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				About the Author

				James Wren is the owner of The School of Creative Thinking, based in Graz, Austria. Born in Singapore and educated in Australia and the UK, he runs ‘think tank’ and ‘design agency’ workshops in schools throughout the world focusing on the idea generation stage. Having previously worked with creative agencies on the copywriting and conceptual side for global brand accounts throughout Europe, James has also taught art, design and media studies at international schools. James also produces brand design for schools and has presented his organisation at education conferences in the US and Europe. He is a Fellow of The Royal Society for the Encouragement of Arts and is currently developing plans in collaboration with UK creative partners to set up think tanks at schools throughout the world.
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				The School of Creative Thinking

				Kids love autonomy. In fact, from my experience in the classroom, they thrive when presented with an opportunity to shine without being micromanaged. There’s a lot of pressure with exams, results and academic rigour, however if the students (and teachers) can bring the real world into the classroom it is truly incredible how the whole vibe changes, for all the right reasons.

				Yes, they need support, reassurance and confidence development, but on the whole the intrinsic motivation sky-rockets if they are given the time and space to be creative. After working in the creative industry on a range of accounts, I decided to put my energies into helping young people realise their creative potential. I wanted to make the learning process as ‘real’ as possible and try to create an authentic model for students to experience. So whilst teaching Communication Design I wanted to see what the students were really capable of and helped to set up an in-school creative agency, and in the process, handed over the keys to the students. 

				They worked on realistic briefs focused on advertising, branding, publication design and information design. Some of these projects were even for real clients in the local area. There were no grades, just feedback and just like the real world. My role became more about facilitation, with students finding out new skills for themselves. It wasn’t an excuse for me to do nothing, rather a ‘can I help you?’ information desk to support and help develop their skills. It was more than just technology and the finished work, and that’s where this book comes in. 

				If the idea is weak then no amount of technical application will save you, therefore invest time in generating effective concepts with the best app we were born with. The two critical areas sandwich the final work. One ‘slice of bread’ is the concept and the other is the pitch. Encouraging students to be confident, comfortable and clear with how they present and talk to a group is critical, regardless of whether the creative world is where they want to go. 

				It doesn’t take a lot to get great results from teenagers, it’s all about context and making it relevant to their lives. Walk into a classroom and ask them who would like to generate ideas for a fashion app or film app and see what reaction you get. Not every single one of them will be motivated, but the vast majority would be. Why? Because it’s real-world and gives them a chance to decide upon the outcome. Of course, there’s preparation and work to be done, but as you know, getting them fired up is fantastic. 

				Now I run workshops at schools throughout the world for staff and students and am also working towards the building of a school focused around social, conceptual and technical skills within the creative industries. 

				The premise behind this book is to offer you suggestions as to how you can find ways to have you and your students generating fresh, bold and effective ideas. Many of the projects and briefs are focused around helping our world, whether it’s environmental or social.

				You’ll notice that there is also a significant part of the book devoted to advertising as a tool to help kick-start this process.  It is by no means the only creative route, but it is a great vehicle to help students generate effective ideas and extend to other creative pathways, particularly for community-based initiatives. It’s not about the art, it’s the concept that counts - get that bit right and the art-working comes later. People, Pens & Paper is about a simplicity of approach and uniqueness of results - but more importantly, it’s about the process and making our setting right, both mentally and physically.

				I hope that you and your students enjoy the book, and most importantly, the process of creativity to find great ideas.

				Create the exceptional, not the conventional.				
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				Before we even touch the subject of creativity the first thing we need to do…is stop.

				Our mental state and setting comes way before any tool or exercise to try and be creative, and although we’re not about to go into a three hour meditation, it is important to set the scene and focus on the here and now, which is all we will ever have. Present moment focus and making time and space for creative solutions is what this book is all about; and not just any solutions, but solutions for our community and our planet.

				Our students are part of this world where everything comes immediately and they know it only too well. Add to that this current paralysis of instant success, recognition and somewhat ego-driven desire to be noticed (often via social media) and it seems like a train out of control. As a society we have all taken on this slightly artificial world a little too far and become a technological civilisation that is moving at such a lightening pace, and whilst technology is to be celebrated and praised, there is also room to switch off and recognise the benefits of returning to organic roots. Whilst life…our inner core, our sense of being becomes somewhat lethargic or often ignored. And it’s not just others we are ignoring, we’re ignoring ourselves. 

[image: pic8.jpg]

				The most critical ingredient in this ‘mix’ are people, because we can often get lost in our world of ideas, but no idea is a good idea if we’re the only person who thinks it works. We don’t want ‘death by committee’ but we do need to share, test and tweak our ideas to find the most unique and practical solution. When it comes to students at school, getting them into the habit of asking the right questions and being able to take (and give) constructive critique is a useful one.

				As a society we’ve forgotten about basic virtues and values, so we will go out of our way to not make eye contact with a homeless person, or spend money on goods which we know have a line back to the source than might not be ethically sound. We will take handfuls of napkins or extra packaging when it’s not needed. We will get frustrated when this system of ours slows down and takes a breath, or simply breaks down due to the incessant usage, wear and tear. The focus of this book is about creative solutions for real issues, and by creative it doesn’t mean it has to be a glossy ad campaign, it could simply be a solution to make lives better.

				There is always time to turn off and focus on what matters. People and the planet. What else is there? We therefore turn our attention to our natural environment, our community, the vulnerable, the weak, the ostracised and those who may need a voice. 

				Now we can look at creativity, but it’s worth nothing without time and space. None of what you are about to read will work without developing a mindful and focused self and setting, so let’s take our time.

				People, Pens & Paper does not set rules for creativity, it’s more a book of projects and suggestive tools to help us think of fresh solutions for our world. The emphasis is on advertising as a vehicle to express these concepts, but not advertising to generate profit for big brands. Instead it’s based around community and people and finding solutions to make things better for us all. This could be an invention, an advertising campaign, branding or a process in our environment. It’s stripped right down to the core basics in order to facilitate the creative learning process for you and your students. 

				We’ve all been in situations where we have looked at a process which we know could be done FAR more efficiently, you may even have some examples where you work. Some of these ideas require just the slightest of changes to create a long-lasting and positive impact, or often just a better way of doing things. A range of projects and briefs in this book will also connect with finding creative solutions to some of these challenges. 

				The focus with the projects included in this book are about direct action and creative solutions that help people and the planet. It’s about selflessness, support for the vulnerable, care for our precious planet and steps toward a more peaceful world. With idea generation it might be one step toward looking for more creative solutions to make things better.

				Although there are a few tools and projects to try, the brunt of the book is about giving you some suggestions about what students need to be creative. At this initial organic stage (and as the title says) people, pens and paper are all we need. It’s all about getting ideas ‘out there’, so whether we write our ideas down or make a crude doodle or even just talk about it, it doesn’t matter – the key is to generate lots of concepts and then whittle them down to find the best solution. 

				In a world obsessed with perfection, excellence and looking busy all the time, the idea is not to have your students have that pressure to generate a faultless and perfect concept first time around– it’s a process. This isn’t an excuse to fail on purpose, but if we relax a bit, make our environment right, talk to each other and share our ideas then we’re well on our way.

				It’s not designed exclusively for teachers of creative subjects, it can be adapted for teachers, regardless of subject area, because getting students into the habit of generating creative ideas and concepts is not only hugely beneficial for school, but also life. 

				3. Simplicity

				This book is about keeping things simple, therefore the language is to-the-point and understandable. It doesn’t pretend to have all the answers, and a lot of creative thinking methods might work one day, but not on the other. So I encourage you to experiment, rather like a chef does with ingredients, you’ll know what tastes good and what needs a pinch more, or simply a bit longer in the oven.

				Turning these ideas into reality requires more than just pen and paper of course, but before we switch on any tech and take it to the next stage, we simply need to engage the brain to find the most unique answers. We’re all different, and our creative abilities will change depending on many factors, including current mental state and even location, therefore we need to try our best to get into the best ‘situation’ even if it means we can’t do our thinking on that beach in the Cayman Islands....which could also be counter-productive and very distracting! An open, well-rested and focused mind, clear of any distractions, and for now, a mind that is focused on the present moment and not online.

				Sitting around a table being told to be creative for an hour block rarely works, but if we make little tweaks or simply get out of our comfort zone then big changes can occur. Our ability to think creatively can change rather like a footballer’s performance – he or she could have a great game one day, and the next week the conditions change which affect the results, even if the preparation was consistent throughout. So let’s make small changes for our students to help them become more intrinsically motivated, creative and communicative.				

				Space

				A lot of what we do in life and how successful we are at it depends on more than just the task in hand. Having time and space to really think (or switch off) are vital for any creative process. Going for a walk in the woods is no sure way to find a solution, but it’s probably more effective than sitting around a table in a grey room with ten people all fighting for creative control and wanting to put their fingerprint on the final result. Sometimes the best way to work creatively is to stop trying to work. And yes, sometimes the best solutions really will come to you whilst in the shower – a mind can stay as ‘open’ as we want it to and for as long as we want it to, no matter where we go. 

				It’s about cultivating creative habits – getting into the routine of looking for unique solutions, or a variation on a theme. Not every concept is going to rock the world or make a global impact – often it’s the small changes to our community that matter, so we shouldn’t feel pressured to make every idea award-winning and life-changing. With this book, it’s all about the process and getting into the habit of finding creative solutions. In our results driven world, we can often forget the process and look for a quick fix, so let’s get back to ground level and build up. 

				The language used in this book is ‘to-the-point’ and free from any jargon, clear from the clutter of making things bigger than they really are. We all need time and space to be creative, have a go at some of the suggestions in this book and see how it goes. It’s about trying things out with your students to find the best environment for a enjoyable creative process.				

				It’s not about art

				It’s not about being a graphic designer, artist or any other form of visual creator who is able to produce beautiful works. These are vital skills and it’s not to discount them, but for now we focus on using our ability to think of fresh ideas before taking it to the next level. It’s about generating fresh and simplistic concepts, and not getting bogged down with making it ‘ready for market’ and artistic. It could be something quite bland on the surface of things, but its results prove otherwise. Creativity is just as much about improving a process as it is with having stunning visual results.

				I’ve often encountered workshop participants (both teachers and students) concerned about their lack of artistic ability, and there’s a reason for this. Simply put they think that creativity is 100% linked to being able to produce something visually stunning. There’s no doubt that the final ‘work’ requires talent and application, however the idea is also very much part of the creative process. With a weak idea, all the application and design in the world won’t cut it. The goal is of course to have both, but the focus of this book (and process) is on the first stage.
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				Creativity in schools

				At school, what usually determines whether or not a student is deemed to be creative? The creative subjects. If you can paint, draw, dance, sculpt, act or design then you are officially a creative. But what about seeing creativity in a different way? What about the creative vision of people like Richard Branson? What do we call his type of creativity? He’s certainly an ideas person, and although not alone he comes up with fresh and creative models for his business empire. 

				One word for this kind of creativity is innovation, and it is this innovation which can set students apart from the crowd. The soft skills of communication and creativity are in huge demand from employers, but according to leading CEOs, there’s a bit of a lack of independent thinking going on. Students arrive with the hard skills, the top qualifications, but as we all know, the degree might get you through the door but it wont carry you all the way. What we need to do is encourage the generation of great ideas.

				Let’s take that innovation and imagine it as a school subject in its own right, where students are challenged and facilitated to come up with solutions for our world. It can also run in collaboration with existing subjects. No matter what the subject is, we can always think of innovation connected to it. For now, we don’t focus on the polished result – that comes later, but getting into the habit of being creative does wonders for confidence, our world and the future of each respective student. Imagine the impact of this at a university or career interview. A book brimming with ideas, and not just any ideas, but practical ones which actually look to help our world.

				Now this, thinks the interviewer, is someone who is willing to take chances and think differently. Regardless of career path, employers want team players who can offer solutions and not just go placidly about their daily role doing what needs to be done. 

				Schools do not want to produce nodding dogs and society certainly doesn’t need them, so let’s get students willing to take risks of the creative kind. When students leave school they should come out with more than just a certificate for the next level, because if we don’t encourage students to think differently, then what’s the alternative model? The goal cannot be to just arm them with qualifications alone. So let’s give students both, not just a certificate, but some extra to take into that university or first career interview to give them unique gravitas.

				The best way to solve any issue requiring a creative response is to deal directly with those affected. Before even lifting a pen or pencil, you’d do very well to talk to the people involved. Get their story and ideas, find out how it all looks from their perspective. This is the empathetic stage of design thinking and it’s critical. It’s about conveying unique concepts in a simplistic and understandable manner. 

				Challenge yourself, even within your subjects at school. Could you design a concept for an app which explains the periodic table in a fun and engaging way? Remember, you’re not building the app, your developing a concept behind it: you press this and then that happens, and then this comes up requiring the user to then do this, etc. So build the bricks of the house before you fill it with furniture. You see, we can all sometimes suffer from a syndrome called ‘analysis paralysis’ – we over-egg the pudding, go into extraordinary and superfluous detail and forget that simplicity always wins. 

				We think that by over intellectualising something it will make it better. It rarely does. Keep it simple, keep it understandable and make it beneficial. Who is going to benefit from your concept? Why will it benefit them? Is it immediately clear what it’s all about? It’s fresh innovation that can set students like you apart from the crowd, and there is no reason why you shouldn’t be one of them. The soft skills of communication and creativity are in huge demand from employers right now, but according to leading CEO’s, there’s a noticeable lack of fresh ideas from new graduates. 

				Students arrive with the hard skills, the top qualifications and beautiful academic record. Some even arrive with some real world experience or employment, but it’s also unique ideas that will raise eyebrows for all the right reasons. Imagine your interview for university or a first job and you’re asked the question, “What else did you do at school?” And then you reveal an ideas book and present a couple of examples. The point is not to think of it as a collection of ideas that might necessarily be ready for the real-world, it’s to show that you are in the habit of producing concepts. 
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