
80 81

Ding Liang
PhD

public art department at
Inner Mongolia Arts University

e-mail: work1701@163.com
Inner Mongolia

ORCID: 0000-0001-7607-5779

DOI: 10.36340/2071-6818-2022-18-2-80-86

ANALYSIS OF CREATIVE TEACHING OF CERAMICS 
AND STUDENT CREATIVITY IN COLLEGES AND 

UNIVERSITIES IN CHINA

Summary: Ceramic art has been an important part of 
human culture for thousands of years and it has had a 
significant influence all over the world. China is the home 
country of ceramics and the progression of ceramic cul-
ture has contributed much to the development of human 
history and civilisation. Education has played a key role in 
this progression of ceramic art and through ceramics ed-
ucation, the ceramic culture, ceramic arts and the crafts 
of ceramics, ceramic skills have been passed down from 
one generation to the next. Ceramics education is an im-
portant part of art education. Faced with the globalisation 
of culture and economics, Chinese ceramic art education 
and global ceramic art education have a mutual influence 
on each other and are closely linked together. Therefore, 
achieving perfection and development in the ceramics edu-
cation in Chinese universities, specifically in ceramics teach-
ing, is important. In the long term, training students that 
have creative abilities will influence the current status and 
the future of ceramics education in China.

Today, in China, ceramics are classified as either 
‘handwork’ or ‘industrial arts’, focusing on produc-
tion-oriented requirements like practicality, aesthetic 
appearance and economy. Ceramics teaching has been 
restricted by this traditional thinking as it conforms to 
existing stereotypes. Lacking an interactive paradigm 
that is open to change, the ceramics teaching in Chi-
na attaches great importance to the mere training of 
skills. By analysing the current situation of ceramics ed-
ucation in colleges and universities in China, this pa-
per discusses how to use creative teaching methods to 
guide students’ learning consciousness, improve learn-
ing motivation and develop students’ creativity from 
the perspectives of creative teaching and teaching cre-
ativity. This is to provide enlightening reflections on 
the cultivation of students’ creativity in ceramics edu-
cation in colleges and universities.

Keywords: teaching ceramics in higher education, cre-
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The development of Chinese ceramics educa-
tion, from the feudal society with the “inheritance 
from master to apprentice” style of education to the 
post-1940s college-style education, has in fact contin-
ued the characteristics of “mastering with technology” 
all the time. The main focus is on the inheritance of 
traditional skills, making light of theory and empha-
sising skills, which has led to a lack of cultural depos-
its and knowledge accomplishment among students 
in the ceramics education model in colleges and uni-
versities. In today’s comprehensive implementation 
of quality education, the goal of university ceramics 
teaching emphasises the cultivation of students’ cre-
ativity and the improvement of artistic culture and 
aesthetic awareness. Therefore, how to use creative 
teaching from the teacher’s perspective to guide the 

development of students’ creativity and make stu-
dents have a real sense of independent thinking and 
creativity is the essential difference between training 
artists or craftsmen in university ceramics education.

1. The current state of ceramics education in 
China

For the past century, the focus of Chinese ceram-
ics education has been on the techniques of ceram-
ics making rather than on the expression of students’ 
ideas. This is because ceramics has been classified as 
a craft or arts and crafts category, focusing on pro-
duction-oriented requirements such as practicality, 
aesthetics and economy. Ceramics education is con-
strained by this traditional thinking and is stereotyp-
ical, lacking an open mode of interaction, focusing 

more on the cultivation of skills and lacking empha-
sis on cultural and aesthetic quality. The advantage 
is that students can learn solid basic skills through 
training, but this mode of “emphasis on technique, 
light on thinking” is also the drawback of contempo-
rary university ceramics teaching. At this stage, ce-
ramics is being taught in a number of comprehensive 
colleges and professional art academies, with rigid 
teaching content and teaching methods that ignore 
the main role of students and their enthusiasm for 
participation. The teachers follow the syllabus and 
teach in a step-by-step manner, while the students 
either imitate the teachers’ demonstrations or copy 
the works of the ceramists in a “copinism” manner. 
In the learning of basic ceramics skills, there is no 
traditional ‘inheritance from master to apprentice’ 
style of craftsmanship; in the creation of ceramics, 
there is a lack of innovative ideas and spiritual con-
notations, and the works are often superficial. If we 
look at the problems of ceramics teaching in colleg-
es and universities, we should reflect on the various 
aspects of education if we advocate students’ cre-
ativity and fail to do so. Firstly, whether the teach-
ers’ teaching philosophy and teaching methods can 
play a role in guiding and cultivating students’ cre-

ativity should be considered. At present, when “in-
novation” and “craftsmanship” are being promoted, 
it is particularly important to guide students’ think-
ing and stimulate their creative potential through in-
novative teaching methods. Ceramics educator Yang 
Yongshan has pointed out that in order to provide 
ceramic art education with Chinese characteristics, it 
is necessary to learn and inherit the Chinese ceram-
ics tradition, as well as to learn from the advanced 
experience of modern ceramic art and design edu-
cation abroad. Therefore, it is important not to copy 
the ceramics education methods of the past, nor to 
copy foreign models, but to make “the new” suita-
ble and applicable.

2. Creativity is important in education
Creativity is important to discuss as it is a key 

concept in education and elsewhere. Sawyer (2006) 
has provided some reasons that explain creativi-
ty’s importance in an educational context. These 
reasons can be used to explain why creativity has 
been chosen as an important point in this research. 
First, understanding creativity can help teachers to 
identify and realise each student’s unique creative 
talents. This is helpful when designing lessons. The 
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teacher can then treat each student as an individ-
ual and help each one to achieve their full poten-
tial, which, in China, is called ‘teaching students in 
accordance with their aptitude’ (Confucius, Chun-
qiu period). Second, explaining creativity can help 
students to become better problem solvers. Every-
one will face problems in their lives while working 
and studying every day; some of these problems 
can be solved with a simple idea but some com-
plex problems require more intelligent thought to 
be solved. Third, explaining creativity can help edu-
cators to teach more effectively. Sawyer (2006) has 
stated that educational psychologists have discov-
ered that creativity plays an important role in devel-
opment and learning. In this research, developing a 
possible new ceramics lesson for Chinese students 
is the final aim. Therefore, it is important to think 
about how, through creative teaching, students can 
be led to improve their learning. Psychologists have 
identified that it is the step-by-step creative pro-
cess that underpins learning (Bransford, Brown and 
Cocking, 1999; Olson and Torrance, 1996).

3. Creativity in Taoism thought
What is creativity? Creativity has sometimes been 

regarded as a special and rather mysterious attrib-
ute. In brief, creativity is the production of new and 
appropriate ideas or works (Sternberg and Lubart, 
1999). According to Chinese philosophy, creativity 
emerges from what already exists. Creativity does 
not come from a vacuum. This philosophy is reflected 
in the thoughts of Taoism (Tan, 2007, p. 65). Taoism 
(the tradition is also called Lao-zhuang or Taoism 
(Littlejohn, 2010)) is an indigenous religio-philo-
sophical tradition in China (Seidel and Strickmann, 
1992). Taoism has influenced Chinese people’s lives 
for more than 2000 years (Chang, 2011). The es-
sence and core concept of

Taoist culture is ‘Tao’, which can be translated as 
‘Way’, ‘Path’ or ‘Road’, or the ‘way of the universe’ 
(Dance, 2011). Lao Tzu (604-484BC) and Chuang 
Tzu (369-286BC) are traditionally recognised as the 
founders of Tao and explain Tao as the mother of all 
things, invisible and unfathomable; people cannot 
say what it is as it can only be described (Li, 2005). 
Therefore, people regard Tao itself as inexpressible 
(Chang, 2011) and Taoism as a vehicle of pure phil-
osophical speculation that also serves as a practical 
guide to living. It is like an art that conveys some-
thing beyond its form (Li, 2010). For example, in 

Chapter 42 of Tao Te Ching (Lao Tzu, Chunqiu pe-
riod), there is a description of the creation process:

From the Tao, the One is created;
One gave birth to Two.
Two gave birth to Three.
Three gave birth to the Myriad Things.
From the above quote, Taoism can be under-

stood that ultimate is creativity and creativity is Tao 
(Li, 2005). In Lao Tzu’s Tao Te Ching, the meaning 
of creativity is discussed. He explained that feelings 
and thinking can help people to know the nature of 
the world. He believed that everyone has the abil-
ity to feel and think and that this can activate the 
human nature of Tao and help people to reach a 
level of perfection (Tan, 2007). Furthermore, from 
Chuang Tzu’s (Chunqiu) point of view, everyone is 
a genius; they are born with different talents and 
education should be aligned with the nature of the 
students and should respect the students. Creativ-
ity is a student’s talent and the exploration of each 
person’s potential to be creative must be aligned 
with their nature. This suggests that while students 
have characteristics in common, they also have dif-
ferent personalities and that education should fos-
ter the students’ different talents, such as creativity, 
because everyone has strengths and weaknesses. 
Many researchers (Torrance, 1963; Craft, 2005; Fry-
er, 1996; NACCCE, 1999) believe that creativity can 
be developed and that all people have the potential 
to be creative. To develop students’ creativity, it is 
necessary to guide their awareness of creative think-
ing first. The role of teachers is to think about how 
to emphasise students’ advantages best, help them 
to develop their strengths and explore their crea-
tive abilities. This also points to the importance of 
students’ creativity in university ceramics education 
today, where the focus should be student-oriented 
and teachers should use creative teaching methods 
to guide students’ sense of creative thinking, rather 
than completing teaching tasks with indoctrination, 
to discover the characteristics and potential of each 
student, and to train students in a targeted way.

4. Two aspects of creative teaching
A NACCCE report (p. 90) has distinguished be-

tween teaching creatively and teaching for creativi-
ty and has clearly stated that ‘teaching for creativity 
involves teaching creatively’. Teaching creatively is 
defined as ‘teachers using imaginative approaches 
to make learning more interesting, exciting and ef-
fective’ and teaching for creativity as the ‘forms of 

teaching that are intended to develop young peo-
ple’s own creative thinking or behaviour’ (NACC-
CE, 1999, p. 89). There are two aspects to creative 
teaching. One is teaching creatively, which is from 
a teacher’s perspective and is related to how teach-
ers use creative approaches in their teaching. The 
other aspect is related to the students’ learning, 
namely, teaching for creativity. This involves de-
veloping a student’s ability to be creative. Jeffrey 
and Craft (2004) have argued that teaching for cre-
ativity and teaching creatively are integral and sup-
port one another.

Today’s ceramics education in colleges and uni-
versities is still the traditional teaching model, with 
the teachers’ lectures as the centre; the teachers 
indoctrinate and advocate the so-called “innova-
tion” to students, and the students do not know 
the right way and learn passively. We often see ce-
ramics teaching classes where the teachers explain 
and demonstrate, and then the students copy and 
make according to what they see. Students do not 
think about materials, techniques and crafts, and 
when they encounter a problem they do not try to 
solve it or study the reasons for it but wait for the 
teachers’ guidance and the right answer. This kind 
of inert learning forms a dead-end cycle, with the 
teachers teaching without pleasure and the stu-

dents learning in a boring way; and in the end, the 
teaching task is completed according to the sylla-
bus. Students’ works are often one-sided, or blind-
ly imitate the form of the ceramists’ works, lacking 
their own ideas and their thinking about creation, 
life and society, and creating in order to complete 
the works. The current situation places higher de-
mands on the teachers in terms of how to truly im-
plement creative teaching.

Creative teaching is an art, specifically how the 
teacher uses a number of teaching methods and 
approaches in the classroom to guide students in 
their thinking and problem solving, to explore dif-
ferent ways of creating works, and to create with 
various materials or areas, rather than simply rely-
ing on some of the strategies in the syllabus to help 
promote creative thinking of students. This places 
new demands on the ceramics teachers, who must 
be knowledgeable professionals (Tan, 2007) and can 
observe and discover the characteristics of each stu-
dent, rather than the current mechanical approach 
of following the syllabus, explaining, demonstrat-
ing, practising and observing to give marks. The 
result is that the final works are uniform, or “copi-
nism” of the teachers’ or other artists’ works, with 
no thought inside; and no creativity or recognition 
of the work is included.
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Creative teaching focuses on teacher practice 
while teaching for creativity highlights the student 
agency (Craft, 2005). Both aspects are seen as in-
terconnected and indispensable. Creative teaching 
can involve dynamic and innovative approaches (Jef-
frey and Craft, 2004), which often inspire students to 
think of new ideas and encourage teachers to teach 
for creativity. In other words, through teaching cre-
atively, teachers can encourage students’ creativi-
ty by passing on their enthusiasm, motivation and 
other gifts (Lucas, 2001). Meanwhile, establishing a 
classroom environment that is conducive to creative 
thinking and problem solving and that appreciates 
students’ creative contributions is an essential prin-
ciple of teaching for creativity (Fryer, 1996).

5. Cultivating students’ creativity
As a teacher, it is challenging to guide students 

towards a creative process in the curriculum, as it 
requires more thought on the part of the teacher 
about how to follow the guidelines of the curricu-
lum, how to use personal knowledge and experi-
ence to motivate and encourage students, and how 
to use creative methods to plan lessons and engage 
students. NACCCE states that teachers can apply in 
creative teaching three principles: encouraging stu-
dents to believe in their own creativity, identifying 
students’ creativity, cultivating creativity through 
developing students’ general abilities and sensi-
tivities such as curiosity and cognitive skills, mak-
ing students know about the creative process, and 
providing opportunities for students to be creative 
or hands-on. This can refer to the British approach 
to teaching ceramics, which focuses more on the 

“process” of learning in the classroom, requiring stu-
dents to record their daily inspiration, material col-
lection, discussion, the process of making, problems 
encountered, development and refinement, analy-
sis of the process, completion of results and eval-
uation of the whole process in the form of a diary, 
also known as a sketchbook. In this process, the stu-
dents can feel the whole process of creation, where 
problems arise, where they fail, or where they dis-
cuss with their teachers and classmates for inspira-
tion, and this process is the process of enhancing 
their thinking rather than passive learning. In Disci-
ple Rules of Li Yuxiu in the Qing Dynasty, it is said: 

“If you have doubts, write them down, ask someone 
about them, and seek the exact meaning”. This is 
similar to the British model of teaching, the ancients 
learnt in this way, but something has been lost in 

our classrooms today in the course of development. 
The teaching of ceramics in Chinese universities fo-
cuses on the completion degree and completeness 
of the final work, the British teaching of ceramics 
focuses more on the process of how students cre-
ate, how they think independently, how they solve 
problems, and even though the final work may be a 
failure, students are able to find the reasons for the 
failure and provide a reference for the next creation. 
It is this process of constant thinking and analysis 
that makes British students more creative because 
instead of waiting when they encounter a problem, 
they look it up, do research, discuss it with their class-
mates and analyse it with their teachers. It is this in-
quisitiveness and curiosity that develop the ability 
to find problems and solve them, and that ultimate-
ly makes students creative. Researchers (Treffinger, 
Isaken and Dorval, 2000) have explained that crea-
tive thinking is a divergent process. It can be seen 
as a process for analysis, development, evaluating 
ideas and problem-solving. The process is often 
more important in encouraging creativity than the 
solution or the production of a final product (Fisher, 
1990). Products can be short-lived items but train-
ing in the process of creative thinking can be of life-
long value (Lin, 2011; Fisher, 1990).

It is not easy to be a good teacher and to con-
duct teaching well. Teaching for creativity and teach-
ing creatively include all of the characteristics of 
good teaching. These include providing strong mo-
tivation, meeting high expectations, the ability to 
communicate and listen and the ability to interest 
and to inspire (NACCCE, 1999, p. 95). To be a cre-
ative teacher in ceramics teaching, techniques are 
required that stimulate curiosity and increase the 
students’ selfesteem and confidence, providing bal-
anced and structured learning with opportunities 
for self-direction. A creative teacher must also be 
able to use techniques that enable them to man-
age the class while providing sufficient attention to 
individuals. The creative teacher must also be able 
to judge the kinds of questions that are appropri-
ate for different purposes, as well as the resulting 
solutions. This can be complicated and difficult for 
a teacher but it is important in ceramics education. 
Teaching and learning methods that emphasise cre-
ativity can have strong beneficial effects on students 
(Cropley, 2001), especially on the students’ motiva-
tion and learning attitudes. If teachers are good at 
engaging with students’ abilities to be creative, they 
often provide models of creative behaviour, encour-

age students’ creative behaviours, build a creative 
classroom environment, allow students to use al-
ternative solutions and tolerate students’ errors (ei-
ther their mistakes or failures). Cropley (2001) has 
argued that teachers who focus on fostering stu-
dents’ creativity should:
l encourage students to learn independently;
l offer a cooperative, social and integrative style 

of teaching;
l promote the mastery of factual knowledge;
l tolerate ‘sensible’ or bold errors;
l promote self-evaluation;
l take questions seriously;
l offer opportunities to work with varied materi-

als under different conditions;
l help students to learn to cope with frustration 

and failure;
l reward courage as much as being right.

Modern university ceramics teaching is based on 
the contemporary art context and should emphasise 
the importance of cross-discipline, as ceramics is no 
longer a craft or product in the traditional sense, 
but an integration of multidisciplinary knowledge in 
addition to professional aesthetics and techniques. 
Students should be allowed to dip into multiple 
fields of knowledge such as literature, history, phys-
ics, chemistry, painting and sculpture when stud-
ying ceramics. The universities should introduce a 
collaborative, social and integrated teaching mod-
el in ceramics teaching, avoid indoctrination and 
patterned teaching, change the simple knowledge 
transfer model, inspire students’ thinking and cul-
tivate their interest, and promote their active learn-
ing. For example, teachers from other disciplines 
could be invited to participate in the teaching of the 
courses; the relevant studios of the colleges can be 
opened for students to learn and create, to recog-
nise and master different materials for experiments 
and creation; artists from other places or not spe-
cialising in ceramics can be invited to teach and ex-
change, providing more opportunities for students 
to participate in the teaching, rather than a single 
lecture-based approach, allowing students to have 
more direct access to a more diverse range of art. It 
is possible to learn from the British model of group 
discussion (seminar), in which the students are the 
main body of works and can explain one by one, 
and all students work together in a seminar, ask-
ing questions and making suggestions. This pro-
cess promotes students’ thinking about the works, 
develops their ability to find problems and solve 

them, encourages them to give different solutions, 
and at the same time develops their ability to co-
operate and communicate. If the teaching model is 
boring and lacking in creativity, the teaching meth-
ods and practices will not interest students and will 
reduce their enthusiasm for learning. Of course, cre-
ative teaching is not the only important factor, but 
an important start because it engages students’ in-
terest, enhances their learning efficiency and gives 
them more opportunities to develop their creativity.

I agree with much of what Cropley has argued 
about what teachers should do to foster students’ 
creativity. For example, the point about tolerating 
‘sensible’ or bold errors is barely followed in China, 
at least in my own learning experiences. This refers 
not only to BA or MA education but also in high 
school; no mistakes were allowed. All too often, par-
ents and teachers deny students the right to make 
mistakes. To some extent, this is good for the devel-
opment of the students and their learning. However, 
if students are never allowed to make errors or mis-
takes, they will never know what failure is and will 
never think about it, so do not know how to face 
it or how to resolve their problems in an effective 
way. They are compromised by the fixed thinking 
in this teaching and learning environment, so how 
can they be creative? Students need a learning en-
vironment that is supportive rather than restrictive. 
As Lucas points out, it is important to respect, not 
belittle students in their creative learning. The craft 
and firing process of ceramics is inherently full of 
uncontrollability and failure is common. Students 
should be respected when they fail in their attempts 
and encouraged to find the reasons rather than just 
denying their attempts and failures. They should 
have enough space to exert and explore, and remove 
their concerns and negative pressures. If people’s 
brains overstress, they cannot fully express them-
selves and may be reluctant to express their ideas 
(Cropley, 2001). This also reflects the fact that the 
teacher-student relationship in China is not as easy 
as that in the UK. Chinese students are often cau-
tious in their studies because of their fear of mak-
ing mistakes, they do not want to be ridiculed for 
making simple mistakes especially in front of their 
teachers and thus are unwilling to communicate 
with their teachers and express their ideas.

In summary, ceramics education in colleges and 
universities has an important role in cultivating stu-
dents’ creativity. To cultivate students’ creativity, the 
teachers must pay attention to the cultivation of 
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their creative thinking because education is about 
solving the thought problem of humans. The teach-
ers should focus on their creative teaching role in 
teaching, establish creative teaching environments 
and conditions, guide the students’ enthusiasm of 
learning, give them the space to explore, train them 
to independently analyse problems and solve them, 

create interdisciplinary and diversified teaching mode, 
combine the actual needs of students and teaching 
to absorb and learn from foreign teaching methods 
and teaching experience, and promote the teach-
ing of ceramics in colleges and universities into an 
effective virtuous cycle.
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