion is justifiable in the sense
that fluency refers to the number of ideas the learner can produce within a particular time period; such ability
may be achieved by these activities, considering the fact that reading books, magazines, and blogs can help
learners come up with a greater number of ideas.

In the significant correlations that were found between creative abilities and hours spent on reading/writing
practices, the ability of elaboration and originality constantly emerge as the most prominent and constant
interaction. This finding suggests that academic and personal practices in L1/L2 reading and writing have
significant and positive relationships with the ability of elaboration and originality. Elaboration is the ability of
individuals to garnish ideas with details (Goff & Torrance, 2002). According Further, reading and writing
activities have a significant and positive relationship with the ability to develop original ideas with details.
However, flexibility seems to bear the least relationship with reading/writing practices identified in this study.

All in all, the findings obtained concerning the interface between creativity measures and the amount of time
spent on L1/L2 reading and writing activities may contribute to making pedagogical decisions and can help
materials developers, syllabus designers and language teachers revisit the selection and implementation of
language teaching tasks. Accordingly, the ELT professionals should include reading and writing activities that
enhance creativity. As Pishghadam and Zabihi (2012) have pointed out, specific textbooks should be developed
with the purpose of enhancing learners’ creativity. To give but one example, they may choose to include reading
and writing activities which require a high degree of imagination and generation of novel ideas. The authors
hope that outlooks on language teaching change by helping language teachers to adopt a new role (Pishghadam,
Zabihi, & Kermanshahi, 2012); that is, they should become educational language teachers who are able not only
to achieve excellence in language teaching but also to gain adequate knowledge of other domains of knowledge
such as psychology.

6. Conclusion

As one of the presumptions of Applied ELT, English language classes should be considered cites where
learners’ life skills can be improved; thus, a defining role should be assigned to the professionals of ELT for the
integration of life skills training into English education. The present study clearly demonstrated the nexus
between L1/L2 literacy practices and learners’ creative thinking ability. Therefore, the main task before ELT
syllabus designers and materials developers is to mix creativity with language learning in order to make ELT
more meaningful. Taken together, language teachers are expected not only to be experts in language teaching,
but they should also have a fair knowledge of the subcomponents of creativity such as fluency, originality,
elaboration, and flexibility, as well as the different techniques for their enhancement.

Under these accounts, some recommendations from the results of this study can be summarized as follows.
First, given the high potentiality of ELT to contribute to the field of psychology (Pishghadam, 2011), not to
mention the significant and positive correlations found in this study, the ELT professionals should recognize the
necessity of teaching creative abilities explicitly in language classes and pave the way for the inclusion of
creativity courses in to the whole ELT curriculum. Second, English teachers should introduce, and be introduced
to, the different techniques and literacy materials that help facilitate the improvement of learners’ creative
thinking abilities. Finally, due to the interdisciplinary nature of ELT, it is recommended that there should be a
close interaction between English practitioners and psychologists to provide abundant opportunities in order for
creative ideas to flourish.
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