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Creativity and the art o f lib ra ry  instruction

by BethAnn Zambella
I t took me almost as long to get from Bos­

ton to Bozeman as it will to explain what
“LOEX-of-the-West” means.

LOEX, for those uninitiated in arcane li­
brary acronyms, is the Library Orientation/
Instruction Exchange Clearinghouse at East­
ern Michigan University, which runs an inti­
mate annual conference that’s always sold
out.1

Six years ago, our brethren in the Pacific
Northwest started a biannual program mod­
eled on LOEX that they 
dubbed LOEX-of-the- 
West. Like LOEX-goers, 
its 200 participants are  
drawn by the varied con-0 
ference themes; this 
year’s was “Creativity and 
the Art of Library Instruc­
tion.”2

We gathered at Mon­
tana State University 
(MSU) at Bozeman from 
June 7-10, 2000, to “stimu­
late and refresh our creative 
rhythms,” remarked Ken 
Kempcke, MSU reference librarian and con­
ference chair. Kempcke introduced the ex­
tended metaphor that had given birth to the
conference theme: former-MSU faculty mem­
ber Robert Pirsig’s Zen and the Art of Motor­
cycle Maintenance.

 

 

 

 

 

Since metaphor is one of the most effec­
tive right-brained teaching and learning strat­
egies, he crafted an excellent lens from which 
to view the ensuing proceedings, setting up 
the tensions.between life and technology, rea­
son and creativity, and the quest for whole­
ness.

Connecting creativity research to  
teaching and learning
Keynoter Mary Jane Petrowski, head of Li­

brary Instruction at Colgate Univer­
sity, packed her presentation, “Cre­

ativity! Connecting Research to 
Teaching and Learning,” with a 
cornucopia of ideas, delving 

into at least two dozen areas 
of research around the con­

cept of creativity itself, 
such as psychometric 
measures, biographical 
profiles, IQ vs. creativ­
ity, and ways to foster 

c reative thinking in the 
classroom.

Petrowski showed a video clip from 
television’s Nightline, which explored how 
a company called IDEO develops new prod­
ucts, in this case a better shopping cart.3 The 
lesson I took from the clip: creative re­
sponses that don’t address actual needs are 
irrelevant.
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B e fo re  and  after the team s’ in -lab des ign  

sessions, th ey  in te rv iew ed  rea l shop pers  at 

actual stores to  see  w h a t p rob lem s the c o n ­

sum ers saw  and  to  h ave  th em  eva luate the 

fina l product. Th is person -on -the-street as­

sessm ent is o ften  the m issin g p ie c e  in librar­

ie s ’ c rea tive  attem pts to  reach  users.

As fo r  c lassroom  tips, P e tro w sk i’s su gges­

tions ra n ged  from  estab lish ing in tent to  re­

w a rd in g  curios ity  and  risk-taking, to  m eta­

tasks, such as “p rom o tin g  su pportab le  b e ­

liefs about creativ ity” b y  letting students k n ow  

w h a t creativ ity  requ ires (t im e ) and  w h a t sup­

presses it (v erb a liza tion , to o  m uch stress).

M y favorite theoretical snippet from  her talk 

lo o k ed  at “recently activated k n o w led ge .” She 

ga ve  an exam p le  from  the m ov ie  Topsy Tuny, 
w h ere  a sw o rd  falls on  Sullivan ’s h ead  ( o f  

G ilbert and Sullivan), thus inspiring The M i­
kado. Like the protagonist, w e  are all in form ed 

b y  ou r m ost recent exposu res to  incidents and 

ideas— rein forcing the notion  that con ferences 

like this o n e  really d o  inspire us.

P e trow sk i a lso  g a ve  the au d ien ce  o p p o r ­

tunities to  partic ipate, adm in is terin g short 

vers ion s  o f  c rea tiv ity  tests, such as “gen era te  

a list o f  th ings that are w h ite  and  e d ib le ” and  

“brainstorm  the con seq u en ces  o f  h av in g  s ix  

fingers  [on  o n e  hand] instead o f  f iv e .”

O v e r  the cou rse o f  tw o  days, exa m p les  

o f  h o w -w e -d on e -it-go o d  creativity to ok  m any 

fo r m s :  o n e  la r g e r  in s t itu t io n  c h o s e  a 

cou n terin tu itive ly  lo w -tech  w a y  to  reach  stu­

d en ts  (o ld - fa s h io n e d  te rm -p a p e r  c lin ic s ) 

w h ile  a sm aller sch oo l to o k  a h igh -tech  route 

(a  p ortab le  w ire less  e lec tron ic  c lassroom ).4

Resources fo r creativity
O f  the d o z e n  p os te r  sessions— all re v e la ­

tory— m y favor ite  w as  M SU R eferen ce  Librar­

ian Jan Zauha’s “Th in k in g Backward: Selected  

Resources fo r  C reativity,” w h ich  in clu ded  n ot 

o n ly  b ook s, but gam es, cards, m agn etic  p o ­

etry, and  m in iature can dy bars stu dded  w ith  

c rea tiv ity  fortu n es.5 A  c o p y  o f  Zau ha ’s fu ll 

b ib liog ra p h y  w ill ap p ea r in the Reference Ser­
vices Review  c on feren ce  p roceed in gs .

Incorporating comedy into  library  
instruction
T h e  best p resen tation  I a ttended  w as Sarah 

B lakes lee  and  Kristin T re fts ’ “D id  you  H ear 

the O n e  abou t the B o o lea n  O perators? In ­

corpora tin g C om ed y  into Library Instruction.”

Because there is a p os itiv e  relationsh ip  b e ­

tw ee n  the use o f  hu m or and  student learn ­

ing, th e C a liforn ia  State U n ivers ity  at C h ico  

presenters w e n t on  a qu est to  b e c o m e  “fu n ­

n ie r” in the classroom .

T h e y  re ga led  us, in tag-team  form at, w ith  

their adven tures, in c lu d in g  a ttend ing stand- 

u p  c o m e d y  c la s s e s . T h e y  s p ik e d  th e ir  

P o w e rP o in t slides w ith  cartoons, m usic, and 

v id e o  clips and g a ve  us all hu m or journals. 

T h e  au d ien ce  a lso  c o m p e te d  to  subm it the 

best pu n ch lin e  fo r  th e ta lk ’s title. T h e  w in ­

ner? C o lle en  B e ll from  the U n ivers ity  o f  O r­

ego n , w h o  said, “A n d  and  O r  w en t to  Vegas 

to  tie  the N o t.”

T h e  lo w  po in t o f  the sessions, fo r  m e, w as 

the dearth  o f  creativity exh ib ited  in m any p re ­

sentations. It w asn ’t so  m uch the ubiqu itous 

P ow erP o in t slides as it w as presenters w h o  

insisted on  read ing them  w ord -for-w ord . It’s 

o n e  th ing to  appea l to  d ifferen t learn ing styles; 

it’s another to  g iv e  the sam e in form ation  au­

rally, visually, and as a prin ted handout.

For exa m p le , in a session  that p rom ised  

to  e x p lo re  “teach in g  w ith  the right h a lf o f  

y ou r b ra in ,” th e lectu rer (a n d  I m ean  that 

p e jo ra tiv e ly ) d id n ’t use a s ing le  tech n iqu e  he 

w as  p rom otin g , n o t e v e n  a to k en  graph ic  or 

m etaphor.

I y ea rn ed  to  ask, “A ren ’t we adult learn ­

ers, too?” I h o p e  future con fe ren ce  p resen t­

ers w ill  b e  m ore  re fle x ive , re ly  on  their o w n  . 

exp e rtis e , re v e a l su cc in c tly  w h a t w o rk e d , 

share substantive tips, and  in vite  the audi­

e n ce  in to  the d iscussion.

T h e  fifth  b ien n ia l LO E X -o f-the-W est w ill 

take p la ce  at the U n ivers ity  o f  O regon , June 

27-29, 2002.

Notes
1. S ee  h ttp :/ / w w w .em ic h .e d u / p u b lic/  

loex/C O N FE R E N /hom e.h tm  fo r  m ore  in fo r­

m ation.

2. F or the fu ll p rogram , check  the W eb  

site at h ttp ://w w w .lib .m ontana.edu / loex/ .

3. N igh tline . “T h e  D e e p  D iv e ,” February

9, 1999.

4. For a full report o n  the con feren ce, k eep  

an e y e  on  fo r th com in g  issues o f  Reference  

Services Review, w h e re  the p ro ceed in gs  w ill 

b e  pub lished.

5. F o r  q u ick  in sp ira tion , s ign  up  fo r  a 

w e e k ly  brain  w a k e -u p  at w w w .th in k sm a rt. 

com /w akeupbra in .h tm l. ■

http://www.emich.edu/public/
http://www.lib.montana.edu/loex/
http://www.thinksmart



