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Summary

there appears to be a discrepancy between practice (the need for solutions to prac-

tical problems) and science (which particularly focuses on the formation of theory) in 

social-economic courses taught at universities of applied sciences. this is also mani-

fested in methodological textbooks. the authors of these methodological textbooks 

are not primarily concerned with training students to solve practical problems, but to 

develop theories and test these according to established methodological recipes. this 

is also shown in theses written by students. apparently, science and practice are not 

linked effectively enough. is there a solution?

in this respect, the literature (e.g. Limoges 1996; gibbons e.a. 1994) suggests that we 

are “trapped” inside our current science paradigm. it argues that we may have come 

a long way since kuhn’s paradigm concept was introduced, but that teaching conti-

nues as if nothing has changed; as if it is possible to observe the world objectively and 

to test a theory objectively based on observation (glasersfeld, 1989; andel, 2004). in 

other words, this literature proposes that the emphasis in education should be placed 

on the fact that reality can be interpreted in several ways and that, consequently, there 

are several truths. 

according to this point of view, textbooks on the subject of research should no lon-

ger primarily focus on developing theories, but there is no generally accepted scienti-

fic alternative available. this will need to be developed first. an initial impetus to an 

alternative of this sort is creative action Methodology, which was recently born from 

the everyday practice of education and research (delnooz e.a. 1998). this “methodo-

logy” rests on the above-mentioned finding that, in the philosophy of science, there 

are doubts about the objectivity of observation and as such, the testability of a the-

ory (Popper, 1963; habermas 1982; kuhn 1962; feyerabend, 1975). Without taking a 

stance in this debate, this did lead to the idea that a theory can in any case be used as a 

mental framework that we can use in a creative manner in order to come up with solu-



tions to practical problems. there may, in other words, be doubts about the testability 

of a theory, but it is, in any case, a creative instrument that inspires us to work towards 

solutions, which at first sight may even seem illogical, but which can be tested as to 

whether they are effective according to our perceptions. after that, by means of expe-

riments, we can examine whether these solutions (actions, undertakings) are effective 

in several contexts and hence have a systematic character. 

not exclusively paying attention to the traditional way of practising science, but also 

build in room for creative “illogical” modes of thinking, creates a connection with the 

views of authors such as Bono (1967) and damasio (2001). they emphasize the impor-

tance of creative (lateral, combinatoric) thinking; in order to subsequently arrive at a 

hypothesis (solution); and the ability to reflect on this hypothesis based on previous 

experiences in searching for solutions to practical problems. this is also something 

that is referred to in the educational literature, as a matter of fact. this literature stres-

ses that a child should be given room to develop a hypothesis in a creative manner 

and reflect on this hypothesis based on previous experiences. this is referred to as the 

“what if” game (ackerman, 2004; gredler, 1997).

Based on these notions (there are doubts about the testability of a theory and the 

objectivity of observation; solutions don’t always come about logically; try to think 

laterally and combinatorially; try to reflect on scientific and non-scientific knowledge; 

we can in any case examine whether an action is effective according to our percepti-

ons) a methodological approach has been developed for the purpose of education. it 

is a step-by-step plan to conduct research which was named “creative action Metho-

dology”, because of its ample room for creative (lateral; combinatoric) thinking and its 

central place for action (testing a solution). additionally, it is a methodological appro-

ach, centred around the words “doubt” and “reflection”. in each step, the student is 

asked to question existing theoretical and empirical knowledge, as well as existing 

methodological recipes; to reflect on them; and subsequently, arrive at a judgement. 

in other words, students are asked to think scientifically. is that special? no! is the 

approach special? Yes! Rather than presenting facts and truths to students mainly in 

the form of recipes (that which characterizes today’s methodological textbooks in 



social-economic sciences), they are forced to question all knowledge and reflect on 

that. 

this “methodology” was integrated into a one-year training programme in 2003. it con-

cerns a graduation track which students from various courses (such as hotel manage-

ment; leisure management; and traffic management) can attend and in which they 

work towards the solution to a practical problem. What’s typical of the programme 

is that students not only have to try and come up with a solution to the practical issue 

that they want to solve, but that they also have to test this solution in the form of a 

(natural) experiment. Based on that, they then write their research report which is at 

the same time their thesis towards earning a Bachelor’s degree. 

in order to be able to explain the didactic approach of this training programme, the 

model of the creatively learning individual was developed. the first step in this model 

is “knowing”: the zone of proximal development (vygotsky, 1978). the student needs 

to have knowledge of descriptions; explanations; and actions. for instance, a student 

needs to know all the parties involved in the practical problem; the interests of these 

parties; the available statistical material; the existing theories; the actions already 

taken towards solving the practical problem; why these actions were successful or not; 

and so on. in this process the student is stimulated to not only tread the path of litera-

ture (articles; statistics; reports; and the like), but also to set about gathering know-

ledge in the field of study (talks with parties involved; visits to symposiums; on-site 

observation; and the like). the second step is the activation of the brain: the student is 

stimulated towards combinatorial and lateral thinking. this is mainly done in working 

groups and during talks with the supervising lecturer. in this respect, one may think 

of the hat method; of brainstorming to uncover a dialectic view of reality; and of dis-

cussing topics that initially don’t seem to have anything to do with the research con-

text. the third step is reflection: the student is stimulated to formulate a conclusion 

based on arguments. this is not so much about the conclusion itself, but more about 

the argumentation. it is about the student learning to critically comment on know-

ledge gathered; to deal with the “mental chaos” caused by this problematization; so 

that, in the end, a well-founded conclusion is established. the final step is the step of 



implementation. Based on reflection, the student opts for a follow-up action (such as 

visiting an expert), the result of which is added to the “knowing”. in other words, it 

involves a cycle in which the student is encouraged towards creative, analytical and 

reflective thinking, with the aim of shifting the zone of proximal development a little 

further every time. 

the application of the developed training programme (and the developed “metho-

dology” within this training programme) turns out to be effective in the practice of 

education: it leads to students producing innovative solutions for the purpose of their 

theses; that their way of thinking changes (learning how to think); and that transfer is 

involved. the learning process, however, turns out to progress with difficulty; emoti-

ons run high; it turns out that there is resistance to learning that can be traced back to 

the directive teaching style of some lecturers; and it turns out that there is a cultural 

issue involved (ackerman, 2004; simons, 1992; Brown e.a., 1984; andel, 2004). 

the conclusion is that competency-based education increases the resistance to lear-

ning; does not stimulate towards creative and innovative thinking; that the solution 

lies in the questioning of presuppositions; the encouragement of creative thinking; 

that education should take place in a mode 2 context; in which a requirement is that 

the lecturers should have a high degree of content expertise; and constantly stimulate 

their students towards reflection as a result; and that they should not apply a directive 

teaching style in this process. 



Samenvatting

vanuit het sociaal-economisch onderwijs op de hbo’s blijkt dat er een discrepantie 

bestaat tussen de praktijk (de behoefte aan oplossingen voor praktische problemen) 

en de wetenschap (die met name gericht is op theorievorming). dit komt ook tot uit-

drukking in de methodologische studieboeken. de auteurs van de methodologische 

studieboeken leiden de studenten niet primair op om praktische problemen op te los-

sen, maar om theorieën te ontwikkelen en te toetsen volgens vastgelegde methodolo-

gische recepten. dat komt ook uit de afstudeerscripties van de studenten naar voren. 

Blijkbaar sluiten de wetenschap en de praktijk onvoldoende op elkaar aan. is er een 

oplossing?

de literatuur (o.a. Limoges 1996; gibbons e.a. 1994) suggereert in dit verband dat 

we “gevangen” zitten in ons huidige wetenschapsparadigma. Er wordt gesteld dat er 

weliswaar een ander paradigma is sinds kuhn, maar dat het lesgeven verder gaat alsof 

er niets veranderd is; alsof de wereld objectief waarneembaar is en het mogelijk is 

om door middel van waarneming een theorie objectief te toetsen (glasersfeld, 1989; 

andel, 2004). vanuit deze literatuur wordt met andere woorden aangegeven dat bin-

nen het onderwijs zou moeten worden benadrukt dat de werkelijkheid op meerdere 

manieren te interpreteren is en dat er derhalve meerdere waarheden zijn. 

vanuit dit oogpunt zouden de studieboeken binnen het vak onderzoek niet langer pri-

mair gericht moeten zijn op theorie-ontwikkeling, maar er is geen algemeen geaccep-

teerd wetenschappelijk alternatief voorhanden. dit zal eerst nog ontwikkeld moeten 

worden. Een eerste aanzet voor een dergelijk alternatief is creatieve actie Methodo-

logie, dat onlangs is ontstaan vanuit de dagelijkse praktijk van het onderwijs en het 

onderzoek (delnooz e.a. 1998). deze “methodologie” berust op de hiervoor aange-

haalde constatering dat er binnen de wetenschapsfilosofie twijfels bestaan over de 

objectiviteit van de waarneming en daarmee de toetsbaarheid van een theorie (Pop-

per, 1963; habermas 1982; kuhn 1962; feyerabend, 1975). Zonder een standpunt te 



bepalen in deze discussie, is daarop de gedachte ontstaan dat een theorie in elk geval 

kan worden ingezet als een denkader dat we op creatieve wijze kunnen gebruiken om 

oplossingen te bedenken voor praktische problemen. Er bestaan met andere woorden 

misschien twijfels over de toetsbaarheid van een theorie, maar het is in elk geval een 

creatief instrument dat ons inspireert tot het bedenken van oplossingen, die op het 

eerste gezicht misschien zelfs onlogisch zijn, maar waarvan getoetst kan worden of 

ze in onze beleving effectief zijn. daarna kan met behulp van experimenten worden 

nagegaan of deze oplossingen (acties; handelingen) in meerdere contexten effectief 

zijn en derhalve een wetmatig karakter hebben.

door binnen het onderwijs niet alleen aandacht te geven aan de traditionele wijze 

van wetenschapsbeoefening, maar tevens ruimte in te bouwen voor creatieve “onlo-

gische” denkmethoden wordt aangesloten bij de opvattingen van auteurs als Bono 

(1967) en damasio (2001). Zij benadrukken het belang van creatief (lateraal, combina-

torisch) denken; om zo tot een hypothese (oplossing) te komen; en het vermogen om 

daarop te reflecteren op basis van eerdere ervaringen bij het zoeken naar oplossingen 

voor praktische problemen. overigens wordt hier ook in de onderwijskundige litera-

tuur naar gerefereerd. in deze literatuur wordt benadrukt dat een kind de ruimte moet 

krijgen om op creatieve wijze tot een hypothese te komen en daarop te reflecteren op 

basis van eerdere ervaringen. dit wordt het “what if” spel genoemd (ackerman, 2004; 

gredler, 1997).

op basis van deze gedachten (er bestaan twijfels over de toetsbaarheid van een the-

orie en de objectiviteit van de waarneming; oplossingen komen niet altijd logisch 

tot stand; probeer lateraal en combinatorisch te denken; probeer te reflecteren op 

wetenschappelijke en niet-wetenschappelijke kennis; we kunnen in elk geval nagaan 

of een actie in onze beleving effectief is) is een methodologische aanpak ontwikkeld 

ten behoeve van het onderwijs. het is een stappenplan voor het verrichten van onder-

zoek dat de naam creatieve actie Methodologie heeft gekregen, omdat hierin veel 

ruimte is voor creatief (lateraal; combinatorisch) denken en er tevens een centrale 

plaats wordt toegekend aan actie (het testen van een oplossing). het is bovendien 

een methodologische aanpak waarin de woorden “twijfel” en “reflectie” een centrale 



plaats innemen. Bij elke stap wordt de student gevraagd om vraagtekens te plaat-

sen bij de bestaande theoretische en empirische kennis, alsmede bij de bestaande 

methodologische recepten; om daarop te reflecteren; en om vervolgens tot een oor-

deel te komen. Er wordt met andere woorden aan de studenten gevraagd om weten-

schappelijk te denken. is dat bijzonder? nee! is de aanpak bijzonder? Ja! in plaats 

van de studenten vooral gegevenheden in de vorm van recepten aan te bieden (dat-

gene waardoor de huidige methodologische studieboeken in de sociaal-economische 

wetenschappen worden gekarakteriseerd), worden ze juist gedwongen om alle ken-

nis ter discussie te stellen en daarop te reflecteren. 

deze “methodologie” is sinds 2003 geïntegreerd in een lesprogramma van een jaar. 

het betreft een afstudeerprogramma waaraan studenten van diverse opleidingen 

(zoals hotelmanagement; vrijetijdskunde; en verkeerskunde) deel kunnen nemen en 

waarin ze toewerken aan de oplossing van een praktisch probleem. het is kenmerkend 

voor dit lesprogramma dat de studenten niet alleen een oplossing moeten proberen 

te bedenken voor het praktische vraagstuk dat ze op willen lossen, maar deze ook 

moeten testen in de vorm van een (natuurlijk) experiment. op basis daarvan schrijven 

vervolgens ze een onderzoeksrapport dat tevens hun afstudeerscriptie vormt voor het 

behalen van het bachelor-diploma. 

om de didactische aanpak binnen dit lesprogramma te kunnen duiden is het model 

van de creatief lerende mens ontwikkeld. de eerste stap in dit model is “weten”: de 

zone of proximal development (vygotsky, 1978). de student moet kennis hebben van 

beschrijvingen; verklaringen; en acties. Zo moet een student weten wie er allemaal 

betrokken zijn bij het praktische probleem; wat hun belangen zijn; welke statistieken 

er zijn; welke theorieën er zijn; welke acties reeds ondernomen zijn om het praktische 

probleem op te lossen; waarom deze acties minder of meer succesvol zijn geweest; 

enzovoorts. daarbij wordt de student gestimuleerd om niet alleen de literaire weg 

te bewandelen (artikelen; statistieken; rapporten; e.d.), maar om ook kennis te gaan 

verzamelen binnen het werkveld (gesprekken met de betrokkenen; het bezoeken van 

symposia; ter plekke gaan observeren; e.d.). de tweede stap is het activeren van de 

hersenen: de student wordt gestimuleerd om combinerend en lateraal te denken. dit 



vindt vooral plaats in de werkgroepen en tijdens de gesprekken met de begeleidende 

docent. hierbij kan bijvoorbeeld worden gedacht aan de hoeden-petten methode; 

aan brain-stormen om op het spoor te komen van een dialectische visie op de wer-

kelijkheid; en het bespreken van onderwerpen die op het eerste gezicht niets met 

het onderzoek te maken hebben. de derde stap is reflectie: de student wordt gesti-

muleerd om op basis van argumenten een conclusie te formuleren. hierbij gaat het 

niet zo zeer om de conclusie “an sich”, maar veel meer om de argumentatie. het gaat 

erom dat de student leert om kritische kanttekeningen te plaatsen bij de verzamelde 

kennis; leert om te gaan met de “mentale chaos” die deze problematisering teweeg 

brengt; zodat er uiteindelijk een beargumenteerde conclusie tot stand komt. de 

laatste stap is uitvoeren. de student kiest op basis van de reflectie voor een vervolg-

actie (zoals een expert bezoeken), waarvan het resultaat wordt toegevoegd aan het 

“weten”. het is met andere woorden een cyclus waarin de student wordt aangemoe-

digd om creatief, analytisch en reflectief te denken, met als doel om de “zone of proxi-

mal development” telkens een stukje verder op te laten schuiven.

de toepassing van het ontwikkelde lesprogramma (en daarbinnen de ontwikkelde 

“methodologie”) blijkt in de praktijk van het onderwijs effectief te zijn: het leidt 

ertoe dat studenten tot innovatieve oplossingen komen voor hun afstudeerscriptie; 

dat hun manier van denken verandert (leren om te denken); en er tevens sprake is van 

transfer. het leerproces blijkt echter moeizaam te verlopen: de emoties laaien op; er 

blijkt sprake te zijn van een weerstand tegen leren die terug te voeren is op de stu-

rende houding van de docenten; en er blijkt sprake te zijn van een cultureel vraagstuk 

(ackerman, 2004; simons, 1992; Brown e.a., 1984; andel, 2004). 

de conclusie luidt dat het competentiegerichte onderwijs de weerstand tegen leren 

vergroot; niet aanzet tot creatief en innovatief denken; dat de oplossing ligt in het 

ter discussie stellen van vooronderstellingen; het bevorderen van het creatief denken; 

dat onderwijs plaats moet vinden in een mode 2 context; waarbij het een voorwaarde 

is dat de docenten inhoudelijk zeer deskundig zijn; hun studenten daardoor voortdu-

rend kunnen aanzetten tot reflectie; en dat ze daarbij niet sturend te werk moeten 

gaan. 
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Preface 

this study was triggered by the need of students to prepare for their professional lives 

in a different manner. it is based on experiences gained in the past few years in the 

coaching and supervision of students in the process of writing their graduation theses. 

it concerns the work of a reflective practitioner, who noticed – in the everyday practice 

of education – that students are faced with all sorts of challenges that they are unable 

or hardly able to deal with, but that may be essentially important to the progress, qua-

lity and relevance of the graduation project that they undertook to fulfil. 

in this everyday practice of education, i have steadily been carrying through changes 

to the curriculum in the past 20 years, in an attempt to solve these problems for the 

students. over the years, these experiments resulted in three books for the purpose of 

education (delnooz, 1996; delnooz e.a., 1998; delnooz, 2006). this study is the fourth 

book in this series and mainly has a scientific goal: understanding why a curriculum is 

successful or less successful. i will explain this below. 

this study reports on the period from 2003 onwards. it concerns a period in which 

annual experiments were carried out with students in their fourth year of higher pro-

fessional education, from a variety of study programmes, in the process of writing their 

graduation theses. the aim of this experiment was twofold. firstly, the experiments 

were aimed at having students graduate at a higher level. secondly, the intention was 

for students to arrive at results that were better usable in practice. 

now, four years later, research has shown that the experiments were successful. Why 

was this experimental curriculum successful? Was it merely coincidence? can the 

cause be found in the step-by-step plan that was especially developed for students 

for the purpose of carrying out their graduation research projects? is it the didactic 

approach? are there any other factors that play a role? in this study i will try to ans-

wer these questions. in this process, i will not talk about the step-by-step plan, but 
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about creative action Methodology. after all, this methodology is centred around 

creative thinking and action (testing the solution to a practical problem by means of 

an experiment). 

in creative action Methodology, students are taught to take the practical problem as 

a point of departure. in other words: to mould the current situation into a desired situ-

ation. in this respect, one may think of the situation in problem neighbourhoods or 

the wish to design the airport of the future. students are also stimulated to abandon 

their own theoretical prejudices in studying the problem; to problematize theories 

and models and use them as creative instruments; to problematize observations and, 

in this way, identify as many as possible interpretations of the problem; to use the 

experiences of others; to think laterally and combinatorially; in order to arrive at an 

(innovative) solution to a practical problem; and subsequently test this solution in a 

(natural) experiment. it is a “methodology” that has been elaborated into a one-year 

training programme. 

this study reports on this training programme, which has been delivered since 2003 

in the form of a natural experiment. the development of such a training programme; 

of a “methodology”; experiment with it; reflect on it; writing a dissertation on it; 

is no sinecure. it is, moreover, only possible if you enjoy the support of many peo-

ple, who give you the opportunity to put into action all your ideas. that is why i 

would like to thank everyone who helped me in the past few years. i would especi-

ally like to mention some people who grew dear (or dearer) to me during this period. 

Birgit van Bracht, Roeland Bottema and geert van Weert, my friends for life; hans 

uijterwijk and nico van os, the two chairmen of the Executive Board of nhtv Breda 

university of applied sciences, who put their trust in me and my work, and kept doing 

so, even though there were quite some bumps along the way; Paul van Maanen and 

Riekje Meijering, who appointed me as a professor at hogeschool Leiden; ilja simons, 

nicoline de heus, thomas van velthoven, Ellen verhoef, Willemijn assink, Janine 

cornelis, didi verhagen, krystle stok, Maartje Boom, Esther dekker, ingrid van de 

ven, and Moniek hover. it was thanks to the support of all these people that i was 

able to accomplish this study. 
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 i owe a special word of thanks to my dissertation supervisors: prof. dr. sandra schruijer 

and prof. dr. arie de Ruijter. their penetrating analyses were an important contribu-

tion to this dissertation. What’s more, they both grew very dear to me. their involve-

ment and support seem endless. to me, an emotional and passionate man, this is oh so 

important. 

finally, i would like to mention my family. My wife Loes and my children Mark, anne 

and Matthijs, of whom i am so proud; who mean love and warmth to me; and who are 

the most important in the world to me (even though they sometimes don’t think so). 

from this safe nest, in my study, i dedicate this work – fully in keeping with tradition 

– to Loes, my buddy, my rock. Without her constant understanding, devotion and sup-

port, all this would not have been possible. 

Breda, february 2008, 

for Loes. 

(What did you say? that  dissertation? Well, i am writing it for you, dear!) 
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1. The creatively learning individual

1.1. Rationale

after having started in 1987 at the netherlands institute for tourism and transport stud-

ies (as nhtv was called at the time) as a lecturer in research methods and techniques; 

after a couple of years of having lectured in this field; having supervised students in their 

graduation projects; having participated in examining boards to determine the quality 

of theses; having talked with people from the industry; having carried out research and 

consultancy projects for the industry myself; i became increasingly imbued with the 

idea that the industry needs a different type of graduate. a type of graduate who is 

not only capable of using knowledge, but also of questioning this knowledge. a type of 

graduate who, as a result of this reflection, is capable of inventing innovative solutions 

to practical problems. a type of graduate, in other words, who is capable – at academic 

Bachelor’s level - of devising a solution (an innovative solution) to a practical issue. 

today, this idea is widely accepted. for instance, at a conference for universities of 

applied sciences in arnhem (han, 2006), it was concluded that universities of applied 

sciences mainly need to establish a stronger focus on applied research, with the empha-

sis on the search for creative and innovative solutions to practical problems. vno-ncW 

(the dutch confederation of netherlands industry and Employers) and the hBo-raad 

(the dutch association of universities of applied sciences) speak of the knowledge 

paradox: there is much knowledge, but too little is done with it. that is why they advo-

cate more practical research within the universities of applied science in the sphere 

of design and development (Reneman, 2004). several universities of applied sciences 

have already taken steps to evolve towards a university where applied research is con-

ducted. this reorganization process is currently at an early stage, because the research 

culture which is so typical of universities is generally lacking in universities of applied 

sciences; as are adequate management practices in terms of teaching academic skills; 

and as such, also a clear vision of the tie-up with Master programmes (Janssens, 2002; 

Jong e.a. 2007; Moll, 2003). 
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My attempt to lift education in research methods and techniques at nhtv Breda uni-

versity of applied sciences to a higher level (aimed at the development of academic 

thinking and the development of innovative solutions to practical problems) initially 

resulted in the book “onderzoekspraktijken” (delnooz, 1996). this book, however, did 

not produce the desired result. Rather than contributing to a critical attitude towards 

current knowledge, it especially led to a critical attitude to the subject of research as 

such. Moreover, the book failed to contribute to the process of devising innovative 

solutions to practical problems. at least it was not demonstrated in the theses writ-

ten by students. although the more critical attitude towards research methods and 

techniques was considered an advancement; although this attitude also transpired in 

students’ theses; the goal pursued was not achieved. 

the second attempt resulted in the book “Zoeken naar oplossingen” (delnooz e.a., 

1998). this book tries to teach students that theoretical and empirical knowledge 

can be questioned. it also sets forth a step-by-step plan for students who want to 

do research. due to this combination, the character of the classes changed. since the 

emphasis in the step-by-step plan is on learning to question existing knowledge, the 

classes were sometimes experienced by the student as a course in applied philosophy 

in science, rather than a course in research methodology. this approach, however, 

turned out to be a distinct improvement. the book prompted students to reflect 

on their current knowledge and to invent solutions to practical problems. this was 

shown in the lectures and seminars, but hardly yet in the graduation theses that stu-

dents prepared. 

this partial success caused the perspective to change. from that moment, the cen-

tral issue was no longer the subject of research methods and techniques, but the 

focus shifted towards the development of a training programme of one full academic  

year. a training programme was developed which students in the fourth year of the 

various study programmes of nhtv (including the programmes of Leisure Manage-

ment, traffic Management, tourism Management, hotel Management, Media and 

Entertainment Management, facility Management) could attend; in which the step-

by-step plan was further elaborated and was offered to students under the name of 
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creative action Methodology; and in which all of the students’ activities (courses, 

symposium visits, industry visits, literature, and so on) were tailored as much as pos-

sible to the ultimate goal: an academic thesis at Bachelor’s level in which the student 

questions his or her current knowledge; in which an innovative solution to a practical 

problem is proposed based on these questions; and in which the proposed innovative 

solution is tested in a (natural) experiment. 

this one-year training programme started in 2003; it was evaluated at regular inter-

vals; followed by a final evaluation in 2006. to this end, the annual evaluation reports 

were used first of all. these are based on interviews with students; evaluations written 

by students; observations of the students’ performance; and interviews with lecturers 

involved. secondly, an independent judgement was sought from two experts (dr. P. 

selten of the university of utrecht; dr. B. Boog of the university of groningen). they 

were presented with 4 and 5 of the better theses respectively. in other words: theses 

that were assessed with a 7 or higher at nhtv. selten assessed the theses in 2005. 

Boog did so in 2006. Both experts reacted enthusiastically. independently from each 

other, they concluded that these theses were aimed at developing and testing theory 

to a lesser degree than at universities; that they were better usable in practice than 

most dissertations produced at universities; and that the academic level (the ability to 

reflect on current knowledge) equals that of university dissertations. 

in view of the fact that the final evaluation in 2006, after years of experimenting, was 

positive, it was decided to further analyze the training programme (a natural experi-

ment that had been repeated 3 times by that time) and publish the results of this. this 

initially led to the book “creative action Methodology” (delnooz, 2006). this book 

describes in broad outlines the training programme developed and the learning pro-

cess that students go through. additionally, it sets out the creative action Methodol-

ogy which students are presented with and it contains a few theses in which students 

report on the innovative solutions they came up with and tested (e.g. in the field of 

aids prevention; reducing stress in children; promoting the integration of handicapped 

children in africa; and preventing alcohol abuse by youth). this, in its turn, led to a 

paper for the purpose of the world conference on action Research (delnooz, 2006) and 
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to the delivery of a number of workshops at this conference (WcaR, 2006). thirdly, 

this generated invitations to give guest lectures. Encouraged by these developments, 

it was decided to do a more in-depth analysis of the training programme in the form of 

a study revolving around the question of what factors within the training programme 

were influential to the students’ ability to arrive at innovative solutions to practical 

problems. Because as it happens, our experiences with teaching the programme until 

that moment taught us that, although the ability to question current knowledge does 

play a role, it is not, in itself, an adequate explanation. Which begged the question: 

what other factors played a role in the learning process that students went through 

since the training programme started in 2003? in this study, i have tried to present an 

answer to this question. 

summarizing, it can be said that the rationale of this study lies in the experiences that 

were gained in teaching the subject of research methods and techniques; the pursuit 

of training students in this subject academically, so that they are prompted to ques-

tion knowledge; the pursuit of having students find innovative solutions to practi-

cal problems by means of this reflection; and the experiences gained in the industry. 

this rationale has led to a one-year training programme that was started in 2003 (see 

figure 1); in which students are presented with the step-by-step plan developed (the 

creative action Methodology course); in which students also attend other courses, 

make industry visits, visit symposiums, and so on; and in which an attempt is made to 

coordinate all these activities to each other, so that they contribute to the ultimate 

goal:
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at the end of their third year of study, students sign up for the training programme. to this 
end, they first select a practical problem they intend to be solving in their fourth year and to 
which they want to devote their graduation project. Just think of, for instance, the situation 
in problem neighbourhoods; designing the airport of the future; or redeveloping the shop-
ping centre in a city. 

students from all study programmes of nhtv are free to enrol on this programme. Just think 
of students in Leisure Management; urban and Rural Planning; and hotel Management. they 
take classes two days a week, one day for the creative action Methodology course and one 
day for other, additional courses that are deemed necessary to solve the practical problem. 
the other days of the week, students are “free”. on these days, they visit symposiums; talk 
with the various stakeholders involved in the practical problem; collect literature; examine 
how others tried to solve this problem; establish why these solutions were either successful 
or not; and so on. 

the creative action Methodology courses take place in groups of about 10 students. key 
ingredients of this course are: the falsification of presuppositions; multidisciplinary think-
ing; research methods and techniques; creative (lateral/combinatorial) thinking; and increas-
ing one’s empathic capabilities. an example serves best to illustrate this. When students 
of the traffic Management programme are asked what factors play a role in causing traffic 
accidents, they give similar answers every year: the speed of traffic participants; the survey-
ability of the situation, amount of traffic; the weather; slipperiness of the road, and so on. 
Because of their traffic management orientation, it does not occur to them that there might 
be other factors at stake. the students have simply been programmed to think in a certain 
way. only when they are asked to think differently (for instance, like a psychologist), does it 
ring a bell for them. Perhaps motorists drive unsafely because they get bored, and accidents 
may be prevented by placing advertising boards along the road? Perhaps people are in a 
hurry, and accidents may be prevented by playing a certain type of music on the radio? 

this example illustrates the didactic approach: students are constantly stimulated to aban-
don their own presuppositions; to start looking from a multidisciplinary perspective; and 
use creative techniques in this process. in addition, they are stimulated as much as possible 
to have talks with stakeholders. this is also a method to encourage students to look at the 
problem differently. furthermore, it is a method that increases the students’ empathic 
capabilities. it is an essential method. after all, only someone who is capable of empathizing 
with the stakeholders will be capable of devising an adequate solution to a practical prob-
lem. Moreover, continuous attempts are made to make the students aware of the fact that 
they have all sorts of presuppositions, in a variety of ways. for instance, they are asked to 
criticize theories; models; statistics; newspaper articles; and so on. all this under the motto 
of “nothing is true”. 

it turned out to be an emotional learning process. Every year, some students leave the class-
room crying. apparently, the classes make them uncertain (if there is no truth, surely you will 
go mad?); angry (Why did the lecturers of their secondary schools and of nhtv never tell 
them that there are no truths?); afraid of their graduation project (i will never learn to ques-
tion every theory or every observation! i will never graduate!). at moments like that, it is 
important to make clear to these students that it is only normal to have doubts; that doubts 
is the character of science; and that it is a matter of practise to learn to be able to make criti-
cal comments on everything. 

Figure 1: broad outline of the training programme developed
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a theses in which the student questions current knowledge; arrives at an innovative 

solution to a practical problem; and describes in what way this solution has been 

tested in a (natural) experiment. Because the training programme that was started in 

2003 turned out to be successful; because the publications on this training programme 

generated positive reactions; it was decided to do an in-depth analysis of the learning 

process that students go through. the result of this analysis is what you are reading 

now. 

1.2. Retrospection

the decision of analyzing the students’ learning process in more detail, gave rise to 

a number of questions. can you reconstruct, afterwards, which theoretical model lay 

at the heart of the learning process? does this theoretical model connect with the 

literature? is there sufficient empirical material? is this material valid? is an analysis 

afterwards an adequate basis for drawing conclusions? the following sections of this 

chapter address these questions. 

initially, the following sections are about the theoretical model that underlies the 

training programme: the separate theoretical insights that constituted the foundation 

for the development of the training programme (mode 1 versus mode 2; constructiv-

ism; the relationship between knowledge, reflection and creative thinking). these 

insights were subsequently placed into one theoretical model that describes the stu-

dents’ learning process. although this model, from a formal point of view, was created 

retrospectively, it explicitizes the theoretical views that played a role as early as in 

the development stage of the training programme. these theoretical views can also 

partially be found in the book “Zoeken naar oplossingen” (delnooz e.a., 1998). the 

eventual explicitization of this theoretical model is the obvious result of these efforts. 

it concerns work in progress. 

following this retrospective explicitization of the theoretical model, this chapter 

elaborates on the research set-up. first of all, it describes the way in which the various  

theoretical insights were operationalized into a training programme, in terms of 



25

both structure and content of the programme. secondly, a description is presented 

of the way in which the research took place: a natural experiment that was repeated 

three times, in which data were gathered from students and lecturers by means of 

interviews, evaluation talks, observations; and afterwards, additional interviews 

were held. the quality of these data, which were predominantly gathered through 

grounded research (also see glaser e.a., 1976), is the theme of the last couple of sec-

tions of this chapter. 

the second chapter outlines a component of the training programme: the creative 

action Methodology that was developed especially for the students. the aim of this 

chapter is not only to clarify the step-by-step plan, but also to illustrate what position 

creative action Methodology can take within the general field of methodology. the 

third chapter covers the complete training programme. the results of this training pro-

gramme are described and an attempt is made at explaining these results. 

1.3. Basic principle 1: mode 1 versus mode 2

the dominant paradigm of science is centred around the idea that research is primar-

ily aimed at theory formation. this view is confirmed when you take a look at current 

methodological textbooks1. as expounded earlier, universities of applied sciences are 

increasingly questioning this approach. they argue for a form of scientific research 

that is suitable for “their” students and in which solving a practical problem plays a 

key role. 

in this respect, gibbons e.a. (1994) distinguish between two forms of knowledge 

production: mode 1 and mode 2. Mode 1 refers to research as it is traditionally con-

ducted in universities. a first characteristic of this is that the academic community 

itself formulates the research questions. a second characteristic is the academic  

1  this impression is based on a random sample drawn from methodological textbooks in English 
and dutch, which are used at dutch universities to teach students about research. this involves, 
for instance, the books by Baarda e.a.; Babbie, 2004; Becker, 1979; gordon e.a., 1995; hart h. “t 
e.a., 1998; saunders M. e.a., 2003; segers, 1977; singleton a. e.a., 2004; swanborn, 1984; veal 
a, 1997; Zwaan, 1984.
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line of approach; students look for generally accepted theories, which are tested 

according to established standards. a third characteristic is homogeneity. these 

studies are often based on the theories and assumptions that are used in a certain 

field. Mode 2 is different. firstly, the research questions are developed on the basis 

of the practical problem that needs to be solved. secondly, the solution to the practi-

cal problem takes a central place rather than the search for general theories. thirdly, 

mode 2 knowledge production involves multidisciplinarity. Researchers from sev-

eral disciplines often work together on specific problems in the real world, such as 

a construction project or a public information issue2. Limoges (1996) draws a similar 

distinction. Limoges speaks of knowledge production generated by the search for a 

practical solution to a problem versus knowledge production that is orchestrated by 

the paradigms of the traditional disciplines. Reasoning from the views held by these 

authors, one may argue that the current methodological textbooks are particularly 

consistent with mode 1: learning to develop and test a theory, according to estab-

lished methodological standards. 

the strong emphasis that methodological textbooks place on the development and test-

ing of theories instead of the quest for solutions to practical problems is understand-

able when you consider the Research development and diffusion model (Rdd). this 

model rests on the notion that science generates intersubjective, generally applicable 

knowledge, and that this knowledge is subsequently acquired and applied by practitio-

ners (see, for instance, Lunenberg e.a., 2006; Werff, 2005). it is a model that revolves 

around theory formation and that relates to the mode 1 context of gibbons e.a. 

nevertheless, a shift appears to be taking place in education in the netherlands, in 

favour of the mode 2 context. in this respect, Lunenberg e.a. (2006) argue that, tradi-

2  kunneman (2005) adds an additional mode 3. he speaks of mode 3 if the production of knowl-
edge relates to “knowledge of existential questions and morally charged insights about a useful 
future, clearly distinct from industrial knowledge”. the question is, however, whether this addi-
tion is justified. gibbons e.a. are not concerned with distinguishing different forms of knowl-
edge, but with separating between the various contexts in which knowledge production takes 
place. 
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tionally, education in the netherlands is firmly rooted in the Rdd notion: researchers 

of universities develop objective and generalizable knowledge, which is then trans-

lated into ready-made procedures and products within teacher training institutes, 

colleges of education, and so on. Moreover, they argue that there is, however, a 

growing awareness of the fact that this linear division of labour is not always effec-

tive and thereby refer to, among other things, the onderwijsraad (dutch national 

advisory Board on Education, 2003), fullan (1991) and Ponte (2002). as a result of 

this effectiveness consideration, Lunenberg e.a. believe that the focus shifted from 

“questions about the application of externally proposed innovations” to “questions 

that relate to the implementation of changes in cooperation with lecturers”. they distin-

guish several types of research that differ in the extent to which the researcher and/

or the lecturers: 

(a) formulate the research questions

(b) is/are the executor(s) of the research

the question is whether this shift towards mode 2 knowledge production is desirable 

from a scientific point of view. after all, scientists pursue objective knowledge and the 

mingling of the researcher’s role (the knowledge acquirer) with the lecturer’s role (the 

practitioner with his/her own specific interests) might interfere with this pursuit. this 

view is confirmed by various studies (such as Renou-kirby 2006; Wilmsen, 2006; Braun, 

2006). as soon as researchers and researchees conduct research together, these stud-

ies say that conflicts of interests and differences in knowledge need to be taken into 

account. Especially where the definition of the problem is concerned (what is going 

on?); the hypothesis (how can the problem be solved?); and the research results (how 

should the results be interpreted?). 

in conclusion, one may state that theoretical research apparently flourishes better in 

a mode 1 context, but leads to practical solutions to a lesser degree (the Rdd model). 

Research aimed at solving practical problems apparently flourishes better in a mode 2 
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context, but is driven by interests to a higher degree and, in that sense, it is less objec-

tive by nature. in the light of the creative action Methodology with which students 

are presented within the training programme, it can be mentioned that the mode 2 

context takes a central place in this methodology. the solution to the practical prob-

lem is pivotal; the research question stems from the practical problem; a multidiscipli-

nary approach is taken; and the student is urged to engage in on-site observations and 

consult stakeholders. in the description of the training programme (see chapter 1, sec-

tion 6), as well as in the explanation on the creative action Methodology with which 

students are presented within the framework of this programme (see chapter 2), this 

is clarified in more detail. 

1.4. Basic Principle 2: Constructivism

all classes that students take are centred around the notion that an observation is an 

interpretation of the world around us, which has a pragmatic value. the notion that 

an observation is an interpretation, is more or less common sense today (Ploeg, 2005; 

speekenbrink, 2003). the step-by-step plan (the creative action Methodology) that 

is presented to the student also rests on this notion. in other words, the step-by-step 

plan ties in with constructivism and action research (Ernest, 1995; Boog, 2006). for 

instance, individual constructivism is founded on the theory that our knowledge ini-

tially arises because every person makes mental constructions of his or her own expe-

riences3; social constructivism is founded on the theory that every person initially 

makes mental constructions by coexisting (hardy e.a., 1997; Phillips, 1997; gergen, 

1997; garrison, 1997); and action research is based on this latter notion too, although 

it is characterized by a stronger emphasis on the action within a certain context. in 

this type of research, explicit attempts are made to consult with the researchees; to 

reach consensus, by means of (dialectical) discussions, on the interpretation of real-

ity; on the actions that need to be undertaken; on the way in which actions need to be 

undertaken; and the evaluation of these actions. this is ideally a democratic process 

in which everyone is involved; everyone has equal rights; which is characterized by 

3  individual constructivism is also referred to as radical constructivism. 
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mutual trust; and in which the parties learn from each other (kemmis, 1993; Boog e.a. 

2005; Moser, 1977; imelman, 1981; galtung, 1977; habermas, 1982)4. 

in the creative action Methodology developed, there is also a great emphasis on 

the action. it does not, however, involve action research. although creative action 

Methodology consistently starts from the notion that there are doubts about the 

testability of a theory; that we can in any case examine whether an action is effective 

according to our perceptions; and it is recommended to consult with the researchees; 

such consultations are not a critical condition to be able to apply this “methodol-

ogy”. What’s more, the theory as well as the search for patterns are considered highly 

important in creative action Methodology. after all, in this “methodology” the 

theory is interpreted as a creative mental framework that enables us to invent new 

solutions (actions) to a practical problem. once a solution has been invented it can 

be examined just how universally effective it is, according to our perceptions (predic-

tive validity). in other words, the course of action is based on pragmatism (where can 

one find an action that produces the desired result); patterns are sought; while the 

choice of whether an underlying theory can be tested by means of actions is left to 

the researcher. 

in this process, it is evident - for that matter - that the test result is also taken 

as an interpretation of reality. in other words, the test result is a construction too. 

1.5. Basic principle 3: knowledge, reflection, creative thinking 

since the end of the last century, the dutch government has been pursuing a policy of 

giving more autonomy to education institutions (lump sum funding, integral personnel 

policy, quality care policy), but at the same time ensuring efficient quality monitor-

4  Within this framework, i already referred to studies that show that the democratic validity of 
this method can be called into question (Renou-kirby 2006; Wilmsen, 2006; Braun, 2006). in this 
respect, one of speekenbrink’s (2003) studies is interesting. he mentions research that demon-
strates that the quality of the decisions is better, if during the discussions by the group members 
discord (dialectical inquiry; devil’s advocacy), rather than consensus, is used as a standard. he 
also mentions research that demonstrates that indivual brainstorming generally generates more 
alternatives than group brainstorming. this is supposedly caused by the fact that people don’t 
feel individually responsible in groups (social loafing) and the temptation of letting others do the 
work is great (free rider effect). 
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ing (ocenW, 1999; ocenW, 2000). since the beginning of this century, the dutch gov-

ernment has also been trying to achieve a greater involvement of the industry in the 

improvement of education (for instance, by composing broader-based working par-

ties; organizing regional debates and prize contests). in this respect, the government’s 

aim is for the workplace to become an innovation incubator to an increasing extent 

(ocW, 2004 (a); ocW, 2004 (b)). if this innovative government control is eliminated, 

however, it does not automatically mean that education institutions take over this 

role. Moreover, it begs the question of which role the lecturer will be playing in this 

process. does it mean a continued shift of education towards the mode 2 context (see 

section 3)? does it mean that the lecturer also becomes researcher? is this desirable?

the pursuit of placing innovation in the hands of lecturers seems to be at odds  

with another development that has taken place in the dutch education system:  

the development towards competency-based assessment of lecturers and students. 

to be able to innovate, lecturers need policy leeway. in the last few years, however, 

this leeway has been increasingly reduced by defining competencies on which lectur-

ers are judged, as well as competencies on which they have to assess the students. 

in other words, the freedom to experiment has been narrowed. in this respect, kal-

lenberg (2004) states that the profession of lecturer has been degraded to carrying 

out other people’s plans. in this respect, korthagen (2004) speaks of a reductionist 

vision of education. he argues that education is more than performing competen-

cies that can be documented on paper. he also points out that there is no empirical 

evidence whatsoever that shows that competency-based learning is effective. But 

there is also criticism from the industry. for instance, verbrugge e.a. (2006) – on 

behalf of Bon (Beter onderwijs nederland; Better Education netherlands) – wrote 

an open letter to the Minister (volkskrant, 22-12-2006). in this letter, they point out 

to the Minister that the current competency-based education model is not condu-

cive to the knowledge level of the lecturers, pupils and students; that pupils and 

students are neither satisfied with competency-based education; and that pupils 

and students from vocational and professional education institutions even went so 

far as engaging in a strike (which is unique for the netherlands). all this creates a pic-

ture of a government that is not very successful in its pursuit to initiate innovations 
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in the work-based learning environment; of knowledge reduction in lecturers and 

students; and of an assessment method that is primarily aimed at achieving the end 

result (the competency lists). 

this fundamental orientation towards achieving the end result can be understood 

from the many definitions there are about competency-based education (for instance, 

van der sanden, 2001; Boon e.a., 2000; thijssen e.a., 2000; koster, 2002). these defi-

nitions all rest on the assumption that it takes knowledge in order to be able to fulfil 

tasks. consequently, they suggest that the end result represents a person’s knowl-

edge level. But is this assumption valid? does a person, for example, has knowledge of 

mathematics if he or she is able to do a sum correctly? does a person, for example, has 

knowledge of people if he or she manages to get them to like him or her by smiling in a 

friendly fashion? is knowledge a simple single loop process (knowing about an action 

by means of which the desired result can be achieved) or is it a complicated double loop 

process (devising actions; contemplating them; selecting actions; and then acting)? if 

you start from a single loop level, knowledge is mainly a ‘box of tricks’. if you take the 

double loop principle as a starting point, knowledge is mainly a mental process. the 

strong emphasis that is currently placed on achieving the end result in competency-

based education seems to encourage the single loop system. the reactions cited for 

this purpose from the academic and professional community confirm this impression. 

But from a wider perspective too, doubts can be cast on competency-based educa-

tion in the netherlands. for many years now, the dutch newspapers have been full of 

articles about the government’s intention to create an innovative knowledge society. 

it is a policy choice with the consequence that education should focus on the double 

loop process. after all, it is only possible to arrive at innovative solutions to practical 

problems by means of reflection. 

Both perspectives (education system; knowledge society) make clear that the double 

loop learning process deserves more attention in education. a movement in which this 

is pre-eminently the case, is constructivism. Piaget (1963), for instance, states that a 

child learns by means of assimilation and accommodation. assimilation is the process 

by which a person construes his perceptions to fit his conception of reality. accommo-
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dation enters the scene when the perceptions do not fit the person’s current concep-

tion of reality; in other words, the expectation does not conform to what actually hap-

pens, which leads to an adjustment of the conception of reality. vygotsky (1978), for 

instance, states that children learn in the zone of proximal development: the problems 

that a child is already capable of solving without guidance (level of current develop-

ment) versus the problems that a child can solve with help (level of potential develop-

ment). according to vygotsky, a child can also invent new forms of activity in this zone. 

ackerman (2004) and gredler (1997) argue, for instance, that guesswork; intuition; 

and the “what if” game (imagining how it could be) should be encouraged in learning 

situations. although constructivism is based on the idea that we learn through action, 

these authors explain that it does not involve a ‘box of tricks’. it is about a reflective 

mental process that results in a choice for a certain action, which is executed and eval-

uated afterwards. 

What’s typical of this reflective process, is that great importance is attached to cre-

ative thinking (inventing new actions; guesswork; intuition; the “what if” game). this 

ties in with the view already put forward in the previous section: a theory is an instru-

ment that enables us, one way or another, to invent new solutions to practical prob-

lems. this view is implicitly subscribed to by the authors mentioned where learning in 

children is concerned. in their opinion, a child uses its conception of reality (the the-

ory) as a framework within which creative thinking (inventing new actions; guesswork; 

intuition; the “what if” game) should be encouraged; as a result of which the child will 

be better capable of devising new solutions to practical problems. 

But what makes people capable of creative thinking? What makes them capable of 

devising new solutions to practical problems? not much is known about this. kalat 

(2004) argues that it is a highly complex activity, probably taking place in both hemi-

spheres. damasio (2001) claims that the neural system of a creative person mainly 

needs to have the capacity to combine disparate things and uses the metaphor of a 

good artist in this respect. a good artist has the courage and motivation to persevere, 

despite criticism and rejection; an enormously broad knowledge of the field of study, 

and what’s more, an enormous amount of practical experience (apprenticeship); as 
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well as an adequate understanding of his own line of reasoning and that of others. 

due to all sorts of stimuli, an artist is capable of - by means of the qualities mentioned 

above - making all sorts of combinations in his brain; to reflect on these; and as such, 

discover new creations. 

damasio’s opinion, first of all, ties in with vygotsky’s zone of proximal development, 

discussed above, in which the child is capable of inventing new actions. after all, 

damasio also argues that the freedom to invent new actions is restricted by one’s cur-

rent knowledge. damasio, however, does not talk about inventing new actions, but 

about the possibility to make new combinations. secondly, damasio’s opinion con-

nects with the notion that guesswork, intuition, and the “what if” game are important 

in learning new things (ackerman, 2004; gredler, 1997). after all, these matters all 

relate to the possibilities that a person has to make new combinations. apparently, 

there are major parallels between the way in which a child invents new actions and 

the way in which an artist arrives at a new creation. it is only the initial situation that is 

different. a child is a blank canvass, whereas an artist has a broad, solid base of knowl-

edge and experience. this is what enables the artist to invent and create something 

unique. thirdly, damasio’s opinion is in keeping with the opinion of Bono (1967), who 

argues that in the search for solutions, lateral thinking is critical. this means: applying 

unorthodox and apparently illogical methods of thinking. 

in conclusion, two forms of learning can be distinguished in general. the first form is 

absorbing existing knowledge. this form of learning concerns the traditional form of 

knowledge transferral: the lecturer explains; the pupil listens; the pupil carries out 

assignments to gain practical experience. the second form is learning to think innova-

tively. this form relates to increasing the ability to arrive at new ideas and action pos-

sibilities oneself (making new combinations). this innovative thinking is a reflective 

process. it begins with the reflection: “What are my existing possibilities to solve the 

practical problem?” and “What other ways can i think of to solve the practical prob-

lem?”. Both these forms of learning, however, are complementary: a person’s current 

knowledge determines the extent to which he or she is capable of discovering new 

ideas or action possibilities. the more extensive this current knowledge is, the more 
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combinations a person can make, and the greater the chance that someone discovers 

new ideas or action possibilities himself. it is a view in which the child ideally gradually 

grows up into an innovative thinker. the child begins as a blank canvass and has lim-

ited possibilities to devise new ideas and actions (making combinations); to evaluate 

all ideas and actions; to make a selection from this aggregate of ideas and actions; to 

carry out the action selected; and to evaluate the result. as the child grows older it 

acquires more and more knowledge; the ability to devise new ideas and actions with-

out help increases (making combinations); to make a selection from all these ideas and 

actions; to carry out the action selected; and to evaluate the result. it is the concept of 

the creatively learning individual. 

this model of the creatively learning individual raises a lot of questions: to what 

extent are people capable of absorbing existing knowledge?; to what extent does 

the size of our brain limit this capability?; to what extent are people capable of  

creative thinking (making new combinations in their minds)?; to what extent is cre-

ative thinking limited by the structure of our brain?; to what extent can creative 

thinking be taught and stimulated?; What role do parents and teachers play in this 

process?. these are fascinating questions, but they do not constitute the central 

topic of this study. this study is about the consequences of this didactic view of the 

learning individual for education.

1.6. The model of the creatively learning individual 

the training programme developed is described below. the creative action Method-

ology that is the key ingredient of this programme is described in the next chapter. at 

this stage, it suffices to mention that, withsin this training programme, and so, more 

specifically, within the creative action Methodology developed, it turns out that sev-

eral theories are blended together, retrospectively seen. firstly, an effort was made 

to emulate the mode 2 context (gibbons e.a., 1994) in an academic setting. secondly, 

an effort was made to encourage lateral thinking: the use of unorthodox and appar-

ently illogical methods of thinking (Bono, 1967). thirdly, an effort was made to take 

the zone of proximal development as a point of departure: a person’s current knowl-
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edge (descriptions; explanations; actions) determines the solutions that he or she is 

able to invent (vygotsky, 1978). fourthly, an effort was made to incorporate combi-

natorial thinking into education: to first increase the number of choices that students 

have as much as possible (identifying all sorts of possible descriptions; explanations; 

actions) and subsequently have them reflect on these choices (damasio, 2001). fifthly, 

an effort was made to give the double loop learning theory a central place in education 

(Piaget, 1963; vygotsky, 1978; ackerman, 2004; gredler, 1997): to teach the students 

that they can question knowledge (descriptions; explanations; actions) and to teach 

them to play the “what if” game. 

in figure 2, these insights have been combined. it is a schematic representation of 

the student’s learning process; henceforth referred to as the model of the creatively 

learning individual; which will be explained below. the model of the creatively learn-

ing individual is explained by means of a description of the structure and the formal 

content of the training programme; and/or the operationalization of this model for 

the purpose of the classes; and/or the way in which the natural experiment has been 

organized. 

Figure 2: the model of the creatively learning individual 

a. The mode 2 context and creative thinking 

as soon as students are in their third year of study, they can sign up for the training 

programme. When they do so, they are asked what practical problem they intend to 

knowing 
(descriptions; explanations; actions)

activating the brain  
 (combining; lateral thinking)

Reflection

implementation
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channel their efforts towards. in this respect, one may think of preventing shoplift-

ing, reducing football vandalism; or improving the situation in a problem neighbour-

hood. once this practical problem has been identified, students set about talking to 

lecturers; they establish which lecturers specialize in the practical problem they have  

chosen; and they ask one of these specialist lecturers whether he or she would be 

interested in acting as his or her supervising lecturer in the fourth year of study. only 

when the lecturer in question has agreed to do, will the student’s enrolment on the 

training programme become conclusive.

an entry requirement for the programme is that students should be no more than 9 

Ects (about 250 hours of study) behind in their academic achievements. in practice, 

however, this academic backlog hardly turns out to play a role. the lecturers try to 

estimate, rationally, what risk they enter into by taking on the role of supervisor, ask-

ing questions such as:

– is the student motivated? 

– is the student known as an independent worker?

– What is the reason of the academic backlog? 

– does the student’s topic match his or her own field of study and interests? 

When a lecturer answers these questions negatively, he or she will refuse to supervise 

the student. as a matter of fact, the interviews held every year with all lecturers involved 

show that these rational considerations are influenced by an entirely different factor: 

personal relations. these talks created the impression that lecturers’ decisions are par-

tially influenced by the question of how sympathetic they find a person. students actu-

ally do the same, but they are open about it. they are looking for a supervisor who does 

not only have expertise, but is also known to be sympathetic. it is unknown how much 

these mechanisms affected the academic level and the type of students that participated 

in the training programme. the degree of self-selection, in other words, is unclear.

the academic year consists of 2 phases. during the first four months of the training 

programme students attend classes 2 days a week. firstly, they follow the creative 
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action Methodology course. secondly, they take additional courses. the study load 

of the additional courses is 6 Ects (approximately 170 hours). the students them-

selves choose what courses they want to attend, but the supervising lecturer has to 

agree with this choice. the supervising lecturer will do so, if he or she believes that the 

courses are relevant to the solution of the practical problem. thirdly, the students par-

ticipate in seminars. in these seminars the present their progress; exchange literature 

sources; brainstorm about the possible solutions for a practical problem; and discuss 

each other’s work. fourthly, the students have weekly meetings with their supervis-

ing lecturers. in these meetings, they discuss the content of their work as well as the 

activities that the students carry out on the three other days of the week. this will be 

explained below. 

during the first four months of the training programme, the student is “free” 3 days  

a week. the student is supposed to use these “days off” to collect literature; visit  

symposiums; interview experts; interview people from the industry; observe situa-

tions in the industry; reflect on the information gathered; and documenting his or 

her findings. the task of the supervisor is to ascertain whether the student makes 

plans, every week, for the 3 “free” days ahead; to find out what these plans are; and 

to reflect on these plans, in terms of content, together with the student. the cen-

tral question in this process is the extent to which these plans lead to the student 

acquiring theoretical knowledge; acquiring knowledge of the industry; and estab-

lishing contacts in the industry. another task of the supervisor is to do an in-between 

evaluation after approximately 2 months (about the time of the autumn holiday). 

the supervisor discusses this evaluation with the student, presents his or her view 

on the student’s performance; as well as his or her view on the future in terms of the 

chances of the student concerned completing the training programme in time and 

successfully. there are no consequences attached to this in-between evaluation for 

the student. 

during the first four months, the classes (2 days a week) and the “free” days (3 days a 

week) are aimed at encouraging the student to examine the practical problem from as 

many as possible angles (multidisciplinarity; stakeholder views; experience experts); 
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to reflect on this knowledge (descriptions, explanations; actions); and make use of 

creative techniques to uncover possible solutions to the practical problem (the “what 

if” game). the activities during this four-month period mainly take place within the 

university. only when the student has acquired enough knowledge about the problem 

that needs to be solved; is consequently able to enter into discussions with experts; 

will the student be encouraged to conduct interviews with people from the industry. 

Moreover, the student is encouraged, throughout these first four months, to reflect 

on methodological movements and research techniques. the choice for a movement 

or technique is left to the student. 

When the first four months of the training programme are over, the student presents 

a paper explaining why he or she has opted for a certain solution to the practical prob-

lem; where the solution will be tested; in what way the solution will be tested; and 

what the advantages and disadvantages of this way of testing are. next comes the sec-

ond phase. during the last months of the training programme, students carry out their 

experiments and record the results of this. for the purpose of this experiment, stu-

dents may try to find a commissioner, but they may also do the experiment under their 

own management. the paper that students have to present after four months of the 

programme together with the report on the experiment are compiled into one docu-

ment which constitutes the dissertation. 

students are issued with the following guidelines with regard to the topics to be cov-

ered in this dissertation:

 Rationale and objective • 
 situational description: reflection on the empirical knowledge about this • 
specific context. 

 comparable situations: reflection on other people’s experiences with the • 
solution of a comparable practical problem. 

 theoretical knowledge: reflection on the possible views of the practical prob-• 
lem and the independent variables that play a role in this respect. 
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 conceptual model: determine a selection, based on the reflections, of the • 
chief independent variables that play a role and present them visually in a 

causal diagram. 

 solution: based on the reflections, formulate an action.• 
 design of the experiment: description of how the solution will be tested. • 
 Research results• 
 analysis of the research results • 
 conclusions and recommendations • 

b.  Zone of proximal development, creative thinking, and the double-loop  
concept 

the training programme is based on the model of the creatively learning individual. 

the first step in this model is “knowing”: the zone of proximal development. the 

student needs to have knowledge of descriptions; explanations; and actions. for 

instance, a student needs to know all the parties involved in the practical problem; 

the interests of these parties; the available statistical material; the existing theories; 

the actions already taken towards solving the practical problem; why these actions 

were successful or not; and so on. the second step is the activation of the brain: the 

student is stimulated towards combinatorial and lateral thinking. this is mainly done in 

working groups and during talks with the supervising lecturer. in this respect, one may 

think of the hat method; of brainstorming to uncover a dialectic view of reality; and 

of discussing topics that initially don’t seem to have anything to do with the research 

context (also see the description of the creative action Methodology). the third 

step is reflection: the student is stimulated to formulate a conclusion based on argu-

ments. this is not so much about the conclusion itself, but more about the argumenta-

tion. it is about the student learning to critically comment on knowledge gathered;  

to deal with the “mental chaos” caused by this problematization; so that, in the end, a  

well-founded conclusion is established. the final step is the step of implementation. 

Based on reflection, the student opts for a follow-up action (such as visiting an expert), 

the result of which is added to the “knowing”. in other words, it involves a cycle in 

which the student is encouraged towards creative, analytical and reflective thinking, 

with the aim of shifting the zone of proximal development a little further every time. 
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c. The formal content of the training programme 

in terms of content, the core of the programme consists of the additional courses that 

the students attend (6 Ects), which the students choose in consultation with their 

supervisors. secondly, the core of the programme comprises the educational material 

that students collect themselves with regard to the practical problem they want to 

solve (literature, observation; visiting symposiums; interviews with people from the 

industry; and so on). the third and last facet that makes up the core of the programme 

is the creative action Methodology course. With respect to these three facets, the 

following comments can be made: 

1. in developing the training programme, the principle was opted for of sending 

students out into the industry more often as they progress along the stages 

of the programme. the main consideration in this choice was: students with 

little knowledge of the industry who establish contacts with practitioners 

may ask “stupid” questions; this may evoke resistance in the industry, at the 

expense of the image of nhtv as a whole; which reduces the willingness of 

people in the industry to lend their cooperation, at a later stage, in a (natural) 

experiment. in other words, our thought was: first acquire knowledge; reflect 

on it; and only after that, have talks with practitioners based on an as equal as 

possible knowledge level. 

2. not much is known about the content of the additional courses. after all, stu-

dents are “free” to choose what additional courses they attend. it involves 

courses that can be taken at nhtv, but also elsewhere. Where the latter is 

concerned, one may think of the university of tilburg, where a small number of 

students participate in the course in intercultural communication every year. 

3. the creative action Methodology course is offered to two groups of students. 

the first group concerns the students mentioned earlier. the second group 

are students who are on their graduation track within EtM (European tourism 

Management). this group of students follows an international programme 

that is offered as a joint initiative by several universities of applied sciences 

and universities across Europe (see appendix 1). students who complete this 
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programme successfully are awarded a Master’s degree by the university of 

Bournemouth. this programme is of a traditional nature: it is primarily aimed 

at developing and testing theories. in other words, EtM students write a 

graduation thesis, in which they are expected to operate “traditionally”. that 

is why the course in creative action Methodology is an attempt to train stu-

dents in a twofold fashion. after all, one group of students mainly has to be 

capable of developing and testing theories, whereas the other group has to 

be especially able to solve practical problems (mode 1 versus mode 2). as a 

matter of fact, students from various countries in Europe take part in the EtM 

programme. 

4. the twofold character of the course in creative action Methodology is hardly 

expressed in the formal content of the training programme (see figure 3 and 

appendix 2). 

at first sight, it is a highly traditional course in research methods and techniques at 

Master’s level, supplemented with a number of classes in the philosophy of science; 

that has also been accredited as such; which suggests that the success of the training 

programme can be attributed to other factors and/or to the classes in the philosophy 

of science. 

history of the concept of objectivity • 
Research structures or methodological approaches • 
the research phases• 
the academic assessment criteria • 
creative action Methodology• 
general requirements with regard to the research• 
the discussion of theories • 
the discussion of (statistical) measurements • 
Primary data collection: interviewing • 
Primary data collection: observation • 
Primary data collection: questionnaires • 
analysis of statistical data • 
Research designs • 
Random samples• 

Figure 3: the formal content of the course in Creative Action Methodology 
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d. The modus operandi within the Creative Action Methodology classes 

as mentioned earlier, the course in creative action Methodology lasts four months. 

in other words, this course is delivered in phase 1 of the training programme. during 

these four months, the course takes up one day a week for the students. the second day 

is reserved for the additional courses. the remaining three days, students are “free”. 

there is no strict distinction between lectures and seminars in the creative action 

Methodology course. students attend the classes in groups of about 10 persons, after 

which the lecturer asks them, one by one, to tell the class about how things stand with 

regard to the research proposal that they have to submit in december; whether they 

know what they will be able to present in the next class; whether they know which 

actions will have to be undertaken to this end; and whether these actions are achiev-

able according to the student? in other words, the lecturer asks a lot of questions. if it 

turns out that the students miss certain knowledge components, it will be explained 

to them why these knowledge components are necessary, and an additional lecture is 

organized. it may seem that, in this way, classes are adapted to the students, but that 

is not the case. the lecturer makes sure that all elements from the required subject 

matter are dealt with in the course. this had best be illustrated by means of an exam-

ple. When a student says he wants to stimulate employee motivation, the lecturer asks 

him, for instance, how he will set about operationalizing this concept. When the stu-

dent is unable to answer this question (as to be expected), a lecture will be organized 

on the various views regarding defining, measuring, measurement levels, correlated 

items, and so on. 

this procedure presupposes that the lecturer is “above” the subject matter. after 

all, the order in which the various course components are dealt with is not fixed, so 

that it is impossible to prepare for the classes. this procedure also presupposes that 

the lecturer has practical experience. after all, the lecturer has to be able to deduce 

from the student’s stories which matters will obstruct the further progress of the 

student’s research; be able to present examples, on the spot, as to why these mat-

ters will be an obstruction; and be able to explain, on the spot, how such matters are 

tackled in practice. to put it differently: the lecturer does not only teach, but is also 

a role model. 
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in conclusion, the course is taught in a living-room setting conducive to open discus-

sion. a distinct attempt was made to achieve a comfortable, informal ambiance in the 

classroom; to give the students room for personal stories and cheerfulness; to allow 

them to take a short break if they need to; to meet up with students outside class 

hours every now and then (going out to dinner or having a few drinks together); and to 

spend a weekend on a farmyard campsite, all together. 

e. The assessment procedure 

the training programme is centred around the model of the creatively learning indi-

vidual. for instance, the aim of the creative action Methodology course is for the 

student to first collect empirical and theoretical knowledge; then start thinking lat-

erally and making combinations; reflect on this; in order to consequently arrive at an 

innovative hypothetical solution. the emphasis in this cycle mainly lies on the abil-

ity to think, presupposing that this requires knowledge. this emphasis on thinking 

is also manifested in the assessment form that has been designed for the graduation 

thesis (see figure 4). the key question in this form is whether a student is capable of 

engaging in certain thinking activities and, as a result of that, is capable of explaining 

why a certain solution to a practical problem has been chosen. if this explanation is 

convincing, the student will pass. the student will not be assessed on the question of 

whether the experiment has shown the solution to be effective (the experiment that 

every student carries out in the second half of the year to test the solution in prac-

tice). it suffices for the student to be able to show that it would be worthwhile to test 

the solution in practice; to construct an adequate test for this purpose; to carry out 

this test; and to record the results of this test in an adequate fashion. the assessment 

form is filled in by 3 persons, who assign scores independently from each other. this 

committee is made up of the student’s supervisor; a second lecturer; and an exter-

nal examiner (whose additional task it is to monitor the procedure and quality with 

regard to the theses).
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in conclusion. halfway through the academic year, an interim assessment is held. at 

that moment, the student hands in a report, setting forth the solution that has been 

devised for the practical problem and describing how this solution is going to be put to 

the test. for this interim assessment, the same form is used as for the final assessment. 

officially, this assessment is administered by the lecturer who supervises the student. 

in practice, however, lecturers consult with each other about this assessment. if the 

student does not meet the performance requirements, he or she will have to withdraw 

Figure 4: the assessment form

assessment form: Weight % total

use of existing theoretical knowledge 
(not the “grand” old theories but the ‘small” new theories) 10% …… ……

use of existing empirical information 
(existing research, situational knowledge, comparable projects) 10% ……  ……

analytical skills regarding the existing theoretical knowledge 
(e.g. critical remarks about cause and effect; operationalizations; 
possible spurious correlations; container-variables) 20% …… ……

analytical skills regarding the existing empirical knowledge 
(e.g. critical remarks about the objectivity of a source; sample 
size; sample procedure; contextuality of empirical data) 20% …… ……

Methodological skills 
(e.g. developed research methodology for the project; reflection 
about the (dis-)advantages of the research methodology used) 10% …… ……

creativity 
(e.g. combining theories; formulating new strategies/ solutions  
to solve a practical problem; developing a methodology) 20% …… ……

narrowing down (final goal and research questions) 
(the arguments why the final goal adds something new to the 
existing knowledge (theoretical or applied); making clear
what questions have to be answered to achieve this goal) 10% …… ……

academic requirements when writing a text 
(use of references; no copying of text; short and accurate writing;
logical structure; reflection on the conclusions and 
recommendations) required

_______________

total percentage ………
final score (total percentage/ 10) ………
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from the training programme. in that case, the student will complete his or her gradu-

ation track elsewhere by means of a placement. 

1.7. Research method

spaargaren (2003) describes the emergence of structuration theories at the end of  

the previous century; in the process of which he refers to several authors (giddens, 

1979; Bhaskar, 1983; Bourdieu, 1979); and argues that in these theories the attitude-

behaviour paradigm is spun around 180 degrees. according to these theories, it is  

no longer necessary to first ascertain a person’s attitude in order to understand his 

behaviour. on the contrary, to understand a person’s behaviour, you need to ascer-

tain his routine behaviour first (such as shopping or studying) and subsequently reflect 

on this together with the persons involved. this reflection on practical awareness 

produces reflexive awareness, which leads the persons involved and the researchers 

to understand the reasons and motives that underlie this behaviour. Moreover, this 

method also identifies both individual and structural factors. the classic “battle” 

between micro (actor approach) and macro (structural approach), in other words, is 

reconciled. 

this approach casts doubts on research methods, such as the classic large-scale random 

survey, in which attitudes and opinions are measured in order to explain behaviour. 

after all, the analysis unit is the routine behaviour shared with others (such as shop-

ping, practising sport and cooking) and this suggests methods such as participatory 

observation and focus group discussions. these are exploratory methods, in which 

focus group discussions are particularly suitable to gain an insight into the differences 

in attitudes and opinions of the various parties; to obtain a judgement on a concept; 

and to evaluate (slocum, 2006). 

Looking back on the experimental training programme, it may be concluded that 

the methodological working method has been based on the above-mentioned struc-

turation idea for all those years. it involves routine behaviour (graduating), in which 

exploratory techniques are used to look for individual and structural factors; in which 



46

Figure 5: primary data collected during the experiment 

sources: actions:

talks with students  
(n = 68 ):

at least 10 times a year per student. 
topics:

2003 – 2004, n = 10 – Progress talks

2004 – 2005, n = 24 – Evaluation talks

2005 – 2006, n = 34 – Exit talks

– changes as a person

total number of talks: it is no longer possible to determine the precise total number of 
talks. in everyday practice, however, at least 10 talks a week were 
held with the students.

talks with lecturers who 
supervise the students 
(n =16):

at least 5 times a year per lecturer.  
topics:

– Progress talks about the students 

– Explanation of the training programme 

–  analysis of the factors that determine the students’ academic 
success

total number of talks: – Evaluation of the training programme 

it is no longer possible to determine the precise total number of 
talks. in everyday practice, however, at least 5 talks a week were 
held with the lecturers. 

group evaluations with 
students:

at least two group evaluations were held with the students every 
year. 
topics:

– Bottlenecks (training programme; supervision; and so on)

– Possible improvements of the training programme 

– strengths of the programme 

– changes as a person 

theme for the students: improving education for next year’s 
students. 

group evaluations with 
graduated students;

Every year group evaluations were held with at least 5 graduated 
students over dinners.  
topics:

– Bottlenecks (training programme; supervision; and so on) 

– Possible improvements of the training programme 

a grounded approach is used (also see glaser e.a., 1976); evaluations are conducted 

repeatedly; and actions are undertaken. the techniques used are presented in figure 5 

and are also explained below. 
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 the teaching programme concerns a natural one-year experiment, which has been fully 

carried out by now three times. in the first year, 10 students participated in the experi-

ment, but because both lecturers and students were highly positive about the train-

ing programme, it was continued. furthermore, as the teaching programme became 

more widely known, student numbers grew accordingly. the first 3 years, cohorts of 

10, 24 and 34 students respectively embarked on the programme. during these years, 

intensive evaluations were conducted. for instance, at least 10 talks were held with 

every individual student throughout the academic year; at least 5 talks were held with 

each supervisor throughout the academic year; two group interviews were conducted 

ever year in which at least 10 students participated; every year talks were held with 

at least 5 graduates from the years before over joint dinners, reflecting on the train-

ing programme in retrospect; all students were invited at least twice every year to an 

informal meeting in a café and/or to have dinner together; a three-day evaluation was 

held with the last cohort on a farmyard campsite; and the first cohort made a group 

– strengths of the programme

–  tie-up of the training programme with university study pro-
grammes 

– changes as a person

theme for the students: improving education for next year’s 
students. 

informal group meet-
ings:

Every year the students were invited at least 2 times to an informal 
meeting in a café and/or to have dinner together. the 2005-2006 
cohort participated in an informal ‘meeting’ of 3 days on a farm-
yard campsite.  
topics:

– Bottlenecks (training programme; supervision; and so on) 

– Possible improvements of the training programme 

– strengths of the programme

–  tie-up of the training programme with university study pro-
grammes 

– changes as a person

additional talks: the results of the data collection activities as described in this 
table were validated through literature review. after that, rounds 
of talks were organized with lecturers (n = 8) and graduated 
students (n = 4). goal: gain an initial insight into the weight of the 
independent variables. 
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drawing during an evaluation and subsequently explained this drawing. there is a high 

degree of control on the internal validity of these data, as it involves triangulation 

(interviews; observations; evaluation talks); data from several cohorts (data which are 

independent from each other) are compared; data are collected from among gradu-

ated students every year, reducing the chance of socially desirable answers; data were 

gathered in formal as well as informal settings (restaurants; cafés; farmyard campsite). 

the degree of control on the external validity of the data is low. the extent to which 

the three cohorts are representative of students in higher professional education in 

general is difficult to estimate. 

Because the creative action Methodology course is also offered to students on the 

EtM programme, you might assert that there is a control group, but it is difficult to 

corroborate this assertion. first of all, EtM students follow education at a higher level. 

they already have a Bachelor’s degree; are working towards their Master’s degree; 

whereas the experimental group is in the process of obtaining their Bachelor’s degree. 

secondly, students on the EtM programme are generally older. thirdly, the EtM stu-

dents have a stronger international and academic outlook. after all, they deliberately 

chose to take up an international academic course of study, whereas the students in the 

experimental group opted for a programme with an applied emphasis and for learning 

how to solve practical problems. they, for instance, want to fight senseless violence; 

make impoverished neighbourhoods liveable again; develop the airport of the future; 

or develop computer games that give rise to a flow (of …?). for all these reasons, it 

does not seem very sensible to consider the EtM students as a control group, which 

why i have not done so in this study. 

for the purpose of this study, four substudies were completed. the first substudy was 

completed in 2006. this concerns the final evaluation of the first 3 cohorts. to this 

end, the data as mentioned in figure 5 were used (except for the information gath-

ered by means of additional interviews); the judgement of an external industry com-

mittee, which annually designates the most policy-relevant thesis within nhtv (for 

which the student in question receives a cash prize) was considered; and the judge-



49

ment of 2 external experts was used. the data that are mentioned in figure 5 were 

particularly important in gaining an insight into the learning process. the judgements 

of the external industry committee and the two experts were predominantly used to 

obtain an independent opinion on the quality of the students’ theses. all judgements 

were positive, as a matter of fact. in 2005, the industry committee reviewed the the-

ses produced in the academic year of 2003-2004. in 2006, this committee judged on 

the theses of the academic year of 2004-2005. in both years, this committee found 

that a student from the experimental training programme had written the most policy-

relevant thesis of the year within nhtv. Both external experts assessed 4 and 5 theses 

respectively (dr. P. selten from the university of utrecht in 2005; dr. B. Boog from the 

university of groningen in 2006), which had already been assessed with a mark of 7 or 

higher at nhtv. they reached the same conclusion independently from each other: 

the theses are of Bachelor’s level at least. 

in the rationale, i already described what the final evaluation resulted in (the publica-

tion of a book; the publication of an article; workshops; lectures; and so on); which 

convinced us of the necessity of carrying out a second substudy; and in which the key 

question is the extent to which the success of the training programme can be explained 

by means of current theoretical insights. the basic thought in all this: if the success of 

the training programme can be explained by means of current theoretical insights, it 

means there is an extra validation of the final evaluation results of 2006. this extra 

validation is necessary, because: 

 there is no control group. • 
 there may be question of selective perception by the researcher or of socially • 
desirable answers by the interviewees. after all, the researcher is at the same 

time the coordinator of the training programme and lecturer of the creative 

action Methodology course. although the students were explicitly requested 

to put forward negative aspects of the training programme during the 

evaluations; although ex-students were spoken to every year; although the 

researcher was explicitly aware of these two sources of errors; there is still a 
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risk that these sources of errors were influential. this is counterbalanced by 

the fact that the programme was also reviewed by the external industry com-

mittee and two external experts. 

 there is no •  β-measurement (perhaps the result is not so much determined by the 

teaching method itself, but by the people who conducted the experiment). 

 an aspect of self-selection may be involved. after all, only students and lec-• 
turers who held positive views on the programme beforehand participated in 

the training programme. it remains to be seen how other types of students 

and lecturers would react to this training programme. the drop-out rate only 

makes these doubts grow stronger. some 15 percent of the students dropped 

out. additionally, 3 of the 16 lecturers quit. the main reason for this stated by 

the students (apart from personal reasons such as illness and the like) is the 

chaotic character of the training programme. they need more structure. they 

need classes in which students are told precisely “what they have to do” and 

“whether what they have done already is right or wrong”. the lecturers who 

quit indicated that reflection-based supervision costs too much energy. the 

students confirmed that some supervisors are indeed unable to muster this 

energy. 

the validation has shown that the conclusions from the first substudy are very much in 

keeping with the insights from scientific literature. after the second substudy, how-

ever, it remained unclear what the weight is of the various independent variables that 

play a role in the learning process. that is why in January 2008 a third substudy was 

conducted. interviews were organized with 4 graduated students and 8 lecturers who 

acted as supervisors (also see chapter 3). these respondents were asked, among other 

things, to classify the factors that were identified by the two previous substudies as 

playing a role in the learning process. 

finally, a fourth substudy was carried out. it particularly concerns a retrospective and 

participative study, which raises questions about its controllability. that is why this 

study was afterwards sent to 2 lecturers, who have supervised students on the training 
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programme since it started. it was also sent to 3 graduated students. graduates were 

opted for deliberately, because they are probably less inclined to give socially desir-

able answers. the graduates selected were also studying at a university at that par-

ticular moment, because the aim of the training programme is for students to develop 

academic skills. during this study, the students had not been interviewed before. all 

respondents were asked the question: are the results a reliable and valid represen-

tation of the actual events? they were asked to put down their views in writing. all 

respondents participated in this control procedure and all of them wrote down their 

findings. the retrospective considerations of this study were written by means of this 

material, among other things. 

1.8. From teaching programme to evaluation 

the training programme comprises all sorts of facets (such as symposium visits; inter-

views with industry representatives; attending additional courses; the use of creative 

techniques; and so on), but the course in creative action Methodology takes a central 

place. after all, the training programme that students follow throughout the year is 

fully dedicated to the body of thought that underlies this “methodology”. this raises 

the question of whether creative action Methodology is a form of research or a form 

of education. the answer to this question is: it is a form of research especially devel-

oped for the purpose of education. Education takes a central place in this study. after 

all, this study is about the question of why the training programme as a whole turns out 

to be successful. 

starting from this didactic perspective, the next chapter is about the creative action 

Methodology course which students are offered. in this process, three considerations 

played a role. the first consideration concerns the clarification of the place that cre-

ative action Methodology has within the methodology. the second consideration 

involves the explanation of creative action Methodology. What is it? how does it 

work? the third consideration is about the experience of certain issues being raised in 

class which activate the theoretical model of the creatively learning individual. these 
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are issues that astonish the students in class; about which they talk afterwards during 

the breaks; and which they spontaneously mention when they are graduated. these 

are the issues that contribute to the students’ awareness that 1 + 1 is not always 2; that 

a recipe (theory; model; static formula) merely leads to a standard meal; and that it is 

possible to use recipes in a creative manner. 

the last chapter goes back to the training programme as a whole. it covers the results 

of the final evaluation of 2006; these results are analyzed in the light of didactic  

and educational theories; the results of the additional interviews are outlined; and  

in conclusion, conclusions and recommendations for the training programme are  

formulated. 
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2. Implementation and positioning 

2.1. Introduction

the central theme of this chapter is the content of the creative action Methodology 

course. as mentioned earlier, it seems at first sight that it is a traditional course in 

research methods and techniques, which has also already been accredited as such. 

however, there are three aspects about this course which are of a less traditional 

character. firstly, unlike traditional methodological textbooks, it covers elements of  

the philosophy of science. secondly, an explicit attempt is made to make students 

aware of the fact that there are several methodological movements; that – in other 

words – there are different views on the way in which scientific research can be con-

ducted; that they have to try to make a choice from these views; and that they have 

to be able to defend their view to others (such as the committee that assesses their 

thesis). this process is neither taken into consideration in the current methodological 

textbooks. thirdly, the course familiarizes students with the creative action Method-

ology developed. 

the next sections address these three components, as they are dealt with within the 

course in creative action Methodology. this is followed by a few other topics from 

the course. in this way, a picture is presented of the way in which the model of the 

creatively learning individual has been operationalized for the purpose of education. 

in this process, secondly, the position that creative action Methodology takes within 

the whole of methodological movements is outlined. 

2.2. The philosophy of science classes 

the aim of the training programme is to stimulate students towards questioning exist-

ing knowledge (also see chapter 1). this does not turn out to be easy. after all, the 

students have always depended on a lecturer telling them “how reality works”, “what 

they need to know” and “how that should be done”. the concept of “there are no 
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truths”; that the theories, models and solutions to practical problems which the other 

lecturers told them about over the years in class are open to discussion; that these 

lecturers, however, seldom or never presented their subject matter as such; that they 

would have done so had it been generally known that there are no truths; evokes resis-

tance in the students (see chapter 3). a tool that is used to break down this resistance 

is the philosophy of science. Below you will find an explanation. 

the field of the philosophy of science was perused for teaching material that arouses 

surprise in the students and, consequently, stimulates them to question current think-

ing. the themes stated below are helpful in this respect, as teaching experiences have 

shown. 

students talk about these themes afterwards, during breaks, and refer to them in later 

conversations (also see chapter 3): 

1. the free will of the individual 

 students generally believe that they have a free will. By exploring the studies 

of süssmilch (see Elsner, 2004; goddijn, 1977); Quotelêt (also see goddijn, 

1977; Maanen e.a., 1990; stigler, 1986); smith (translated by Pels, 1977); 

darwin (see hobday, 2004; Buiks, 1980); and durkheim (translated by Maso, 

1977; Layendecker, 1981) this belief is put to the test. in class, the following 

question is discussed: to what extent is a murderer responsible for his own 

actions?

2. the verification principle 

 it appears that students are hardly aware – if at all – of their tendency to 

resort to verification when writing their theses or during discussions. By 

addressing the Wiener kreis (see Mosselmans, 2004) and Popper (1963, “…. 

inference based on many observations is a myth”) this work method is chal-

lenged. in class, the question is discussed of which hypothesis is the most 

valid: a. women are attracted to handsome, powerful, rich men; b. women are 

attracted to intelligent men who can make them laugh. 
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3. observations are objective 

 students generally are of the opinion that observations are objective. By 

discussing the work of nietzsche (see störig, 1976; tongeren, 2004; the 

website of the university of utrecht, 2004); Popper (1963); kuhn (1962);  

feyerabend (1975); habermas (1982); and Laudan (1977) this opinion is called 

into question. Particularly nietzsche’s view (the power rests with those who 

are somehow capable of putting an interpretation of reality into our heads) 

impresses the students. to convince students of the fact that observations 

are coloured, examples are used. two examples in particular greatly appeal 

to the students. these fragments are described in figures 6 and 7. in class, 

conclusions are drawn based on these fragments, such as: “You may think that 

your girl-friend/boy-friend is pretty/handsome, but that is only a construc-

tion of reality” and “You may think that you are wearing clean clothes, but if 

you look at them through a microscope you will see that there are thousands 

of tiny animals creeping all over your clothes.”

Based on themes of this sort, students in the philosophy of science classes reach the 

conclusion that there are no unambiguous truths; that higher educated people are 

aware of this; and that they therefore constantly try to call contentions and observa-

tions into question. in other words, the conclusion is drawn (an astonishing conclusion, 

according to many students) that science does not revolve around “knowledge”, but 

is driven by “doubt”. to have students practise with this concept, a number of assign-

ments were developed. some of these are described in figure 8. Possible solutions of 

these assignments are presented in figure 9. 

Figure 6: fragment from the philosophy of science classes, part 1 5

goodman (1988) argues that a contention, but also the opposite of this contention, may both 
be true in different contexts. for instance, one may contend that the earth is in motion (in the 
context of astronomy) as well as that the earth is standing still (in the context of everyday per-
ception). goodman argues that both contentions may be true, because they can be construed 
as true in different worlds. goodman claims that these worlds are made. it involves “ways of 
worldmaking”, in which the language is based on a convention (custom or habit). although the 
language refers to reality, it has no objectivity value. it only has a pragmatic value, because we 
can use this language to clarify “in what world we live”. 
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Figure 7: fragment from the philosophy of science classes, part 2 56

5  in this respect, Putnam (1998) comments that philosophers must try to become more human. 
discussions about the exact meaning of a word are ‘scientism’, according to Putnam, because the 
relevance of these discussions is beyond ordinary people’s comprehension.
6  only one or two students say that they are capable of seeing only lines.

Many of us are convinced that during our upbringing, we learn to make certain reconstruc-
tions of reality in our heads; that these reconstructions depend on the context (see figure 
6); which causes us to “get stuck”, more or less, in our own thinking. this had best be illus-
trated by means of an example. Most people look at the drawing below and see a cube. 
Young children, aged 2 to 3, however, only see lines. they, like their elders, are taught to 
look at the figure so that they see a cube. once they have learned that, they are no longer 
able to look at the figure and primarily see just lines. do you see a cube? are you able to 
see just lines?6

this principle of worldmaking (different contexts which lead to different truths, which we 
try to explain by means of traditional language) had best be illustrated by means of an 
example (see the figure below, Morgan, 1975). Reading from left to right, starting with a 
letter, most people read a, B, c. however, if you start reading from another context, from 
top to bottom and starting with a number, most people read 12, 13, 14. the context, in 
other words, determines the “truth” that is observed. the language (the words a, B, c, 12, 
13, 14) may refer to this truth, but does not present this truth objectively. it is “merely” a 
pragmatic tool. 

so, intentionalism (the notion that language refers to an objective truth) is rejected by the 
various authors. they explicitly emphasize the communication value of language from an 
extentionalist point of view (the notion that language does not refer to the objective truth, 
but is a pragmatic instrument)5.
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Figure 8: Examples of assignments 

Figure 9: Possible solutions

1.  Men usually play a competitive sport against other men, whereas women do so 

against women. the criterion to establish whether someone is a man or woman, are 

usually the genital organs. try to come up with another theoretical point of depar-

ture by means of which you can establish whether a person is a man or a woman. 

Which of the theoretical points of departure would be preferred in the world of 

sport? and which in everyday life? Why? 

2.  goodman talks about several worlds in which people can live. think up an example 

in which something is true, depending on the world you find yourself in. 

3.  take an analysis which compares crime statistics between countries over several 

years. then write an essay in which you argue that criminal behaviour: 

 a. is an individual choice; 

 b. depends on the social and economic structure of a country. 

  conclude your essay with a choice. is criminal behaviour primarily an individual or a 

structural issue? 

  call the statistics into question. try to explain why the crime statistics could be less 

objective and that other “truths” may be involved. What is the advantage of calling 

the statistics into question? 

1.  By means of research, one can establish the amount of male or female hormones a 

person produces. if the amount of male hormones exceeds a certain limit, one might 

identify that person as a “man”. if the amount is lower, the person in question can 

be categorized as a woman. in the world of sport, a procedure of this sort is already 

in effect (doping control). however, in everyday life, this method proves to be less 

pragmatic. 

2.  the world is a reality that we construct in our minds. depending on the way in which 

we make this construction, reality changes. the Pope can be seen as a holy man (this 

is true, because i perceive so), but at the same time he can be seen as an old man 

wearing a dress (this is true, because i perceive so). a similar thing happens in pain 

control. some people feel pain, while there is no apparent reason. to these people 

it is the truth that they feel pain, because they perceive so. the only problem is that 

doctors cannot see it. they are lacking a theoretical point of departure by means of 
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2.3. The methodological movements classes 

Within the methodological movements classes, an attempt is made to build on the 

uncertainties that arose from the philosophy of science themes (see section 2). this 

means that the differences between the various methodological movements are explic-

itly emphasized; that they are “battling” each other; and that therefore the method-

ological views of the readers (in this case the members of the board of examiners) may 

determine the judgement on the study carried out (in this case the thesis). this section 

presents a summarized description of the classes that have been developed for this 

purpose: 

the most famous and probably also most widely accepted research model is the 

empirical cycle (see a.d. de groot, 1961). Based on induction, a theory is developed 

in this model; hypotheses are derived from this theory; these hypotheses are tested; 

and finally, the extent to which the theory has been verified is evaluated, or in other 

words, falsified. it is a model that is characterized by an intersubjective approach. in 

the words of Babbie (1992): “if several of us agree that something exists, we treat that 

thing as though it had objective existence”. 

which they would be able to see it. it would be truly magnificent if someone came 

up with such a theoretical point of departure. 

3.  suppose that the essay is about shoplifting. do you speak of theft when a person 

does not have enough money to live on, as many mothers on social security claim 

nowadays? are there any double counts in these statistics? to what extent are 

all shoplifting incidents reported? does this differ with each country? from what 

points of view is this understandable?

the advantage of calling the statistics into question (which means: looking for different theo-

retical points of departure to study this observation) is that the understanding of the pos-

sible causes of this observation increases. is the cause of the observation “mothers on social 

security”, “double counts”, and so on? or put differently: the observation is not an objective 

given, rather, it is called into question. 
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at the end of the previous century, strien (1986) developed a variation on the empiri-

cal cycle. this is the regulative cycle. as opposed to the empirical cycle, this regulative 

cycle is aimed at forming theories and taking practical decisions. the first phase of the 

regulative cycle is all about trying to establish what the practical problem is. the given 

that this observation is challenged, suggests that there is room for “several worlds” 

in the regulative cycle. the discussion, however, is not meant to lead to the discovery 

of “several worlds”, but conversely, to arrive at an unambiguous description of the 

problem (intersubjectivity)7. the second phase (diagnosis) is about establishing what 

the causal problem is8. according to ‘t hart (1998), this phase is comparable to the 

phase of induction in the empirical cycle. it is the phase of forming theories in which 

people from the industry are often involved. in this case, we speak of participative 

model building. in the third phase (forming plans and decisions) the ultimate practical 

objective is conclusively determined; predictions are derived from the theory; and the 

way in which these predictions are going to be tested is determined. this final step is 

referred to as designing9. the phases of implementation and evaluation complete the 

process (steps four and five). 

these phases show that the regulative cycle is about trying to construct general theo-

ries of reality, starting from a practical problem; from which hypotheses are subse-

quently derived; after which these hypotheses are tested and evaluated. they make 

clear, in other words, that the testing of theories comes first and foremost. in that 

sense, the objective is the same as in the empirical cycle. Where the intersubjectivity 

principle is concerned, the view is also identical. 

the interpretative movement is also about looking for general theories; solving practi-

cal problems is left to others; but it is also strongly characterized by the notion that it 

7  auteurs such as Buuren (2002) and verschuren (1998) emphasize that the problem has merely 
been observed in this phase, and that the precise problem has yet to be established. 
8  the term “causal problem” in this respect not only relates to the causes that have made the 
problem arise, but also the factors (causes) that affect the solution of the problem. 
9  in this respect, verschuren (1998) comments that clients’ expectations of a research project are 
often too high with regard to the “how can i achieve that…? Question”, because in every context 
there are emotional, political, pragmatic considerations and so on, that play a role. these are fac-
tors that are difficult to oversee in a certain context and therefore affect the predictive validity. 
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is achievable, at the most, to arrive at context-related theories. Moreover, the empha-

sis in the interpretative movement is placed on understanding people from their own 

situations and discovering the processes that play a role in this respect. how does any-

one know that a conversation is drawing to a close? What interpretative process lies 

at the heart of this (cicourel, 1964; schwartz e.a. 1979; gordon, 1995; coenen, 1977; 

goddijn, 1980)? these typical characteristics of interpretative research (context relat-

edness and understanding people from their own situation (‘verstehen’)) had best be 

illustrated by means of a few typical examples:

“Garfinkel (1982) sends students into a shop with the instruction of “negotiate on the price 

of an item that does not cost more than 2 dollars. What happens in the students’ minds at 

such a moment? And what happens in the shop assistant’s mind? His conclusion: people try 

to reach the conclusion, through all sorts of arguments, that “what they think is weird”, is 

actually normal. In this way, they try to make it fit with what they would normally expect 

(normalizing based on background expectations).”

 “Wieder (1974) studies the codes of behaviour of prisoners, through participatory obser-

vation, among other things. The codes concern moral instructions, such as “Thou shall not 

grass” and “Never confess”. His conclusion is that the codes constitute an interpretation of 

reality for the prisoners, as well as a sort of “bible”, which releases them from the need of 

further explaining their behaviour. They can simply shrug off their behaviour by referring 

to the code. There is no need for any further explanation.”

“Berger e.a. (1966) give the example of a religious genius, who explains a new mythology 

to two other people. As this mythology will help them understand the world, chances are 

that the religion will be accepted too. If the new religion is accepted, the world will actually 

have become different from that moment for the people involved.” 

these examples (hopefully) clarify the way in which, within this interpretative move-

ment, different ways of how a person looks at reality are sought; in which this way 

of looking depends on the context; and in which the interpretation of the persons 

involved is perceived as a fact (the prisoner who refers to the codes; a person who says 
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he feels pain, while there is no apparent reason). furthermore, the examples (hope-

fully) underline the pragmatic character of the interpretative movement. interpreta-

tions are useful, as they enable man to survive. to ascertain these interpretations, a 

variety of techniques have been developed, such as the constant comparative method 

of glaser e.a. (1976) and kwalitan (a computer program to analyze texts). 

Ragin (1994) makes a distinction in this respect between a fixed and a fluid frame. 

according to Ragin, the empirical-analytical tradition is based on a fixed frame: 

the researcher first formulates a hypothesis and then sets out to search for empiri-

cal material in order to be able to establish the extent to which this frame can be 

verified and/or falsified. the interpretative tradition takes the approach of a fluid 

frame: the researcher takes on a ‘tabula rasa’ attitude as much as possible and tries 

to analyze reality without theoretical prejudice. the use of a fixed frame gives a 

certain direction to the research. after all, the researcher sets himself the aim of 

testing the frame. the use of a fluid frame sets a researcher ‘adrift’, because the 

theoretical objective of the research has not been established in advance (also see 

Maso, 1987; have, 2004). as a result, it is difficult for third parties to assess the 

research results. 

the empirical-analytical movement and the interpretative movement revolve around 

the question of how reality can be described and explained. in addition, one may ask 

oneself the following question: how can i change the world?10. this latter question is 

what action research focuses on. Lewin (1948), for instance, defines action research 

as “research for social management or social engineering”. it is a movement in which 

researcher and researchees work together; in which researchees are not regarded as 

the object of study (those who are being researched), but as the subject of study (those 

who change their world in conjunction with the researcher); in which the researcher is 

jointly responsible for the practical result of the research (Muis, 1976; Benne, 1979; 

10  koning e.a. (1980) distinguish between ‘actie-onderzoek’ and ‘handelingsonderzoek’. they 
speak of ‘actie-onderzoek’ when the empirical-analytical tradition is taken as the central point of 
departure. they speak of ‘handelingsonderzoek’ when the hermeneutical-dialectical tradition is 
taken as the central point of departure. 
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grift, 1982; gieles, 1992; Boog e.a., 2005); and which particularly became widely 

known under the influence of authors such as klüver e.a. (1972); Moser (1977) and  

habermas (1982). for instance, klüver e.a. formulated the postulates for action 

research11. these are (freely summarized):

– the problem is primarily chosen based on a societal need and not on a tradi-

tional scientific knowledge need 

– the aim is not only testing theoretical views, but also interfering with, and 

changing, social reality. 

– the data that are collected during the research process determine the further 

development of the practical process 

– the situation that is studied is considered as a whole. factors are not extracted 

and separately studied 

– the researcher distances himself from his objective attitude (at least tempo-

rarily) and deliberately influences the situation. for instance, through partici-

patory observation or interaction with the researchees 

– that is why the role of the researchees also has to change. they are no longer 

merely researchees, but participants in the process (they are no longer the 

object of research, but subjects in the research) 

that makes action research an outsider in world of science. in both other movements, 

empirical observation is considered as the most objective criterion in order to develop 

theories. What’s more, the researcher does not act as changer. this is in conflict with 

action research, in which democratic discourse (diskurs) is regarded as the most objec-

tive criterion to develop theories. Moreover, the researcher acts as changer: it is the 

researcher’s task to encourage the democratic process, and in this way, bring about 

the desired changes (empowerment). 

the discussion between the various movements is basically expressed in the opera-

tionalization issue: Which definition should we choose? how do we know if an obser-

11  klüver and krüger themselves, by the way, use the term ‘aktionsforschung’.
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vation is correct? What is iQ? how do we know if a person’s iQ has been measured 

correctly? What is happiness? how can we establish whether someone is happy? With 

regard to this issue, theuns (2003) distinguishes two themes in literature. the first 

theme relates to the question of how effective a measurement instrument is as a pre-

dictor. this is the theme of predictive validity. how well, for instance, is it possible 

to predict by means of a test whether a person is suitable for a job? how well, for 

instance, is it possible by means of a statistical model to predict which team will win 

this weekend’s football match? the key question of this theme is what the use of an 

action is, such as administering a test or developing a statistical model. this question, 

in other words, meshes seamlessly with the idea that was formulated in the previous 

classes that we can “only” ascertain “what the consequences of a certain action are in 

our perception”. the second theme concerns the question of are we measuring what 

we want to measure? does an intelligence test, for instance, really measure people’s 

iQs? or does an intelligence test mainly demonstrate how well people learned all sorts 

of facts by heart in school; acquired skills; and are able to reproduce these facts and 

skills? this is the theme of construct validity. the central question here is what is mea-

sured. this question, in other words, meshes seamlessly with the idea that a theory 

(such as the idea that every person has a certain degree of intelligence) can be tested 

by means of observation12. 

until the mid-1900s, the issue of validity was mainly restricted to prediction problems 

(swanborn, 1984). the term construct validity was introduced by cronbach and Meehl 

no earlier than 1955. this introduction brought with it the inevitable consequences, 

because in the methodological textbooks which are currently used, the emphasis 

clearly lies on construct validity. Entirely in the line of authors such as cronbach (1972) 

and gleser (1965), the accent is on the search for measurements of concepts such as 

12  Both themes (prediction vs construct) have been elaborated by authors involved in the 
development of tests. some authors (drenth and sijtsma, 1990; groot and naersen, 1973) argue 
that the validity of a test is primarily determined by the extent to which the intended aim is achie-
ved. they believe that it is not the test as such that has to be validated, but the aim that is pursued 
by this test. other authors (Ebel, 1983; Messick, 1988), on the other hand, are of the opinion that 
the validity should be primarily judged from what the test results mean in terms of content. in 
other words, whether the description is correct. 
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intelligence and happiness. an attempt is made to measure concepts of this sort in an 

unambiguous manner, in which it is assumed that things such as intelligence or happi-

ness actually exist.13 

2.4. The creative action methodology classes 

this section covers the creative action Methodology that was developed for the pur-

pose of the students. it seeks to explain the “methodology” and also to roughly out-

line where it can be positioned within the methodological movements (see section 3). 

in this process, the same line of approach as in the previous section is followed. a sum-

mary of the course is presented: 

What does creative action Methodology mean14? Lewin (1948) characterized his research 

as “research for social management or social engineering”. this notion also underlies cre-

ative action Methodology. it is a “methodology” with the aim of prompting researchers 

to invent (innovative) solutions to practical problems; in this process, it is taken as a start-

ing principle that reality cannot be observed objectively; that we learn to construct real-

ity in our minds; that this construction of reality depends on the context; that we more or 

13  as a matter of fact, criticism can also be found, predominantly in journalistic and interpreta-
tive circles. a very well-known example is Blumer’s (1977) criticism of construct validity. Blumer 
claims that there are three types of variables. firstly, there are the historical and cultural vari-
ables (e.g. the opinions on and attitudes towards the supreme court or the inclination to vote 
for a Republican). these are not generally valid, because they only say something about a specific 
historical situation. secondly, there are the general categories (such as cohesion and integration). 
these are neither generally valid, as the indicators are different all the time. When, for instance, 
one has to establish the degree of integration, different indicators are used for youth gangs and 
integration in urban communities. 
thirdly, there are the variables of sex, age and education (the so-called background variables). 
these variables are neither generally valid, as their meaning is determined by the context, such as 
for instance the birth rate in ceylon, the proportion of sexes in the state of nebraska. and then 
there is, more recently, Evenblij’s (1991) criticism. Evenblij says (based on evaluative studies and 
talks with experts on psychological tests):
“What does a psychological test actually measure? in intelligence tests, this question is conve-
niently circumnavigated by not explaining what intelligence is, but defining intelligence as that 
what you measure by means of an intelligence test.”
14  as an example, an article has been included in appendix 3, written by a student who operated 
along the creative action Methodology which is described in this chapter. the article was written 
by a student of nhtv Breda university of applied sciences, Breda, the nederlands. the student 
wrote the article for the purpose of his/her?? Bachelor thesis. other examples of this course of 
action can be found in the book Creative Action Methodology (delnooz, 2006).
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less “get stuck” in our own constructions; that there are questions about the testability 

of a theory; but that we can in any case ascertain “what, in our perception, reality looks 

like” and “what, in our perception, the consequences of an action are.” all this has already 

been discussed in the previous sections on the various courses. 

a. Creative Action Methodology = creative

in creative action Methodology, the researcher strives to describe reality as diversely 

as possible; in order to identify an as great as possible diversity of worlds. But how can 

a researcher achieve this goal? an example: 

“it is a fact that air travel is the safest mode of transport, because it has the lowest 

percentage of fatalities” 

is it possible to look at this observation differently (dialectics) and as such, give it a 

different meaning (hermeneutics)? the answer to this question is yes, by using cre-

ativity. for instance, if you look at the time people spend in aeroplanes, compared to 

other modes of transport, air travel may probably become the most dangerous means 

of travel. if you look at flying in this way, it suddenly becomes a dangerous mode 

of transport and people will start looking at it with totally different eyes. another 

example. 

“our secondary school is a high-quality school, because the percentage of pupils who 

fail their final exams is very low compared to the national average.”

this observation too gets a different meaning by using creativity. is quality the same 

as the percentage of pupils who successfully complete an advanced course of study; 

or who are able to operate independently; or who are capable of finding happiness in 

life; or… ?? 

the pursuit in these examples is dialectics: looking for the opposite and based on 

that, enter into a discussion on the meaning of observations (such as the number of 

fatalities; the percentage of pupils who pass their final exams). and if this pursuit is  



66

successful, it will evoke a normative discussion. after all, it will give rise to the ques-

tion of which meaning is the preferred one. Will the standard of aircraft being safe 

prevail? or will the standard be adopted that air travel is dangerous? Will high-quality 

education be continued to be equated with a small percentage of pupils failing their 

final exams? or will a different standard be opted for?

What does this pursuit for dialectics imply? it implies that the researcher has to be 

creative enough to show the meaning of observations in a different light and conse-

quently construct several worlds. the choice for one definition always brings about 

one-sidedness. the chosen definition, after all, may start leading a life of its own when 

the same way of measuring is used in all reports. in this case, the message is spread, 

for instance, that “safety is the number of fatalities compared to other modes of trans-

port” and “quality is the number of students who pass their final exams”. it concerns 

one “social construction of reality” (Berger e.a., 1966).

in the pursuit of describing reality in several ways, the researcher may draw on his own 

creativity, but he may also use existing sources. for instance, the researcher may con-

sult the researchees; journalists, or the relevant literature in order to problematize an 

observation. it turns out, for instance, that during the first phase of the intervention 

cycle, various parties (sources) often hold different views on reality (‘t hart e.a., 1998; 

verschuren, 2000). 

b. Creative Action Methodology = creative + testing

the thought that we want to make a construction of reality in our minds and that we 

try to put this into words by means of language, is taken as a point of departure in 

creative action Methodology. 

the term car, for example, is a linguistic rendering of a theoretical construc-

tion. it is a term that – although it refers to our perception of reality - does not rep-

resent reality (Rorty, 1967; goodman, 1988). in other words, our language is part of 

our culture and that is also a kind of theory which constructs reality, but does not 

represent it. 
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Within creative action Methodology, theories (language) are used to look for patterns 

on the action level. Just think of actions to educate street children or a tax reform. if 

actions of this sort lead to the same result in different situations, a subjective objec-

tifying pattern is involved. it is subjective, because it is based on observations. it is 

objectifying, because – in our perception – it leads to the same result every time15. 

in this process, theories are used as a creative instrument. after all, through creative 

contemplations, a theory (for instance: the colour red arouses aggression) leads to pos-

sible actions (for instance: wearing red clothes is prohibited during football matches). 

if these actions, in our perception, are successful (the fighting stops), it may not con-

firm the underlying theory, but it does confirm the result of the action. a theory, in 

other words, cannot be tested directly, but it is a highly powerful creative tool in 

devising possible actions, of which it can be established that they have a systematic 

character. 

c. The phases within Creative Action Methodology 

the aim of creative action Methodology has already been described: to describe real-

ity from as many as possible perspectives; that all these perspectives are used as a 

creative instrument to devise actions; of which it can subsequently be established just 

how systematic they are. this section sets forth the various phases that can be dis-

tinguished in this course of action. to avoid misunderstandings, a distinction is made 

between theory and “theory”. We speak of a “theory” when we reason from the idea 

that we can only establish “what the world looks like in our perception” and “what the 

consequences of a certain action are in our perception”. the phases below (not strictly 

chronological in sequence) can be discerned: 

I. Formulating the rationale 

in science, a distinction is made between enlightenment and engineering (Lammers, 

1983). Enlightenment relates to the question of “how can reality be viewed?” What 

15  in this respect, a distinction can be made between the deterministic and probalistic approaches. 
in this dissertation, the probalistic approach is taken: a pattern is involved if due to the manipula-
tion of a certain variable the chance increases that a certain predicted outcome actually occurs 
(Babbie, 1992; cohen, 1975; cook e.a., 1979).
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viewpoints are possible? Engineering involves the question of “What is the desired 

situation and how can it be achieved?” Both purposes are pursued in creative action 

Methodology, in which enlightenment is a condition for engineering. that is why some 

form of engineering always constitutes the rationale in creative action Methodology. 

this is directive to the research. 

a few examples of such rationales are: 

– drawing handicapped children out of their isolation through sport 

– combating stress in children 

– Predicting the outcome of football matches 

– stimulating the economic growth of a country 

II. Opening the “theory” up to discussion 

a “theory” is a construction of reality. this begs the question of what other “theories” 

are possible to describe or explain the same problem. the second step is identifying 

these alternative descriptions and explanations. to this end, the researcher may use 

his own creativity; the views of experts; the views of practitioners; or the scientific 

literature. a few examples: 

 are physically handicapped children in kenya really isolated or could this • 
observation also be interpreted differently? could this isolation be seen 

as the result of the behaviour of parents/caregivers? could it be seen as 

the result of a psychological defect in the handicapped children? could 

it be regarded as the result of economy of the country? By asking ques-

tions like these (by means of brainstorming, literature, observation, talks 

with experts, etc.) a researcher gets an idea of all the “theories” that are  

possible. 

 are children really stressed or are they perhaps overreacting? could the stress • 
be seen as the result of the parents’ behaviour? could the stress be regarded 

as the result of genetic factors? could the stress be seen as the result of bul-



69

lying? could the stress be seen as the result of brain abnormalities? could the 

stress be seen as the result of pressure at school or the behaviour of teachers? 

By asking questions like these (by means of brainstorming, literature, obser-

vation, talks with all sorts of people involved, etc.) a researcher gets an idea 

of all the “theories” that are possible. 

the dialectic and idiographic nature of this phase is characteristic. By describing and 

explaining the problem from as many angles as possible, the researcher acquires a 

comprehensive overview of all facets that play a role in the solution of the practical 

problem (idiographic), including all facets not previously considered by the researcher 

(dialectic). for the sake of completeness, a commercial example is presented below; 

which will be explained more explicitly in the next section; and which illustrates the 

idiographic and dialectic character of this line of approach. 

 Every year, marketing students are asked which factors play a role in the sale • 
of products. Every year, the answer is the same. they mention price, prod-

uct, place of sale, promotion and personnel. after all the courses they have 

already taken, they are no longer able to come up with other “theories” like 

safety (sharp points), health (chewing on a pencil); and the consumer’s social 

involvement (how is the pencil made and by whom)? the aim of this exercise is 

dialectic: making students aware that they have “prejudices” (just like every-

one else); that other “theories” are possible; and that they must be able to 

figure out these “theories” if they really want to understand the consumer 

(verstehen). 

III. Delimiting the “theories”

the second step produces an extensive list of the possible “theories”. in the third step, 

a selection is made from these “theories”. an example: 

 the children in a particular class are rowdy, rude and do not pay attention. • 
the first researcher has the “theory” (based on observation or otherwise) 
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that the cause lies with the parents. they are raising their children badly. this 

resear cher also thinks that this type of behaviour is typical of the neighbour-

hood where the children live. the second researcher has the “theory” that the 

children are made to sit still too long in class and that they are trying to escape 

from ‘prison’. 

the first criterion that can be used to make a choice from among the “theories” is 

pragmatism. for example, experience may show that “raising children in a certain man-

ner” leads to better behaviour in our perception. similarly, experience may teach that 

“children who play outside often” will behave better in our perception. if these types 

of actions turn out to be effective, we are practically obliged to accept the “theory” 

behind them. the “theory” has thus proved adequate. 

a second criterion that can be used is a normative consideration. if we do not wish to 

change the method of raising our children (for example, more frequent spankings) or 

send our children outside to play more often (for example, because we see it as a waste 

of time), then these actions are rejected on normative grounds. this also implies that 

the “theories” behind them are also rejected on the basis of these normative consid-

erations. 

a third criterion that can be used in making a choice between the “theories” is the 

innovative action. it is possible that “theories” (such as raising children differently or 

children sitting “imprisoned” in class) did not prove adequate in the past. this begs 

the question of whether it is possible, on the basis of these “theories”, to come up 

with actions that have not yet been tried and find out the effect of these innovative 

actions. 

a fourth criterion is the innovative theory. it is possible that a researcher comes up 

with a new “theory” (such as the behaviour of children in class being influenced by the 

means of transportation by which they arrived at school) and then would want to find 

out if this “theory” is adequate. 
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IV. Searching for possible actions 

in the fourth step the selected “theories” are used as a creative instrument to devise 

actions for the solution of the practical problem (Bono, 1967; vanosmael e.a., 1988; 

Walravens, 1997). this step is also meant to identify actions that others already came 

up with in the past to solve the practical problem. 

V. Delimiting the actions

in most research situations, it is not possible to test all actions. that is why a selection 

must be made. the considerations in this process are the same as for selecting “theo-

ries”. someone who is primarily striving to achieve a desired goal will choose actions 

that have already been successful in the past. someone who chooses innovation will 

primarily focus on testing new (not previously tested) actions. 

VI. Testing and evaluating

the selected actions have to be tested, preferably by means of a (natural experiment). 

if the test is successful, there is a well-founded reason to use it in other situations as 

well. if the test also leads to successful results in other situations, there is a pattern, 

in our perception. 

the examples above relate mostly to social issues. to conclude, then, let us look at a 

statistical issue. this issue relates to predicting the outcomes of football matches. at 

the start of the study, the researcher has a database containing the outcomes of thou-

sands of football matches. What is the line of approach this researcher will follow if he 

works according to the creative action Methodology?

the answer to the first question in creative Methodology (What is the rationale?) is 

evident. the researcher wants to predict the outcome of football matches. the answer 

to the second question (the question of what “theories” can be used to describe foot-

ball matches) is less evident. football can be described by means of “theories” as: 

– football is a sport where the team that makes the most points wins (a “the-

ory” few are willing to discuss). 
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– the outcome of a football match is determined by the ball technique of the 

players. the better the technique, the greater the chance a team will win. 

– football regulates the primal instinct of man. it regulates primal instincts 

like aggression and the desire to be the strongest. the stronger these primal 

instincts are present in team members, the greater the chance that they will 

win matches.

– the outcome of a football match is determined by the solidarity of the play-

ers. the greater the solidarity, the better they play together, and the greater 

the chance of winning. 

– and so on, and so forth. 

it seems that the number of “theories” is infinite (discipline; the food players eat; the 

weather; the insight into the game / intelligence of the players; the defensive and 

offensive capacities of the team; having a scoring forward line; the freedom a coach 

gives the players during the match, the opportunity (or lack thereof) of going to the 

pub before the match; whether the players have had or not have had sex before the 

match; the influence of the media; the income of the players; whether a player is natu-

rally talented; and so on). thus the question arises of whether it is possible to delimit 

these theories. 

to arrive at a delimitation, the researcher must go in search of systematically tested 

actions. however, it appears that in the past many actions were undertaken in vari-

ous areas (discipline; skill with the ball, etc.) but that opinions about effectiveness are 

rather divided. Moreover, statistical “theories” and actions (calculating chances using 

a normal distribution; the choice of variables; the method of operationalization, and 

so on) hardly seem suitable for predicting the outcomes of matches. 

in view of this “chaos”, the researcher decides to only set out to look for actions that 

can be tested by means of the available database. one of the “theories” the researcher 

comes up with is: the more points a team has made in the previous match, the greater 

the chance that they will win the next one. this theory is then tested. the tests show 

that the number of goals a team makes during the previous six matches is the best  
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predictor. no one knows why, but it works – and the question remains what the deeper 

meaning of this discovery is. By devising more “theories” and actions to test them, 

the researcher slowly builds a statistical model to predict the outcomes of football 

matches. Perhaps no one understands why the model works (the deeper meaning), but 

it does work. 

this example, as a matter of fact, is a realistic one. first of all, statistical models are 

actually developed in this way. secondly, it shows that the various steps cannot be 

clearly separated from each other. thirdly, it makes clear that the start of this step-

by-step plan is an interpretative creative discussion on reality; that the testing of 

the action (pragmatism) takes a central place; but that alignment is sought with the 

experimental designs from the empirical-analytical tradition in order to test the cho-

sen solution. or in official words: 

– Methodological interference is necessary in the hypothesis-generating (the-

ory-developing) phase (also see de groot, 1961)16

– it concerns “piecemeal engineering” as an alternative to the “grand theo-

ries”, which are used as a blueprint to change society (also see Popper, 

1974). 

2.5. The Research methods and techniques classes 

the aim of creative action Methodology is to stimulate researchers to come up with an 

(innovative) solution to a practical problem and to test this solution by means of a (nat-

ural) experiment. in this respect, schön (1983) suggests that scientists are assessed 

on their thoroughness rather than on the relevance of their work. authors such as 

verschuren (1998; 2002) and aken (2004) advocate the development of prescriptive 

knowledge17 in this respect. this involves the question: how can i achieve that…?. it 

16  as a matter of fact, de groot is of the opinion that no interference is necessary in the hypo-
thesis generating phase. 
17  verschuren (1998) claims that the accent in education is already shifting. it is a shift from the-
ory-oriented to practice-oriented research. 
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has the form of a prescription or recipe: if someone does X in this particular situation, 

then Y will be the result18. 

the development of prescriptions takes place in design-oriented research. the result 

of these efforts is called the design (andriessen e.a., 2004; aken, 1994; verschuren, 

1998). in this process, a distinction is made between improvement and construction 

problems (aken, 1994). in improvement problems, the existing situation is regarded as 

problematic. attempts are made to transform this into a desired situation. Just think 

of reducing air pollution or traffic fatalities. in construction problems, the existing sit-

uation is not regarded as problematic, but attempts are nevertheless made to change 

it. Just think of creating computer games or designing a faster aircraft. 

in the development of a design, the users should be taken into account (aken 1994, 

1996; florusse e.a., 1991; verschuren, 1998). this may involve the consumer, but also 

the practitioner (the lecturer; doctor; architect; and so on). this argues in favour of 

participative model building (see section 2). in this respect, schön (1987) speaks of the 

reflective practitioner. schön argues that practitioners “know how to act” (knowing 

in action). Moreover, practitioners are capable of responding to unexpected events. 

they reflect on these unexpected events (reflection in action) and adjust their behav-

iour accordingly. according to schön, a good practitioner is an expert. 

in schöns line of reasoning, practitioners acquire knowledge by going through dif-

ferent situations. consequently, schön underlines that every situation is unique; that  

all sorts of factors influence each other; and influence the solution of the problem. 

Ragin (1989) calls this phenomenon: multiple conjunctural causation. Because of this 

18  one may ask oneself whether the development of prescriptive knowledge is a scientific acti-
vity. in view of the fact that this study revolves around the educational perspective, this discusion 
is not considered here. the following comment suffices: “the forum of peers examines whether 
a publication complies with all requirements. if the members of the forum all agree that the 
requirements have been complied with, the publication is admitted as a part of science. groot 
(1971) elaborated this into the consensus theory: to reach mutual agreement, a researcher is 
forced to report objectively; reason logically; and explain clearly. according to this theory, the 
forum engages in objective and rational considerations, but is this really true? gergen (1985), 
for instance, argues that it is mainly social processes that play a role within the forum, such as 
negotiation and persuasion.”
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phenomenon, the following rule applies in design-oriented research: a test is not a 

test. a design must first be implemented in a particular situation; evaluated; adjusted, 

if necessary; implemented again; evaluated; adjusted, if necessary; implemented 

again in another situation; and so on. aken (1994) refers to this course of action as the 

reflective cycle. since the result of a test may be influenced by the researcher (just 

think of a study project, in which the lecturer is also the researcher), the test has to be 

repeated again by others too. aken (1996) calls this course of action: β-testing. 

furthermore, aken (2004) argues in favour of examining the extent to which the tested 

solution of the practical problem contributes to the formation of theories. to which 

extent does the solution “more police officers in the streets”, for instance, contrib-

ute to the theories on the causes of criminality (poverty; standards and values propa-

gated by the media; the way children are raised; genetic factors; imitation behaviour; 

metabolism in the blood; innate tendency of greed; and so on). if a solution fits a cer-

tain theory, it is seen as the scientific foundation that underlies the solution. in this 

case, aken speaks of: tested and grounded technological rules19. 

this makes clear, first of all, that design-oriented research differs from creative 

action Methodology in various respects. firstly, although there may be room for 

creative thinking in design-oriented research, in creative action Methodology it is 

an end in itself. in creative action Methodology, lateral thinking (Bono, 1967) and 

combinatorial thinking (damasio, 2001) is stimulated. secondly, in design-oriented 

research the language is not called into question, unlike in creative action Method-

ology. thirdly, although a multidisciplinary line of approach is pursued in design-

oriented research, no explicit attempts are made to arrive at several descriptions of 

reality. 

19  there is a clear difference between design-oriented research and the regulative cycle approach 
(see section 2). in the regulative cycle, a theory is developed first of all, from which actions are 
deduced. in design-oriented research, practical experiences are discussed first of all, and then a 
solution is composed. in this process, there is also room for creative thinking, as a matter of fact. 
verschuren (1998), for instance, argues in favour of multidisciplinary group interviews. one per-
son communicates an idea; this arouses associations in the other participants; and in this way, the 
other participants come up with new ideas too. 
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this makes clear, secondly, that creative action Methodology assumes a position 

somewhere between descriptive and prescriptive research. in descriptive research, 

the accent lies on developing theories. in prescriptive research, the accent lies on 

searching for the most practical solution of a problem and embed this solution into 

theory afterwards. 

in the creative action Methodology developed, the emphasis mainly lies on the prob-

lematization of “theories” (theories and observations); devise creative solutions based 

on that; after which a choice is made based on pragmatic, normative, or innovative 

considerations. 

in figures 10, 11 and 12 you will find fragments from the classes. they indicate how the 

programme tries to enhance the problematizing and creative abilities of the students 

with regard to a number of methods and techniques which are also described in cur-

rent textbooks. for the sake of completeness, a number of other fragments from these 

classes are described in appendices 3, 4, 5 and 6. it involves the operationalization 

issue; drawing a (random) sample; the experimental design; interviewing and polling. 

the students’ zone of proximal development is taken into account in delivering these 

classes. that is why an expert might have doubts about certain parts. 

Figure 10: fragment from the research techniques classes, part 1 

Researchers make a distinction between explanatory problems and descriptive problems. 
Explanatory problems are about ‘why’ questions. Why does a person buy a certain brand? 
Why do some people never book their holidays through a travel agency? Why is the behav-
iour of some football supporters so violent? descriptive problems relate to the description 
of a certain situation. What percentage of the population vote for Pvda? how many people 
will be unemployed by the year 2010? What is the image of cultural centres in the nether-
lands?

the difference between explanatory and descriptive problems is not always clear. suppose 
a car manufacturer wants to know which segments there are in the market. after all, if he 
knows what types of buyers there are, he can use this information to adjust his productions 
accordingly; he can use it in promotional activities; and so on. the researcher might inter-
pret this question as a pure descriptive problem and, based on that, decide to ascertain the 
extent to which the users of the various types of cars can be characterized by means of fac-
tors such as age; education; sex; income; and number of children. this analysis might dem-
onstrate that owners of a volvo estate car (compared to owners of other types of cars) are 
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generally higher educated; aged 35 or older; and have two or more children under the age 
of ten. 

if this analysis is then presented to a marketeer, he or she will probably try to approach peo-
ple who match this profile. Because apparently, this is the type of person to whom the volvo 
estate car appeals. if, in other words, an explanation existed as to why people buy the volvo 
estate car, it would be hidden in this type of person. after some more thinking, the researcher 
might reach the conclusion that safety is a major issue. after all, one of the characteristics of 
the current market is “having young children”. 

What lesson can we learn from the above? the lesson we can learn is that in every description, 
an explanation is hidden. although the above-mentioned research project is of a descriptive 
nature, it suggests a number of elements as being important in selling volvo estate cars. for 
instance, it is suggested that the volvo estate car is mainly interesting for highly educated 
people aged 35 or older and who have two or more children under the age of ten. as a result, 
the car manufacturer is led to believe that his promotion activities should mainly be carried 
out via the media that this target group use and that the sense of safety plays an important 
role in this segment. 

are these conclusions valid by definition? no, it is possible that this car appeals much more 
to an entirely other type of consumer, but that this consumer does not buy a volvo after all. 
for example, because the price category of this car is just a little too high for this type of 
consumer. in that case, the marketeer had better focus on this other type of consumer and 
simply reduce the price somewhat. it is also possible that the volvo is currently sold in loca-
tions where this other type of consumer preferably does not go to. in that case, it would be far 
more effective for the marketeer to focus on other outlet locations. 

obviously, it is not only in market research that an explanation is hidden in every description. 
for instance, it turns out that especially young people from the “lower” social classes; with 
little education or training; and without jobs, commit many violent crimes. consequently, 
it is implied that the explanation for violent, criminal behaviour lies in this profile. a pos-
sible explanation, for instance, is that these young people find themselves in situations 
where they receive little love or social recognition, as a result of which they have little or 
no sense of values left. Explanations of this sort, however, are risky. although the descrip-
tion suggests it, we don’t know if it is actually true. Perhaps these youngsters are criminal 
because of genetic factors; because they are raised in a certain way; or simply because they 
are bored. 

Figure 11: fragment from the research techniques classes, part 2 

Just like descriptive research leads to explanations, explanatory research leads to descriptions. 
the market researcher from the previous class (fragment), for instance, could have decided to 
bring to light entirely different matters. What if the researcher had decided to ascertain what 
motives the buyers of a certain type of car have? so, to find an answer to the question of why 
people buy a certain type of car? to this end, the researcher submits a list of motives to own-
ers of various types of cars. they are asked to classify the motives by the extent to which they 
consider them important in buying a car. Where the volvo estate car owners (compared to 
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owners of other types of cars) are concerned, it turns out that they attach great importance to 
the purchase price; the price per kilometre; and the reliability of the car (that it won’t break 
down along the way). 

this causal analysis sheds an entirely different light on the promotion campaign from the pre-
vious class (fragment). apparently, it is not the safety for the children that needs to be empha-
sized in this campaign, but the purchase price; the price per kilometre; and the reliability of 
the engine. these are the factors that explain why people buy a volvo estate car. 

do we really have an explanation of the buying behaviour now? or did the researcher only 
compile a description of the buying motives that play a role? to be able to answer this ques-
tion, another example will be first discussed below. 

“statistical analysis showed that as there are more storks in a certain area, more children are 
born in that area. this does not mean, however, that storks are the cause of the birth rate 
increase. how should we interpret this statistical result? there are more storks in rural areas, 
but also more catholics than in urban areas. it is because of the catholics and their religious 
conviction that more children are born in rural areas than in urban areas.” 

the lesson we can learn from this is simple. if it turns out that there is a statistical relation 
between two factors (such as the number of storks and the number of children), it does not 
necessarily mean that there is a cause-and-effect relation. or, put differently: the fact that 
there is a statistical relation does not sufficiently prove that there is a cause-and-effect rela-
tion between two factors. 

if research demonstrates that owners of a volvo estate car (compared to owners of other 
types of cars) attach more importance to the purchase price; the price per kilometre; and the 
reliability of the engine, it does not necessarily mean that we have uncovered a cause-and-
effect relation. all it says is that these motives are more important to the volvo owner than 
to owners of other car types. alternative explanations still remain very well possible. this will 
be explained below. 

suppose the researcher did not ask his respondents to classify buying motives. suppose, on 
the other hand, that he asked the car owners to do a psychological test. a test which identi-
fies a person’s lifestyle. this is because the researcher suspects that people primarily opt for a 
certain type of car because it matches their lifestyle. the theory is that every car represents a 
certain lifestyle and that car owners wish to project this image towards others. another study 
then shows that owners of a volvo estate car have a conformist lifestyle (compared to owners 
of other types of cars). Based on this, the researcher draws the conclusion that the potential 
market should be sought in people with this lifestyle. does it involve a cause-and-effect rela-
tion here? in this analysis too, the researcher merely showed that there is a statistical relation 
between age and car ownership. Whether a person’s lifestyle causes him or her to buy a cer-
tain type of car, is something that cannot be concluded from this study. 

the conclusion is clear. if two studies are carried out at the same time, it may turn out that 
both explanations are applicable. More distinctly even, if ten explanations are examined, it 
may turn out that all 10 are applicable. You cannot deduce from these studies that there is a 
cause-and-effect relation. Even though all studies suggest that there is.
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Figure 12: fragment from the research techniques classes, part 3 

in research, a distinction can be made between exploratory versus testing research. in 
exploratory research, an explanation is sought and when it is found, the extent is examined 
to which it can be used to describe groups (for instance, volvo owners as against owners of 
other types of cars or criminals as against non-criminals). in testing research, predictions are 
formulated first and then tested. for example, from the explanation “the lighter the colour 
of a person’s hair, the dumber this person will be” we can deduce the prediction that “people 
with fairer hair colours do worse in school than people with dark hair”. this prediction can 
then be tested. 

the explanations described in the previous classes (fragments) are typical exploratory 
approaches. the disadvantage of these exploratory approaches, however, is that they often 
turn out to be valid. Both motivation and lifestyle may be good explanations for buying 
behaviour. and if ten other perspectives are studied, these ten alternatives may also turn 
out to be perfect explanations for buying behaviour. testing research is less likely to pro-
duce only valid results. after all, the researcher has to wait and see if the prediction actually 
comes true. 

in testing research, a distinction can be made between theory-testing research and action-
testing research. in the empirical-analytical tradition, an attempt is made to test theories. 
Just to be on the safe side, creative action Methodology starts from the fact that the only 
thing that can be tested is the consequences of our actions. a thought experiment also serves 
to clarify that the testing of actions is probably the preferred line of approach. this thought 
experiment concerns an adaptation of a story by Paulos (1993) about two researchers who 
each set about testing their own theory: 

“two researchers each train 1,000 fleas to jump, on command, from one bottle into another. 
Researcher X exposes his 1,000 fleas to noise. Researcher Y pulls out the legs of every one 
of his 1,000 fleas. then the fleas are commanded to jump. half of researcher X’s fleas, all 
exposed to noise, jump. not a single flea of researcher Y, who pulled out the legs of all of 
them, jumps. hence they reach the conclusion: fleas become deaf if you pull out their legs”. 

the moral of this story is evident. Each researcher has his own explanation: “noise deafens 
fleas” versus “fleas become deaf if you pull out their legs”. the test tells them that the latter 
explanation is the best, but the only thing that can actually be concluded is that the action of 
“pulling out legs” is a better predictor than “exposing to noise”. 

all three fragments are aimed at teaching students to question research results. in 

other words, the accent in the classes is not on the recipe, but on reflection (see chap-

ter 1). the first fragment (see figure 10) clearly teaches students (hopefully) about 

the risk they take when they describe reality in a certain way or when they accept a 

description just like that. to explain to them how difficult it is to describe reality from 

various angles, a small experiment is held every year with the students, who all receive 
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training in marketing at nhtv. Every year, the students are asked the question of what 

they think matters in selling pencils. and every year they give the same answers: the 

product itself; the location where the product is sold; promotion; price; and person-

nel. these are the things they were taught about in their marketing courses. other 

matters that may be important in selling pencils are rarely mentioned, if at all, by these 

students. how is this possible?

the explanation is obvious. the students have been trained to use certain concepts, 

which now controls their thinking. it controls their thinking so strongly that they are 

hardly capable of “escaping” any more. this begs the question of how they could 

“escape” from their own thinking. the answer is: using creative techniques. sec-

ondly, the students are asked to imagine all sorts of career groups, such as doctors, 

lawyers, sociologists, educationalists, and so on. then they are asked to think about 

what could be important in selling pencils according to these professionals. this cre-

ative technique (which is referred to as the “hat method”) triggers the students to 

come up with additional factors ever year, such as health (chewing on pencils), safety 

(does the point break easily? can it be used as a stabbing weapon?), and status (is the 

pencil a status symbol in certain groups?). By using a creative technique, you obtain a 

broader scope, so to speak, of the factors that may be important in selling pencils. it 

involves problematization. not only the “original” factors possibly play a role. there 

are also the additional factors (that sprang to mind by means of the hat method) that 

may play a role. apart from the hat method, there are several other creative tech-

niques, such as: 

Brainstorming. can buying behaviour be described from the perspective of • 
the weather? or from the perspective of imitation behaviour? or from the 

perspective that people are lazy? or from the perspective of gravity? or from 

the perspective that people prefer certain colours? or from the perspective 

of a chemical reaction occurring in the brain? or from the perspective….?

the use of scientific observation instruments, such as a microscope or att-• 
aching electrodes to the brain. Perhaps it is then observed that buying 
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behaviour is related to certain activities in the brain. Perhaps it is then 

observed that buying behaviour is connected with our metabolism. Perhaps 

it is then….. 

consulting other (sub)cultures. Perhaps these people do not observe that a • 
person buys something, but that this person is persuaded to take something 

with him. 

consulting interdisciplinary sources. Researchers tend to consult sources • 
within their own field of expertise (the mode 1 context of gibbons e.a.; also 

see chapter 1). it is recommendable, however, to also look for perspectives 

outside your own area of expertise. is it possible, for example, to describe 

people’s buying behaviour from a freudian perspective, such as the hidden 

desires revealed in dreams or from the sexual energy that people bottle up? 

(freud, 1900; hilgard e.a., 1979). is it possible to describe people’s buying 

behaviour from the group values that people apply, such as was demon-

strated by the hawthorn experiments (Roethlisberger e.a., 1939; Rosenstiel 

e.a., 1975). is it possible to…?? 

consulting people who think differently as a stimulus to understand buying • 
behaviour differently. 

this approach illustrates one of the essences of creative action Methodology. Every-

one is more or less stuck in their own thinking (Bono, 1967; vanosmael e.a., 1988; 

Walravens, 1997). if this thinking is not problematized, reality is described (and so, 

explained) on the basis of this same pattern of thinking time and again. in this respect, 

one may think of the example of the students (location; price; place; promotion; and 

personnel); and the example of the marketeer (age; income; education; children); and 

the example of violent young people (social class; education; having a paid job). it is 

one of the essences of creative action Methodology that this one-sided way of think-

ing is broken out of. By using creative techniques, one can break out of this one-sided 

thinking pattern, so that alternative descriptions and explanations can be uncovered. 
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interaction with researchees serves the same goal. in this process, saturation is pur-

sued. this pursuit has three aims. the first aim is objectification in the sense of com-

pleteness. several views of reality are completer than just a single one. the second aim 

is reflection, the more views, the more possibilities for comparison the student has. 

the third aim is thinking up actions. the views can be used as a creative instrument to 

think up actions for the solution of a practical problem. in this process, by the way, it is 

pointed out to the students that chance may help them find the solution to a practical 

problem. this phenomenon is referred to as serendipity. Zuidema (2004) gives a few 

examples of this (see figure 13). 

Figure 13: serendipity

Many inventions are made accidentally. this phenomenon is referred to as serendipity and a 
few examples are presented below (Zuidema, 2004). it concerns actions that produced unex-
pected results. the fact that inventions are mostly made by chance indicates how difficult 
it is to escape from the fixed thinking pattern. it also indicates, however, the importance of 
creative techniques. 

for countless centuries, chinese alchemists have been trying to make an ‘immortality  
pill’. the result of their continued efforts of mixing all sorts of substances is an explo-
sive brew that, around 850 after christ, turns out to be useful for other purposes mainly:  
gunpowder. 

in the nineteenth century, charles goodyear accidentally spilled a mixture of rubber latex and 
sulphur on a hot stove. he discovered that when it cooled, the rubber lost its stickiness and 
retained its elasticity. the process, which was named vulcanization, gave birth to the use of 
rubber tires in the car industry. 

viagra was invented as medication for heart troubles. it was only when it was tested in 1992 
by some thirty volunteers, that its happy sexual side effects were recognized. 

scottish bacteriologist alexander fleming discovered penicillin by chance in 1928, because 
he accidentally left one of his bacteria cultures uncovered for several days. fleming found the 
petri dish contaminated with a mould that dissolved all the bacteria near it. 

the aim of the second fragment is to stimulate students to question explanations. 

this fragment makes clear to them (hopefully), first of all, that it is impossible to test 

a theory by means of statistics and mathematics alone. in class, the lecturers refer to 

the difference between a statistical relation and “verstehen”; capitalizing on chance; 
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the underdetermination of theories; the primacy of the theory over statistics; and the 

phrase: “there are lies, damned lies and statistics”. this fragment, secondly (and hope-

fully), somehow makes clear to them that research may produce several explanations; 

that it is important to report these explanations; and that only after this, it is possible 

to ascertain which explanation is the most valid one. thirdly (and hopefully), this frag-

ment conveys to students that there is no essential difference between describing 

and explaining; that there is an explanation in both cases; that this is implicitly pres-

ent in descriptive research and explicitly present in explanatory research; and that 

because of this it might be better to speak of research with an implicit theoretical 

point of departure (describing) versus research with an explicit theoretical point of 

departure (explaining). this fragment, as a matter of fact, explicitly refers to the phi-

losophy of science classes (when we are unable to question what we think and do, 

we have reached a state of black-out). furthermore, the fragment confirms the expe-

riences gained in the philosophy of science classes. it creates confusion among stu-

dents and raises questions in their minds. is it not a fact that scientists know all sorts 

of things? the same holds true for the third fragment, which questions the testability 

of a theory. 

2.6. The problem analysis classes 

the experiences gained over the past few years in class have led to great astonishment. 

Why does the subject matter raise so much surprise and doubt in students? how come 

that every year the same comments are made, such as: “You cannot doubt everything, 

or else you will go mad!”; “if every theory can be questioned, then what have i been 

learning these past couple of years in school?”; “Why do lecturers pretend to peddle 

truths?”. did students, in the past, really think so little explicitly about the value of an 

explanation? did they learn so little in terms of calling observations into question? did 

they mainly learn to learn all sorts of matters and rules of arithmetic by heart? in order 

to subsequently be able to write a paper or do a test?

these experiences are frightening. how can students think about issues like discrimi-

nation, organizational cultures, customer needs, the social environment of our islamic 
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fellow-citizens, when they hardly turn out to be capable of calling their own thinking 

and acting into question? When they hardly turn out to be capable of assuming dif-

ferent perspectives? Especially in a world that is becoming increasingly international; 

in which cultural diversity plays an ever greater role, a reflective frame of mind is of 

crucial importance, in my opinion. 

if we take a look at the methodological textbooks that are used in human behaviour 

and social sciences, the accent indeed turns out to be on recipes (also see chapter 1). 

if you also take a look at the teaching experiences described above, it becomes clear 

that something is lacking in these textbooks: a manual that helps the student analyze 

a problem and reflect on that. that is why an attempt was made to develop a manual of 

this sort for the creative action Methodology course (see figure 14). 

Figure 14: the problem analysis 

I. Methodological guidelines 

suppose you are in the middle of a maze and you are looking for the way out. how do you 

find it? Probably by trying. You try turning left, right, straight ahead, left again, and so 

on. after which you (after having tried long enough) will find the way out eventually. it is 

a method which suggests that trying alone suffices to find the solution to a problem. But 

is this really true? suppose you live in one dimension. in other words, you are only aware 

of forward and backward, and absolutely oblivious of left or right; height or depth. if you 

are in the middle of the maze now, it will be impossible to find the way out. You will only go 

forward and backward, because you are unaware of the fact that it is also possible to move 

in other directions. 

apparently, it is not always possible to find solutions through “trial and error”. some sort of 
knowledge is required too. the way in which knowledge is gathered in creative action Meth-
odology is schematically rendered in figure 15. this model has two entrances. on the one 
hand, a person can have a goal. Just think of a mother who has set herself the goal of loving 
her children more; the newspaper boy who has set himself the goal of becoming a multimil-
lionaire; or someone who wants to become famous. on the other hand, a problem can be 
observed, such as your bank account being overdraft; losing a good job; or finding out that 
the car is broke. it does not matter which entrance is chosen. there is always a current situa-
tion (the practical problem) and a desired situation (the goal). 
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Figure 15: the research model within Creative Action Methodology 

   “theory”

   
   Possible actions

   
   selection of actions

   
 problem =  → testing of actions → goal = 
 “theory”=    “theory”=
 construction     desired
  of the    construction
 current    of 
 reality     reality

the “theory” in this model is seen as the entire set of concepts that a person possesses 

(theories and experiences). the “theory” is also seen as a creative instrument that 

can be used to invent actions by means of which the goal can be achieved. the more 

creative the researcher (lateral and combinatorial thinking), the greater the chance of 

actions being invented. Just take, for instance, the “theory” that happy people are 

more popular than sulky people. Based on this, actions can be devised for a politician, 

such as: always keep smiling; tell people how much you enjoy your job; crack a joke 

every now and then; enter the stage waddling about happily (also see the previous 

class on the duck that is teaching); and so on. these actions can then be tested in a vari-

ety of situations. the extent to which the actions, in these different situations, lead to 

the desired result can be ascertained, as can a certain pattern. 

What does this model tell us? firstly, the model tells us that a problem can either be tar-

geted or untargeted. in the case of a targeted problem, a goal is pursued (for instance, 

the newspaper boy who wishes to become rich) and consequently, the current situa-

tion is regarded as a problem (not being rich). in the case of an untargeted problem, 

the current situation is perceived as a problem (for instance, your bank account being 

overdraft), but the desired situation is unclear (is it clearing your overdraft? or is it 

becoming rich?). the desired situation will need to be identified first, or else it will be 

impossible to devise any actions that are aimed at achieving this situation. this means 

that the following methodological guideline can be formulated: 
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try to establish whether the problem is targeted or untargeted. if the problem • 
is untargeted, it has to be converted into a targeted problem, so that that the 

actions undertaken in a later phase of the research can be geared to achieving 

the desired situation. in other words: first establish the objective. 

secondly, the model tells us that the problem is a “theory”. it is an interpretation of 

reality which is open to discussion based on pragmatic; normative; innovative and cre-

ative considerations. this means that the following methodological guideline can be 

formulated:

try to look at the problem (as it is observed) in as many as possible different • 
ways. in other words, try to come up with as many as possible different prob-

lem “theories”. discuss these “theories” and based on the outcome of this 

discussion, select the problem “theory” for the research. 

thirdly, the model tells us that finding a solution is related to the number of “theo-

ries”. the greater the number of “theories”, the more possibilities for lateral and com-

binatorial thinking there are, and the greater the chance of inventing a solution. this 

means that the following methodological guidelines can be formulated: 

try to collect as many as possible theories, so that they can be used as a cre-• 
ative instrument to devise actions. 

try to identify the actions undertaken by others to arrive at the solution of an • 
identical or comparable problem. Explain why these actions were either suc-

cessful or not, according to these other people. 

fourthly, the model tells us that the aim of collecting theories is to uncover actions 

that can be used to achieve the desired goal. this implies that it is useful to devise a 

new theory for an action (previously undertaken). this new theory, in its turn, can be 

used as a creative instrument. this means that the following methodological guideline 

can be formulated: 
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try to collect actions (previously undertaken). then try to invent •  new theories 

for each action. 

fifthly, the model tells us t hat devising actions depends on the extent of creativ-

ity in thinking. this means that the following methodological guideline can be  

formulated: 

use creative techniques, as much as possible, to uncover actions by means of • 
which the goal can be achieved. 

 sixthly, the model tells us that a choice needs to be made from the actions col-

lected. in making this choice, a discussion is possible based on pragmatic; norma-

tive; innovative and creative considerations (also see the class on creative action 

Methodology). this means that the following methodological guideline can be  

formulated:

hold a discussion and based on the outcome, choose the actions that will be • 
tested in the research. 

II. The choice of the problem “theory” 

a problem “theory” can be assessed on the basis of pragmatic; normative; innovative 

and creative considerations. in practice, however, this choice is predominantly made 

on the basis of pragmatic considerations. apparently, this is a critical standard in soci-

ety today. as a result, and from a social point of view, the question arises of whether it 

is possible to formulate guidelines for this approach. although the researcher chooses 

the criterion in creative action methodology, this section will attempt to formulate 

guidelines of this sort. this is done by means of an example: 

a travel organizer specializes in adventure holidays to far-away destinations. the 

business is running well, but the management notices an increase in complaints from 

clients. that is why a researcher is called on to do quality research. What the manage-

ment prefers, is for a questionnaire to be sent to all their clients of the past year. this 
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questionnaire should cover how the clients rated the various aspects of their holiday 

(hygiene; friendliness of staff; information in advance; and so on). 

this project has been formulated in such a manner that a researcher can set to work 

straight away (identify quality aspects; compile these into a questionnaire; adminis-

ter the questionnaire; enter the data into a statistical programme; analyze the data; 

reporting). the researcher, however, does not set to work straight away. after all, the 

researcher works from the assumption that every problem is a “theory”; that he must 

therefore try to call the management’s observation into question; and he wants to 

have a go at this by first talking to the management and the clients. this produces the 

following results: 

“the clients who complain about all sorts of aspects, are mainly those who booked 

adventure holidays to far-away destinations before. a large portion of this group of 

loyal clients, moreover, would like to book an extremely adventurous holiday, but such 

a product is not available anywhere.”

“Most complainers do not want to switch to a competing travel organizer.” 

 thus, the researcher observes a different problem than the management. the 

researcher observes a product problem (experienced travellers want a more challeng-

ing product), whereas the management observed a quality problem (more and more cli-

ents are complaining). the researcher has also observed the quality problem, but at the 

same time used another “theory”: the difference between one-time and loyal clients. in 

this process, it came to the researcher’s attention that it is especially the loyal clients 

who complain. this is strange. Why do these loyal clients not turn to the competition? 

the researcher explains this as follows: the loyal clients want even more adventurous 

holidays; but such a product is not available anywhere; and the complaints should 

therefore be regarded in the light of this discontentment with the current product. 

this example concerns falsification on the action level. Experience has shown that cli-

ents come back more often if actions are undertaken to improve quality. according 
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to the researcher it is not necessary to undertake actions to improve quality, because 

most clients keep coming back anyway. that is why the researcher thinks it would  

be more pragmatic to start from a product problem, rather than a quality problem. 

figure 16 renders this approach in the form of a model. 

Figure 16: falsification of the problem “theory” at action level 

find possible problem “theories” (quality problem, product problem, etc.) 

find falsifications based on actions undertaken in the past 

accept the non-falsified problem “theories”

this model represents the methodological guidelines for determining the problem 

“theory” based on actions undertaken in the past. try to find as many as possible prob-

lem “theories”. then try to find out which ones of these can be refuted based on expe-

riences gained with actions in the past. accept the other problem “theories” and try to 

identify one or more actions for them that may possibly lead to the solution. 

in the example above about the travel organization, the researcher looks for several 

problem “theories” and tries to make a selection from these based on pragmatic con-

siderations. sometimes, however, there is only one problem “theory”, while at the 

same time it is known that it concerns a more or less unsolvable issue. this had best be 

illustrated by means of an example too: 

a researcher is instructed by the government of a poor country to draft a plan for the 

economic development of a certain region. after having studied the current situa-

tion, the researcher reaches the conclusion that it is primarily the infrastructure of this 

region that needs working on. if no investments are made in the infrastructure, eco-

nomic development will never occur, according to this researcher. 

this problem “theory” creates a new problem. after all, experience has shown that, 

given the current circumstances, it is impossible to raise enough money to improve the 
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infrastructure. at the most, it is possible to raise money for a very few small infrastruc-

tural projects. these projects, however, have already proved ineffective elsewhere. 

that is why a different approach is suggested. Rather than investing in the infrastruc-

ture, this approach focuses on small-scale projects to stimulate private entrepreneur-

ship. the underlying thought being that this will ultimately generate revenues (in 

terms of profit, taxes, etc.), which can be invested in the infrastructure. 

in this example, the researcher does not ask himself the question of which problem “the-

ory” is the most pragmatic one. on the contrary even, the researcher has no doubt about 

it. the problem is the infrastructure. however, the researcher does doubt the usability 

of this problem “theory” in this particular situation. he thinks he is experienced enough 

(based on actions undertaken in the past) to know that, in the current situation, netting 

enough funds to boost the infrastructure is not a viable option. the problem “theory” 

that there is an infrastructure problem is therefore dismissed (falsified) as far as its situ-

ational usability is concerned, so that the researcher has to set off in search of an alterna-

tive. this alternative is found in the stimulation of private entrepreneurship. 

in summary, there are at least two ways to falsify a problem “theory”. firstly, the 

problem “theory” can clash with experiences acquired elsewhere (customers will only 

buy a product again if a company has taken action to deliver quality). secondly, the 

situational usability of a problem “theory” can be falsified (in comparable situations, 

experience has shown that it is impossible to raise large amounts of money). 

it is evident that the researcher’s creativity plays a pivotal role in this process. the 

more creative a researcher is, the greater his chance of conceiving alternative problem 

“theories”. furthermore, it is evident that practical experiences play a prominent role 

in this process. it is these practical experiences that throw light on whether a certain 

problem “theory” can be dismissed on the basis of pragmatic considerations. 

III. The use of definitions 

suppose a researcher is commissioned to find ways to improve the image of a holi-

day park. the reason for this project is that the park is faced with decreasing visitor 
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numbers. the commissioner, the holiday park, defines image as the degree to which 

guests are satisfied with the facilities in the park. Just think of the degree of luxury of 

the cottages; child-friendliness; the number of relaxation facilities in the park; and 

hygiene. the researcher sets to work and composes a questionnaire, the aim of which 

is to determine how (potential) guests rate the degree of luxury, hygiene, and the like. 

Based on the results of this questionnaire, recommendations will be made to the com-

missioner. 

in the example above, no attempt is made to question the problem “theory” (perhaps 

there is an overall decline in this market?; could there be a shift within the market from 

an older to a younger audience and the product therefore no longer matches current 

market needs?; are there really fewer guests? or does this only appear so?; and so on). 

Moreover, only one definition of the image serves as the point of departure in the proj-

ect, restricting the number of actions that can be devised. this will be explained below. 

another definition of image could be: the image that (potential) guests have of the 

human conditions in the park. in this respect, one may think of matters such as: the 

friendliness of staff; the staff’s helpfulness; noise nuisance; theft; the type of people 

visiting the park; and so on. this second definition gives rise to different actions than 

the first one. the first definition relates to matters such as the safety of the playground 

and the degree of luxury of the bathrooms. all measures for the improvement of the 

facilities. if, on the other hand, you take the second definition as a point of depar-

ture, other measures come to light, such as reducing noise nuisance and barring cer-

tain types of guests. the latter definition concentrates on the human conditions in the 

park. By using this definition too, more possible actions are uncovered than before. in 

other words, the action domain is expanded. all these actions, however, are only use-

ful if they are practicable (in terms of money, time, knowledge), but experience tells 

us that improving the facilities (such as the safety of a playground and the degree of 

luxury of the bathrooms), necessitates quite some investments. the use of the second 

definition (the human conditions) seems “friendlier” in this respect, because taking 

“human” measures (reducing noise nuisance; barring certain types of people, etc.) 

probably requires less investments. 
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this example illustrates that a definition of a situation is the same as a theory. it 

directs the way we look and, consequently, determines the problem “theory” that 

is established. it also illustrates that by using several definitions (problematizing), 

and using these as a creative instrument, new actions are tracked down. this expan-

sion of the action domain increases the chance of tracking down actions that are also  

actually practicable. 

IV. The context and technique of the 4 Ws 

if researchers (also think of, for instance: priests; teachers; coaches; lawyers; doctors; 

architects) make no attempt at problematizing observations and engaging in a debate 

on this, then this results in cultural imperialism. after all, reports and recommendations 

only present their view of reality. in this respect, one may think of an economist who 

claims that unemployment can only be reduced through lowering taxes or a teacher 

who is convinced that children today spend too much time behind the computer, which 

will dull their mental capacity. You may expect a report or a recommendation to try 

and give at least an indication of the possibility of seeing matters differently. Within 

creative action Methodology, it is explicitly seen as the researcher’s task to objectify 

things in this way. 

Figure 17: cultural influences

the cultural dependence of a diagnosis is referred to in technical jargon as “Rumpelstiltskin 
effect”. it illustrates how much people in different worlds live with different truths. for 
instance: 

When faced with a feverish and coughing patient, doctors in the netherlands get away with 
the diagnosis of “flu”, the remedy being “getting some rest in a warm room”. in africa, this 
explanation won’t do. the name “flu” does not have any therapeutic effect in africa, but the 
diagnosis of “you have a enraged ancestor” will bring relief. nothing will make the sick person 
feel better than a few ritual sacrifices (Bügel, 1995)

two australian natives went Europe where they saw water-skiing for the first time. “Why is 
that boat going so fast?” asked one. “Because it’s being chased by that idiot on a string”, 
replied the other (Paulos, 1993).



93

in the foregoing, several techniques have already been dealt with that may be used 

in the problematization of observations (such as, looking for theories in literature, 

brainstorming, the hat method, and having talks with the persons involved). next the 

technique of the 4 Ws will be discussed. this is a technique which is specifically aimed 

at the problematization of the situational and historical context in which a problem 

“theory” occurs, in order to gain a better insight into the (im)possibilities to be able 

to achieve a certain goal. after all, many actions fail, because the researcher did not 

pay enough attention to the context. such as the government that decided to fluo-

ridize public drinking water and was “all of a sudden” faced with protesting citizens, 

because it was seen as meddlesomeness; such as the institution that offered develop-

ment aid, only to discover later that the local residents were not capable of operating 

or repairing the machinery offered; such as the company that set its mind on conquer-

ing the market and developed a high-tech, high-quality product to this end, only to 

find out later that this product did not match the wishes of (potential) customers. the 

technique of the 4 Ws is aimed at avoiding such contextual misunderstandings. the 

problem “theory” is shelved for the moment, and first of all, answers to the questions 

below are sought, in order to gain an as complete as possible understanding of the 

historical and situational context20: 

Who are involved in the problem? • 
What do these people do?• 
What are the consequences of this behaviour?• 
Why do they display this behaviour? What makes their behaviour understand-• 
able (verstehen)?

20  Entirely in keeping with the views that underlie creative action Methodology, an attempt is 
made to call all these observations into question.
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3. Findings, conclusions, recommendations

3.1. The connecting thread

the previous chapters described the ideas on which the experimental training pro-

gramme is based. the first chapter addressed the model that underlies this pro-

gramme: the model of the creatively learning individual. Moreover, this chapter set 

forth the teaching method: small groups; individual assignments only; the lecturer 

takes the role of a questioner; classes are delivered 2 days of the week; students are 

“free” 3 days of the week; the content of the lectures has been determined in advance, 

but is only dealt with if the student “asks” for it; the additional courses that the stu-

dents take; and the role of the supervisor. the second chapter explained how this 

model was operationalized for the purpose of everyday practice. it presented the sub-

jects dealt with in the classes (philosophy, methodology), but it mostly shed light on 

the way in which the classes are offered. attempts are made to question the students’ 

presuppositions (and as such: their certainties) with regard to each subject; attempts 

are made to indicate the pros and cons related to each subject; and subsequently have 

students make a choice themselves. More distinctly even, the fact that they have to 

make a choice is emphasized, as is the fact that they have to be able to substantiate 

their choice by means of arguments. in this process, several issues are dealt with, such 

as the choice for empirical-analytical research or action research (what is preferred?; 

why?); the definition of the problem (to what extent is the definition determined by 

the students’ own way of looking at reality?; which definition is preferred?; why?); the 

use of questionnaires with ready-made answer choices (is this useful?; why?); the use 

of experimental designs (is it possible to determine cause and effect?; which experi-

mental design is preferred?; why?). 

the next sections describe the result of this teaching method. they are not about the 

quality of the students’ theses. this quality has been examined sufficiently by now. the 

judgements of the students’ supervisors, the boards of examiners; the independent  

experts from the universities; and the industry committee; all point in one and the 
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same direction. they state that the quality of the theses has risen to the university 

Bachelor level. that is why two comments will suffice here. firstly, the comment that 

appendices 7 and 8 contain examples of theses produced by students, summarized in 

the form of an article. secondly, the comment that more examples of student research 

efforts can be found in the book “creative action Methodology” (delnooz, 2006). 

What will be raised then in the following sections? first of all, the students’ reactions 

to the training programme. in this respect, four phases are distinguished. secondly, a 

des cription of the conclusions of the final evaluation from 2006. thirdly, an attempt is 

made to understand these conclusions in the light of existing educational and didactic 

theories. fourthly, an attempt is made to answer the problem formulated in chapter 

1: which factors within the training programme were influential to the students’ abili-

ties to arrive at an innovative solution of a practical problem? fifthly, conclusions are 

formulated as well as recommendations for the further development of the training 

programme. 

3.2. Reactions to the training programme

Experience has shown that students “are stuck” in their own thinking; that they con-

sider to be true everything they have ever learned; and that they expect their lecturer 

to give true answers to their questions. in addition, practice has taught us that it is dif-

ficult to teach students to learn to think academically (also see chapter 1). this finding 

is shared by verschuren (2002). he speaks of university students; states that they are 

highly disappointed or simply don’t believe it when they are told that there are only 

few certainties; that students only want to hear one truth; that they blame their lec-

turers for questioning a point of view or holding a contrary view; and that the lecturers 

concerned are bound to be qualified as “uncertain” or “inexpert” in student teaching 

evaluations. 

Practice, however, has shown us that many lecturers too “are stuck” in their own 

thinking. for instance, in 2004 i was requested to deliver a guest lecture in the phi-

losophy of science to about 400 first-year students, who came to listen under the 
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supervision of some dozen colleagues. the audience was stunned. the colleagues (all 

but 1) were deeply shocked, insulted and angry. the way they saw it was that “we try 

to teach students a theory or model; we are, after all the experts who know how to 

operate in practical situations; that is why we can explain what students need to do 

in a certain situation; but this lecture has casted doubt on our expertise; moreover, it 

has sown doubt among the students in terms of the usability of the theories and mod-

els that we teach them about; and that is why their study motivation will decline”. 

never again did i receive any other request to deliver this guest lecture to first-year 

students. for instance, every year again in the creative action Methodology course 

students say that lecturers generally don’t appreciate being contradicted. in fact, 

some students are dispelled from class, in the event of them openly daring to question 

a theory or model. in this respect, some will possibly refer to the level of education of 

lecturers; that lecturers with a university degree seem to feel less and less welcome 

in education; and that every year, the number of academically trained professionals 

in higher education is decreasing (also see Jong e.a. 2007). however, the majority of 

the lecturers referred to in these examples have university degrees under their belts 

and, therefore, it may be expected that “problematizing knowledge” comes natural 

to them. 

students (and colleagues) “being stuck” calls for auxiliary measures. that is why in the 

classes, first of all, a historical outline is presented of the chief methodological and 

philosophy-of-science movements; explicitly referring to the great reputation of vari-

ous authors; emphasizing that opinions on the testability of theories and the objectiv-

ity of empirical observations still differ today; pointing out that every scientist must 

try to make a choice in terms of the philosophy of science; and explaining that this 

choice determines the methodology that is used in a research project. that is why, in 

the classes, secondly, examples are frequently given, making use of drawings; well-

known studies from the literature (darwin; Quotelet; durkheim; smith; and so on); 

and the research experiences i acquired myself. the aim of these examples is to make 

clear to the students, time and again, that theories, models, techniques, formulas and 

observations are open to discussion. that is why, thirdly, students are presented with 

exercises in the classes, such as examinations; test results, such as the cito test; sev-
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eral research reports, such as statistics about the degree to which dutch people are 

happy; and works written by other students. the falsification principle is central to 

all these exercises: students have to reason out why xxx can be criticized, and try to 

substantiate this criticism by means of experiences. 

these “auxiliary measures” used in reprogramming the students are firmly embedded 

within the training programme. so firmly even that it has become a motto. Year after 

year, the motto is: “nothing is true”. this raises the question of whether it is possible 

to identify any specific subjects that are dealt with in the classes and that are condu-

cive to the arising of this motto?

this question, however, is difficult to answer. after all, it takes a controlled 

experiment in order to be able to establish which subjects from the classes are the most 

influential in reprogramming the students. that is why it suffices here to conclude that 

some subjects are more talked-about by students than other subjects. these are the 

subjects that they continue talking about during breaks; that spontaneously come up 

for discussion in a pub; and at a reunion. these are the subjects that, because they 

are so much talked-about, create the impression that they are the most influential in 

reprogramming the students. these subjects are: 

a) the free will of the individual. Each and every student believe that they have a 

free will, but is this really true? how is it possible for social constants to exist 

in a country or city, when each individual has a free will? did god cause social 

constants? are they caused by the structure of a country? or by the culture of 

a country?

b) the free spirit of the individual. to what extent are people manipulated if the 

concept of “truth” depends on the social-historical context? in other words, 

does research objectify? or is the spirit manipulated, as a result of which one 

thinks it objectifies?

c) the objectivity of observations. how is it possible that scientists keep trying 

to test all sorts of theories if observations are interpretations of reality?
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d) the objectivity of education. how is it possible that lecturers present theories 

and models as truths? how is it possible for lecturers to talk about objective  

facts, when talking about observations? Why do lecturers not appreciate their 

students having different opinions? Why are theories; models; and observa-

tions not discussed in class?

e) Language and the operationalization issue. how can we communicate with 

each other without knowing what the other means concretely? Why are 

abstract concepts, such as iQ, measured in science? is this possible? What is 

the value of a measurement? What, for instance, is the value of a score for 

an examination? What does this score measure? how manipulative is such a 

score? 

f) the relative value of statistics and mathematics. how can the outcomes of 

calculations be manipulated? how is it possible for “hidden secrets of sci-

ence” to exist (also see appendix 3)? how can there be objectivity when even 

calculations can be manipulated?

g) the constructed world. do we live in a constructed world? is my girl-friend 

pretty, or do i only think she is? Will i be eating meat this evening, or is it actu-

ally something else? What would the world look like if i looked with different 

eyes? Would i still regard my friends as friends?

the primary reaction of students to these classes had best be described as disbelief. 

Just think of a child who is told that santa claus does not exist. the lectures elicit fierce 

reactions: Why have they never been told about this before? it just cannot be true, or 

else they would have been told about it as early as in secondary school. it just cannot be 

true, or else they would have been told about it by the academically trained lecturers 

in college! if there are no truths; if everything can be falsified; then what is the point 

of research? only when these questions have been discussed with the students; only 

when they have reflected on these questions in class; only when they have practised 
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questioning all sorts of “truths” they have learned; only then will they slowly come to 

accept that there are no indisputable truths. this acceptance gradually changes into 

the internalization of the idea that there are no indisputable truths; in the internal-

ization of a different way of looking and interacting with others; and as a result, the 

students’ self-confidence grows. an explanation is presented below. 

as the months pass, the students gain more knowledge (multidisciplinary theories; 

empirical data) about the practical problem to which they seek a solution; they ques-

tion this knowledge more often in class; and they experience that all this knowl-

edge can be questioned. as the months go by, moreover, students set out to talk to 

people from the industry more often (practitioners; experts). When students report 

on these talks, their supervisors frequently notice that the students have changed. 

students often no longer feel like the lesser ones, but rather, they feel like they 

are superior to these industry players. they claim to have more factual knowledge; 

to be better capable of questioning this knowledge; and that the people from the 

industry often have a one-sided view of the causes and solutions of the practical 

problem. in other words, they report that they are more expert than the industry 

players, which boosts their self-confidence. it has to be mentioned, though, that 

this development is obviously not equal in all students. it is, however, a tendency 

in the students’ development, of which the supervising lecturers are very proud and 

which they chat about in the corridors, as well as at information sessions about the 

training programme. 

this reprogramming of the students is a process of change that takes several months. 

it is a process in which, ever year, some of the students run out of class, crying des-

perately, because they are losing their own certainties; because the lecturer does not 

provide any certainties; because they are expected to consider everything from sev-

eral perspectives; because they are expected to be able to question everything; and 

because they deem themselves incapable of questioning everything. in this process, 

four phases can be distinguished: disbelief; “anger”; acceptance; and integration into 

their mental framework. 
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students from the academic year of 2006 – 2007 were not included in this study, because of 
my long-term absence from the institute in that year (from January to september inclusive). 
despite my absence, a number of students (n =18) were requested, via e-mail, to send in a 
written evaluation, in May 2007. only six of them responded. although these students are 
not part of the research population, their statements are typical of the evaluations from the 
years before. a few typical statements are presented below. statements by two former stu-
dents have been added to the list, since in May 2006 five former students were approached 
via e-mail, two of which responded. 

 “i learned a great deal, but not without a fair share of stumbling blocks.” 

“i was forced to drastically change my thinking. instead of accepting everything that is writ-
ten in the literature, theories had to be regarded critically all of a sudden.”

“the emotions involved had best be compared to a roller coaster. from intense joy, just as you 
thought you were on the right track, to total confusion, after this thought was shattered.”

“it prepared me for a study programme at university level. furthermore, it inspired me 
hugely.”

“When i read the paper now, i do so utterly differently than i used to. i examine, for instance, 
the foundations of the presuppositions. i am now also much more interested in “the why” of 
(social) phenomena.” 

“it unleashed a certain enthusiasm in me. the urge of wanting to know where certain phenom-
ena come from.”

“i have noticed that i have come to take a more critical position in everyday life too. also with 
respect to my own findings.” 

“i really feel that i know very much about my graduation topic.”

“You make a lot of industry contacts during the programme, which may be important in the 
future.”

“it is an instructive programme, but i would only recommended it to people who are very dis-
ciplined.” 

“My self-confidence grew too, because i spoke with many people and because i was respon-
sible for everything myself.”

“the organization of the programme was chaotic sometimes. i would not call that a 
strength.” 

Figure 18: a few typical statements by students and former students 
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the first three phases mainly take place in the months of september and october 

(the period before the autumn holiday). the last phase (integration into the mental 

framework and, consequently, the growth of self-confidence) is concentrated in the 

months of november and december (the period between the autumn holiday and the 

christmas holiday). this phase predominantly seems to come about under the influ-

ence of the talks that the students have with practitioners. this is understandable 

from the verification point of view. Based on these talks, students verify the content 

of their training programme (the knowledge acquired and the different way of think-

ing) against the opinions of third parties. it is a test with a positive outcome, and as 

such, the students’ self-confidence grows. 

3.3. Evaluation of the training programme in 2006 

in 2006 it was decided to do a final evaluation of the experimental training programme, 

which at that time had been offered to students for three years. furthermore, it was 

decided to publish the results of this final evaluation. this section briefly discusses the 

conclusions of this evaluation. these conclusions are: 

(a) the (former) students are convinced that the training programme enables par-

ticipants to operate adequately in their future careers, better than the tradi-

tional courses of study. in this respect, they refer to their own increased ability 

of questioning theories and facts. the classes and the exercises in reflective 

thinking were like a culture shock to them. they all talk about “classes from 

the past”. classes where you were supposed to take for granted what your 

“at first, the criticism perplexed me. Looking back, i am glad about it, because it stimulated 
me to find new lines of approach.” 

“the cohesion within the group. the sociability. that is what i would recommend to everyone.” 

“it is the only programme of the institute which has room for discussions with each other.” 

“i tremendously enjoy being totally absorbed in a topic that interests me.” 
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teacher said; where you unquestioningly assumed that the story was true; it 

never occurred to you to question the subject matter; you only listened; wrote 

down; and learned by heart. What’s typical in this respect is the story of a stu-

dent who, after having participated in the experimental training programme, 

went to teacher training college (something that seemed appealing to her). 

her illusion was totally shattered, because in teacher training college she was 

supposed to accept theories and facts without question. calling theories and 

facts into question was not appreciated at this college, so that this student 

(out of sheer necessity) left to pursue a university study programme. What’s 

also typical in this respect, is a group evaluation carried out by a number of 

students. in this group evaluation, students draw themselves on an island on 

which they are working independently and critically. this as opposed to the 

work method of “normal” students. 

(b) the (former) students say that, because of the training programme, it is easier 

for them to enter companies and organizations in the field than it is for “nor-

mal” students. they suggest several reasons. the first reason is that, during 

their course of study, they were involved in developing and testing concrete 

solutions. this seems to open doors. the second reason is that they know 

their facts. they are convinced that they gained a great deal of both practical 

and theoretical knowledge, and that they benefit from this in talks with third 

parties. the third reason involves making contacts. during the programme, 

many industry contacts are made and that opens doors too. the fourth reason 

stated by the students is the level of research. as a result, they are granted 

exemptions at higher-level education institutions and it is easier for them to 

initiate discussions with industry professionals. 

(c) the theses showed that the (former) students devised and tested several 

practical solutions during their course of study. for instance, one student 

developed teaching material to reduce stress in children and then tested this 

material at a primary school. another example is a student who designed a 

method to better integrate street children into society by means of sport, and 
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tested this method in kenya. another example is a student who developed 

an educational campaign to combat childhood alcohol use and tested it at a 

school. another example is a student who came up with a method to combat 

social degeneration in residential areas and tested this method in the city of 

Breda. another example is…..

(d) these theses made it clear that the students are creative in devising practical 

solutions. Moreover, it turned out that this is appreciated by the industry. the 

moment when a student has come up with a solution to a practical problem, 

and wants to test this solution in a real-life setting, it is relatively easy to find a 

company or organization that is open to this. if a person knocks on a company 

or organization’s door with a solution to a practical problem, he or she appears 

to be welcome. for the “normal” students (descriptive researchers), it is gen-

erally less easy to find a company or organization for their graduation thesis. 

(e) the lecturers said that the training programme has an educational effect on 

them. By supervising several students in a certain field (such as increasing 

the experience value of a product), a wider scope is obtained of the possible 

solutions and their effectiveness. this enables lecturers to write articles and 

advise practitioners. in addition, the lecturers said that students have to be 

highly motivated to be able to complete the training programme successfully. 

according to the lecturers, a lack of motivation is the most important reason 

why about 15 per cent of the students are unsuccessful. only if the students 

find the practical problem that is the subject of their graduation project inter-

esting enough, will they be able to muster the discipline, for an entire year, to 

collect material individually; to reflect; and to report in writing. 

(f) one of the external experts said that the training programme has been set up 

as a capacity-building course for students at higher education institutions and 

universities, in which they are taught to develop and test various action alter-

natives in a creative, innovative manner. in this respect, the external expert 

made a few comments. firstly, the comment that students themselves find the 
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solution to a practical problem (for example, the integration of handicapped 

children in kenya; combating teenage alcohol use); submit this solution to the 

stakeholders; and that, based on these deliberations with the stakeholders, 

it is decided whether or not to test the solution. the external expert recom-

mended a higher degree of involvement of the stakeholders in the process 

of devising the solution to the problem; in order to increase awareness; and 

in this way, achieve empowerment. the second comment was that a view of 

society (a theory) is hidden behind every solution, which has consequences 

for the stakeholders’ lifeworlds. the external expert advocated to have stu-

dents make this view of society more transparent. 

these results of the 2006 evaluation were positive. they confirmed the idea that the 

road chosen is a good road. all the more so because the external expert’s criticism 

revolved around the issues of diskurs and empowerment. although these issues do 

play a central role in action research, they carry less weight within creative action 

Methodology. after all, within this step-by-step plan, it is very well possible to carry 

out research without consulting or working together with researchees. it is true that 

all students are recommended to consult their researchees (see chapter 2), but this is a 

free choice. if a students wants to cooperate with the researchees; and consequently 

risk getting involved in a conflict of interests (see chapter 1); then this is the student’s 

own choice too. 

3.4. Successful versus unsuccessful lecturers 

although the 2006 evaluation was positive, it also uncovered something peculiar. it 

turned out that the lecturers could be divided into two groups. firstly, there was a 

large group of supervisors among which hardly any problems had arisen for three con-

secutive years (n =12): the students generally remained motivated; worked hard; were 

satisfied with the lecturer’s supervision and coaching; and graduated in time (n = 58). 

secondly, there was a small group of supervisors among which problem after problem 

occurred during those three years (n = 4): the students generally lost their motiva-

tion during the programme; worked less hard; were less satisfied with the lecturer’s 
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supervision and coaching; graduated late; or decided to quit from the programme 

altogether (n =11). how can this be explained?

Why are there successful and unsuccessful lecturers? Why are there successful and 

unsuccessful students? this section tries to answer the first question; the next section 

addresses the second one. the privacy of the persons concerned is protected as much 

as possible, by presenting the stories about the students and the lecturers in such a 

manner that no link whatsoever can be made to a particular individual. this is impor-

tant to the lecturers, first and foremost, because they are currently still working at the 

institute. secondly, it is important to the students, because they often maintain con-

tacts with other students and with their lecturers after finishing their studies. thirdly, 

it is important to me as a coordinator of the training programme, and as such, as its 

evaluator, because many stories were told to me in the strictest confidence. 

the whole set of stories came about on the basis of participatory observation; the 

material that was used for the purpose of the evaluation in 2006; and the many infor-

mal talks with the persons concerned in the past few years (outside class hours; in cafés 

or restaurants; during the weekend break at the farmyard campsite). in the following 

sections, the conclusions of the natural experiment are discussed in the light of the 

literature available in this field. 

conferring. • 
 it was assumed that the successful lecturers confer with their students more 

often and more frequently than the unsuccessful lecturers. however, no evi-

dence was found to support this statement. Both groups of lecturers confer 

with students in a flexible manner. there are no weekly appointments with 

each student, as the training programme prescribes. appointments are only 

made if the student or lecturer deems this necessary. 

Explaining; setting targets; demanding results. • 
 it was assumed that the successful lecturers are better capable of explaining 

to the students what’s expected of them; that they set concrete targets about 
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this with the students; and that they are more consistent in demanding from 

the students that they demonstrate to have achieved these targets. however, 

no evidence was found to support this assumption. 

Questions, reflections, discussions. • 
 it was assumed that the successful lecturers elicit more questions and discus-

sions from the students than the unsuccessful ones. this assumption turns out 

to be correct. the successful lecturers ask many questions (are there any other 

possible angles?; do you know how this problem is solved elsewhere?; Why 

did you choose this particular theory?’ What do you think is the greatest dis-

advantage of this theory?; this theory rests on the idea of man as a rational 

being. do you agree with that?; did you find any statistical material?; What 

statistical material did you look for?; is there any other statistical material that 

could be considered?; do you have any doubts regarding this material?; What 

comments would you make on your own conclusions?; and so on) and in this 

way, “force” the students towards reflection and discussion. When targets are 

set, reflection also plays a central role (try to explain next time why you opt 

for …; try to find comments on the view that …; and so on). it turns out that 

the unsuccessful lecturers take a more directive approach. they mainly tell the 

students “what needs to be done” and “how that should be done”. When the 

unsuccessful lecturers ask questions, these are basically focused on convinc-

ing the students that the lecturer is an expert; has a lot of experience; and that 

it is therefore wise to act on the lecturer’s advice. When targets are set, it is 

the result that matters (try to reach conclusions by means of theory x; go and 

talk to the employees of company x and ask them what they think about …). 

in conclusion, it can be said that the successful lecturers deal with students differ-

ently. these lecturers interact with students in a questioning and discussion-like style 

and they set targets in which reflection takes a central place. 

this non-directive approach apparently increases the students’ motivation and satis-

faction. the unsuccessful lecturers tell the students “what needs to be done”; “how 
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that should be done”; and they set targets in which the result takes a central position. 

this directive approach apparently reduces the students’ motivation and satisfaction. 

3.5. Successful versus unsuccessful students 

Why is it that there are successful and unsuccessful students? the previous section 

explained that the supervising lecturer plays a decisive role in this respect. this sec-

tion covers the other factors that resulted from the study:

independence• 
 the training programme requires a high degree of independence, because the 

students have 3 “free” days a week. the students are contradictory in their 

opinions on this freedom. on the one hand they state that they highly appre-

ciate this freedom, as it enables them to manage their time in their own way. 

on the other hand, they say that it requires quite some discipline to get work 

done on these “free” days. 

Motivation• 
 the students say that they are able to muster the discipline for studying, 

because they are so highly motivated. in addition, they say that their motiva-

tion has several causes: their interest in the practical problem they want to 

solve; their desire to come up with a unique solution to the practical problem; 

their desire to be able to set themselves apart from “the rest of the world” 

with this solution; and their desire to be able to build a good future for them-

selves with this solution (for instance, by starting their own business, or hav-

ing a competitive advantage in the labour market). 

the students say that they are highly motivated when they start on the pro-• 
gramme. When their motivation slowly starts fading away, three possible 

causes are mentioned. the first factor is the chaotic character of the training 

programme. in this respect, the students mainly refer to the classes. they have 

a need for classes in which they are told precisely “what needs to be done” and 
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“whether what they have done is right or wrong”. this is remarkable, because 

it is precisely the directive lecturers who turn out to be the least successful 

(see section 4). the second factor involves social cohesion. the students need 

contact with each other, but the possibilities to this end are limited, because 

they take classes only 2 days a week. that is why most students spontaneously 

arrange to see each other more often. if they do not do so (for instance, because 

they live far away), they start to feel lonelier and more isolated, which is not 

conducive to their motivation. the third factor concerns the different way of 

thinking that the students have to learn to master. in this respect, they refer to, 

for example, the class in which the horse model is dealt with (see figure 19). 

in this class, a model is drawn on the board that has been developed on the • 
basis of a fictitious large-scale survey. the model contains the factors that, 

according to the fictitious survey, lead to a person falling off his or her horse. 

the students are asked to make at least 5 critical comments on this model. they 

find this very hard; and that is why they start to doubt themselves (i will never 

learn this!!); which is not conducive to their motivation. only when they have 

practised a certain way of thinking, will their self-confidence grow again. 

Figure 19: the horse model 

a fictitious large-scale survey demonstrated that the factors below influence the chance of 
a person falling off his or her horse. think up at least 5 critical comments with regard to this 
model. 

intelligence →
Level of education (high/low)  →
sex (male/female) → fall off the horse
saddle (with/without saddle)  →
Physical condition  →

critical comments: how has the operationalization issue been tackled?; are there any con-
tainer variables in the model, as a result of which it remains unclear which factors cause a 
person to fall off his/her horse?; is it possible to reverse cause and effect?; to what extent 
have interaction effects been taken into account?; to what extent have endogenous variables 
been taken into account?; is there really a cause-and-effect situation, or merely a statistical 
relation?
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ability to learn• 
 When a student applies for the training programme, the prospective super-

vising lecturer will be consulted (see chapter 1). the lecturer assesses the stu-

dent’s intellectual capacities. in this process, the lecturer also includes the 

academic achievements of the student so far. 

 the lecturers state that some students who are assessed as “less suitable” in 

advance, actually turn out to perform very well within the training programme. 

this means that learning to think (combining; lateral thinking; reflection) is 

not a fixed given; that students can be trained in this; and that, due to this 

training, any deficiencies in this area can be remedied. 

  this, for instance, happened in the first year of testing. in that year, 

the programme was attended by three students who all received the “less 

suitable” designation from several lecturers, whereas it subsequently turned 

out that these students did very well. the lecturers, however, also state that 

they rarely or never make a mistake when granting the “highly suitable” des-

ignation. this suggests a possible Pygmalion effect (Rosenthal e.a. 1968): 

the lecturer’s high expectations lead to better academic results, as soon as 

the lecturer in question begins to supervise the student in the training pro-

gramme. this suggestion, however, is contradicted by the fact that some stu-

dents, who were assessed as “less suitable”, actually turned out to perform 

very well. 

Learning to learn • 
 the students who are on the training programme all took study skills classes in 

the foregoing years (tutoring talks; study career coaching by lecturers; work-

shops not supervised by field experts, but by supervisors who only monitor 

the study process). the students consider it a relief that they don’t have to 

take such classes any more. they claim that they learned nothing from them, 

but that they do take up a lot of time. the experimental training programme 

that they participated in supports their view: they want lecturers who are 

experts and who also stimulate them to think. 
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transfer• 
 the students say that their changed way of thinking has consequences in 

many areas. they listen, talk, and read in a different fashion (the newspaper; 

reports; job interviews; colleagues; friends and relatives). they claim that 

they have become more critical; that people more readily regard them as a 

serious conversation partner; and that they approach the world with more 

self-confidence. their motto is: nothing is true! 

3.6. The assessment system

it turns out that students have to get used to the assessment system that is used in the 

training programme. the system they know from the years before, is one that revolves 

around the reproduction of knowledge and the end result. in this system, a student is 

supposed to be able to reproduce rules and procedures (such as the phases involved in 

writing a marketing plan); carry out these rules and procedures (writing a marketing 

plan); in order to be assessed on the result in the end. this contrasts with the system 

that is used in the experimental training programme (also see chapter 1). in this sys-

tem, the students are supposed to be able to reproduce rules and procedures; look for 

alternative rules and procedures (can a marketing plan be written in different ways?); 

make use of lateral and combinatorial thinking (which innovations are conceivable in 

writing a marketing plan?); reflect on the knowledge identified and the innovations 

conceived (what are the advantages and disadvantages of the various ways of writing a 

marketing plan?); record their findings on paper, in a well-substantiated manner; test 

these findings (research); in order to be assessed on the argumentation in the end. 

students are taken aback by the contrast between both assessment systems. in the 

first months of the training programme, they try to be as productive as possible. 

after all, they are used to being “judged” on that. they describe the practical prob-

lem (for example, guests need to enjoy their visit to a certain theme park more); do a 

situational analysis (for example, of theme park X); select a model (for example, from 

the field of imagineering); and then report very proudly that they want to set to work  

with this model. dismay sets in rather quickly. this is caused by questions such as: is 
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it possible to look at the practical problem differently?; is it possible for the statistics 

in the situational analysis to be interpreted differently?; what is the criticism on the 

model?; are there any other relevant models?; and so on. in this way, little by little 

and with shocking realization, it dawns on them that thinking (1 page) is much more 

appreciated than being productive (many pages). 

3.7. Conclusions in 2006

in the foregoing, the experimental training programme and the various factors that 

influenced its success have been described. a few comments can be made on this 

description. first of all, it is a retrospective reconstruction, in which triangulation was 

used. secondly, it is a reconstruction that has been put down in writing rather matter-

of-factly, whereas in reality, a great many emotions are involved. this applies to both 

students and lecturers. friendships developed between lecturers and students; there 

was much laughter; and there were many tears. that is why it is difficult to claim that 

the researcher is independent, since the reconstruction is (partially) based on partici-

patory observation. thirdly, it is a reconstruction that has been carried out according 

to the ethnomethodological notion that the researcher has to maintain a “tabula rasa” 

attitude as much as possible. after all, the training programme and the evaluation cri-

teria were developed “from inside out” (participatory observation). it was not until 

2007 (more than six months after the evaluation was completed) that it was decided to 

also start evaluating the training programme in the light of the current scientific edu-

cational theories in this area; to consider, in this way, just how much the results of the 

evaluation tie in with this; and to examine the extent to which the actions undertaken 

within the training programme have any general validity. 

the following sections explore these theories in more detail, focusing on the following 

conclusions from 2006: 

during the past 20 years, several methods were developed and tested, the aim • 
of which was to stimulate students towards reflection and innovative think-

ing (see chapter 1). there only appears to be any progress worth mentioning, 
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however, since the introduction of creative action Methodology. this meth-

odology is characterized by the idea that the testability of a theory can be 

called into question; that we live in a constructed world (the “theory”); and 

that theories can be regarded as creative instruments, which enable us to 

come up with solutions to practical problems. 

Elaborating these ideas has led to a training programme which focuses on cre-• 
ative thinking (lateral; combinatorial) in a mode 2 context. the evaluation of 

this training programme has produced a number of actions, which seem to 

play a crucial role: 

the lecturer interacts with students in a questioning manner (see section  ○

4). initially, students find this hard and they are taken aback by this style of 

teaching (see section 6), but it does contribute to the students’ ability to ref-

lect; their motivation; and their satisfaction (also see sections 3, 4 and 5). 

the lecturer sets targets with the student, which revolve around reflection.  ○

in other words, the lecturer does not primarily focus on the result, and/or 

directing the student in terms of “what needs to be done” and “how that 

should be done” (see section 4). this method is conducive to the student’s 

motivation and degree of satisfaction (also see sections 3, 4 and 5). 

By placing the students in a mode 2 context (creative thinking; exploring  ○

several theoretical angles by means of literature; industry visits; talks with 

experts; visiting symposiums; and so on), they acquire knowledge of the 

industry; theoretical knowledge; and build contacts. this stimulates their 

ability to reflect. after they graduate, they are therefore better capable of 

“opening doors” (also see sections 2, 3, 4 and 5). 

By placing the students in an environment that enables them to socially  ○

bond with their fellow-students, their study motivation increases (also see 

section 5). 
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By asking a great many questions; by setting targets with the students  ○

focusing on reflection; and placing the students in a mode 2 context, it is 

possible to remedy any “intellectual” deficiencies in the students. appar-

ently, a person’s “intelligence” is not a fixed given, but rather, it can be 

trained (also see section 5). 

With regard to the actions that have made the training programme a success, eventu-

ally, two things stand out. firstly, it stands out that the success hinges on the lectur-

er’s expertise. only an expert can ask the student “the right questions”. secondly, it 

stands out that the training programme is not result-oriented, whereas competency-

based education essentially is. in fact, the result-oriented character appears to have 

a negative effect. the following sections explore these conclusions in more detail. 

the conclusions formulated so far will be discussed in the light of scientific theory 

formation. 

3.8. Motivation and satisfaction 

ackerman (2004) claims that by far most psychologists and educationalists (like Piaget; 

vygotsky; Papert; dewey; freire) are convinced that learning is not so much a matter 

of acquiring or transferring knowledge; that new knowledge is not blindly accepted by 

students; and that learning is much more like a negotiative process between “one’s own 

knowledge” and “knowledge offered” (accommodation and assimilation; the zone of 

proximal development). in this respect, ackerman argues that a learning theory is wide 

of the mark if it does not reckon with the fact that there is resistance to learning. this 

view is confirmed by the experiences gained in the natural experiment, as described 

in section 2. the experiment was repeated three times (there are three cohorts of 

students) and every year it turned out that the student do not accept the knowledge 

offered just like that; that this makes for emotional upsets; and that it leads to out-

bursts sometimes accompanied by tears. More precisely: 

– it cannot be true that everything we know is open to question. don’t you 

think we would have heard about it in secondary school?! 
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– Why have we learned, during the first years of our study programme, how 

to handle something (for instance, write a marketing plan), if such things are 

open to question? What’s more, those lecturers are not stupid. they really 

know how to go about these things. 

– i have been trying to look at all sorts of theories and figures critically, but so 

far i have been unsuccessful. i will never get the hang of this!! 

the thought that there are no theoretical or empirical certainties, comes to the stu-

dents as a culture shock. this experience is shared by verschuren (2002, also see  

section 2). verschuren’s natural experiment and observations also illustrate the nego-

tiative process that goes on in the students’ minds. they illustrate that the role model 

of “the lecturer asking questions” does not suffice to have the students accept that 

there “are no truths”. the natural experiment, moreover, demonstrates that this accep-

tance only comes about after the students have also consulted other parties (experts; 

practitioners), the outcome of which supports the idea that there “are no truths”. 

now the distinction between successful and unsuccessful lecturers can be under-

stood. successful lecturers have a question-like and discussion-like style of teach-

ing. this is confirmed by the other parties (experts; practitioners); within the classes; 

and in the seminars. this initially causes resistance and uncertainty in the students, 

but in the course of time they come to find that it is normal to doubt knowledge. 

this realization gives the students the self-confidence and motivation to carry on. 

they gradually reach the conclusion that nobody knows the answers to the ques-

tions they are working on; that they themselves also have knowledge; and that this 

knowledge is highly appreciated by the various parties involved (lecturers; experts; 

practitioners), if at least they are capable of substantiating their opinion. conse-

quently, devising an innovative solution to a practical problem becomes a challenge 

to this students. the unsuccessful lecturers take a more directive approach. as a 

result, however, they reinforce the negotiative process that goes on in the students’ 

minds. they reinforce the resistance that the students already have to calling knowl-

edge into question, which is actually what the rest of the training programme fully  
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concentrates on (reflection). this is a conflicting situation that the students experi-

ence as chaotic; they do not know what to do any more; as time passes, they come 

to feel increasingly uncertain; their motivation to study disappears; their need for 

unambiguous guidance and direction increases. in short: problems are piling up in 

this group of students. 

in conclusion, it can be said that the learning process can be considered as a negotia-

tive process. the lecturer can relieve the resistance to this by asking questions and 

entering into discussions with the students. this reflection-oriented approach will 

increase both motivation and satisfaction. secondly, it can be concluded that reflec-

tion and direction clash with each other. When a student is primarily asked to reflect, 

but when at the same time the supervisor has to explain “what needs to be done” and 

“how that should be done”, conflicting signals are given. this will cause motivation 

and satisfaction to decline. a third conclusion is that the external social environment 

plays an important role in the negotiative process. only when contacts with external 

parties (interviews with practitioners; literature; symposiums) demonstrate that there 

are conflicting views, proving that “there are no truths”, will this idea become fully 

accepted. it takes 2 to 3 months in the training programme for this culture shock to 

settle down. 

3.9. Knowledge transfer

the experiment shows that lecturers are the most successful if they interact with stu-

dents in a questioning manner and if they focus on having students carry out tasks 

centred around reflection. they appear to be the least successful if they take a more 

directive approach: if they tell students “what needs to be done” and “how that should 

be done”. the conclusion that this approach is counterproductive is consistently con-

firmed by the literature. for instance, glasersfeld (1995) claims that learning requires 

self-regulation, but also the building of conceptual structures through reflection and 

abstraction. Mayer (1996; 2004) asserts that lecturers are “guides” and students 

“sense makers”. gergen (1995) says that the chief task of lecturers is to coordinate; 

facilitate; advise and coach. 
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Rather than placing the emphasis on the product, the authors emphasize the learning 

to think: students have to learn that there are various conceptual structures and to 

develop meaningful concepts themselves (fosnot, 1996; glasersfeld, 1987; hanley, 

1994). in this respect, simons (1992) distinguishes three strategies: the generalistic 

view, the domain-specific angle; and the combined approach. 

(a) the generalistic view is based on the notion that there are general thinking 

skills, which can be used in all sorts of situations. simons’ study, however, 

shows that this approach is not very successful. When children, for instance, 

learn to program in Logo, it does not teach them to plan better. acquiring 

general thinking skills, in other words, does not induce knowledge transfer. 

What is learned in one domain, hardly turns out to be applied to the other 

domain. 

(b) the domain-specific angle is based on the idea that thinking is linked to a cer-

tain field (knowledge domain), so that developing general thinking skills is 

not much use. it is often coupled with the notion that learning to think mainly 

has to do with knowing a lot. By familiarizing yourself well with a certain 

domain, you automatically learn to solve domain-specific problems. simons’ 

study demonstrates that this view is supported by many research findings. 

(c) the combined approach is based on the view that knowledge transfer can be 

achieved by the influence of metacognitive activities. in actual practice, this 

means that attention is paid to domain-specific knowledge; that the underly-

ing general principles are explored; and that reflection takes place. 

simons’ study, published in 1992, shows that the combined approach produced very 

good results in a number of cases. a legitimate reason for simons to be optimistic 

about the combined approach. over a decade later, this optimism is carefully con-

firmed by helms-Lorenz (2004) who asserts that even though the term metacognition 

is not unambiguous; even though there is a lack of theory formation; far-reaching con-

clusions have been drawn about the phenomenon of metacognition all the same; and 
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that the general feeling is one of optimism about the practical value of metacognitive 

training courses. 

how can it be understood that the domain-specific angle and the combined approach 

turn out to be successful? a possible explanation can be found in the natural experi-

ment that has been described in the previous sections and that shows that students 

have come to apply their ways of thinking to other disciplines too (see sections 2, 3 

and 4). this explanation can be found by bearing in mind that the natural experiment 

is characterized by: 

1. creative (lateral; combinatorial) thinking. the students are stimulated to 

look at a problem from as many as possible angles; to also acquire knowledge 

about this; and apply this to the subject on which they intend to graduate. 

2. knowing. the students gather domain-specific knowledge about the subject 

on which they intend to graduate. 

the first characteristic (creative thinking) is at odds with – in terms of content – the 

studies on knowledge transfer. What’s central to these studies, is logically structured 

thinking. for instance, knowledge transfer experiments have been carried out by 

means of the thinking puzzle “the tower of hanoi” (hayes e.a., 1977); Latin classes 

(thorndike e.a, 1901); theoretical logic (vos, 2004); learning to program (corte e.a., 

1989); and learning about mathematical heuristics (schoenfeld, 1985). considering 

the high degree of transfer that took place in the natural experiment, however, the 

thought urges itself upon us that this is not the result of logical and structured think-

ing, but of creative (lateral; combinatorial) thinking. that would also explain why the 

second characteristic (knowing) is important: after all, the more a person knows, the 

greater the number of combinations this person is able to make. in conclusion, it would 

explain why transfer experiments are sometimes successful, and sometimes not. 

it may be concluded that the natural experiment supports the hypothesis that knowl-

edge transfer occurs under the influence of both domain-specific knowledge and 
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metacognitive activities. Rather than being logical and structured, however, these 

metacognitive activities appear to be of a creative nature.

3.10. The additional interviews

in the foregoing, an attempt has been made to analyze which factors contributed to 

the increase in the students’ academic level and innovative capacity during the train-

ing programme. the results of this analysis were discussed in January 2008 with four 

former students and eight lecturers. it involves lecturers who have been supervising 

students from the outset of the training programme in 2003. this choice for the “ 

older guard” was mainly inspired by the idea: a. selecting lecturers who have gained  

a great deal of experience with students in the training programme; b. selecting 

respondents who are able to say something about the long-term effects of the train-

ing programme. 

initially, seven individual interviews were held. these interviews, however, produced 

few new insights. and so the idea was born to organize a bilateral discussion between 

a former student and a lecturer; record this on video; and discuss the results with a 

few others. this bilateral discussion took place and the results of it were subsequently 

raised in a group talk between two lecturers and a former student. 

the causal factors produced by the analysis were explained to all respondents first 

in the talks. these factors are: a. the creative action Methodology course (acquiring 

a way of thinking in which theoretical and empirical knowledge is called into ques-

tion); b. the didactic approach (the lecturer stimulates students towards reflec-

tion; does not take a directive approach); c. the lecturer’s expertise (the lecturer 

presents knowledge; challenges the student’s presuppositions; and consequently 

stimulates reflection); d. the student’s freedom (the student confers with lectur-

ers, but is free to choose the practical problem to which he/she wants to find the 

solution; is free to settle on a certain solution and the way it is going to be tested; 

is free to decide what additional courses to take in order to acquire more knowl-
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edge; is free to decide which contacts to make with the industry and which sympo-

siums to attend); e. the mode 2 context (conferring with practitioners makes clear 

to the student that doubting existing knowledge is only normal; that the student 

him/herself also has knowledge; which leads to motivation and self-confidence);  

f. the living-room setting (the informal contacts between students and lecturers has a 

motivational effect). 

secondly, all respondents were asked to indicate which factors they believe to be the 

most important ones. to this end, for the purpose of both group talks, the factors 

identified were written down on separate pieces of paper, after which the respon-

dents were asked to jointly prioritize these factors by means of an open discussion. 

this prioritizing method, however, also did not produce an unambiguous picture. 

during the interviews, opinions about the importance of the factors differed among 

the respondents. the respondents admitted that it is difficult to establish priorities, 

because the factors complement each other. for instance, they claim that the teach-

ing method (the non-directive attitude of the lecturers) and the lecturers’ expertise 

(their ability to present knowledge and, consequently, “take students further in their 

studies”) are both essential components of this course. in other words, they can hardly 

be seen as “detached” from each other. if a choice must be made, the respondents 

unanimously opt for the factor of didactics: being able to stimulate towards reflection 

on existing knowledge. they consider this as the most crucial factor by means of which 

the training programme distinguishes itself from mainstream education and as a result 

of which a higher academic and innovative level is reached. additionally, they settle 

on the factor of motivation: it is a training programme with a great deal of freedom for 

the students; which motivates them to work hard; and consequently arrive at a higher 

academic level and innovative solutions. 

thirdly, all respondents were asked if they thought any knowledge transfer occurred 

as a result of the training programme. they unanimously insisted that transfer is the 

pre-eminent characteristic of this training programme: it affects the way in which you 

think and act in all fields. 
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3.11. Conclusions and recommendations

in the foregoing, a natural experiment has been discussed. it concerns a training pro-

gramme that has been developed and delivered at nhtv Breda university of applied 

sciences. the aim of the training programme is to lift students to a higher academic 

level and to stimulate them to look for solutions to practical problems. in other words, 

the aim is to have students conduct practically relevant research. in the end, it took 

more than 20 years to develop this training programme. it was a process of falling and 

getting up again, which “suddenly” turned out to be successful after 20 years. how is 

this possible?

in the first chapter, the search for an answer to this question began. in this chapter, 

based on retrospection, the model of the creatively learning individual was developed. 

furthermore, this chapter sketched out how this model has been given shape in edu-

cation. or rather, it presented the structure and content of the training programme. 

the second chapter described how this model has been operationalized for the pur-

pose of the everyday practice of teaching. or rather, it presented the developed cre-

ative action Methodology that was offered to the students. the third chapter dealt 

with the research results. it described that the quality of the theses was sufficiently 

investigated in the past; that the quality compares to the university Bachelor level; 

and that this matter was not going to be taken further here. it described that, in this 

respect, the central question is which factors can explain the success of this training 

programme. to this end, the results of the final evaluation from 2006 were outlined 

first. the conclusions of this final evaluation from 2006 were subsequently validated 

by using current theoretical insights in the field of education and didactics. this addi-

tional validation was deemed necessary, because the research methods applied (inter-

views; observations; written evaluations) are known to carry the risk of obtaining a 

less objective view of reality. Looking back on this last exercise, it may be concluded 

that the results of this final evaluation tie in surprisingly well with existing insights in 

the literature. in other words, it can be established that the additional validation of 

the research results of the final evaluation from 2006 had a surprisingly positive result. 

add to this that another evaluation was held by means of additional talks, examining 
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the extent to which the people involved subscribe to the conclusions of this study and 

how they prioritize the independent variables identified. all in all, the course of action 

described above has led to the following conclusions: 

1. the model of the creatively learning individual triggers students to think 

more reflectively; to come up with innovative solutions to practical problems; 

it causes knowledge transfer to other disciplines to occur; it makes students 

motivated and satisfied; and allows them face the world with more self-confi-

dence. 

2. there is resistance among students to calling existing knowledge into ques-

tion. this resistance needs to be overcome, as soon as they are told that there 

are several truths. overcoming this resistance will only be successful when 

students discover that the various parties involved (lecturers; practitioners; 

experts) have opposing opinions; do not know either how practical problems 

had best be solved; and that it is normal to doubt knowledge. overcoming 

this resistance takes months, in which the mode 2 context plays an essential 

role. 

3. Learning to think is strongly determined by the extent to which the lecturer 

takes a questioning approach. in this respect, one may think of seminars  

in which creative (lateral; combinatorial) thinking is trained by having the 

students apply creative techniques to each others’ subject. in this respect, 

one may also think of student-lecturer talks in which the lecturer trains  

the student’s reflective ability by proposing alternative courses of action 

(and as a result, provides knowledge: you could either do this or that); chal-

lenges the student to come up with more alternative courses of action; 

asks the student to explain why he or she opts for a certain alternative;  

and enters into a discussion about the student’s ultimate choice (whichever 

one that is!). 

4. Learning to think is strongly determined by the extent to which the lecturer 

and the student agree on targets which centre on reflection. the opposite is 

the lecturer who primarily focuses on the result, in other words, directing the 

student in terms “what needs to be done” and “how that should be done”. 
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5. the students grew up in a culture in which they have learned to think that 

there is one correct answer to each question. it is a culture in which the lec-

turer is expected to know the answer. a non-directive approach (asking ques-

tions; proposing alternative courses of action; having students come up 

with alternative courses of action; having students reflect on the alternative 

courses of action; having students explain why they opt for a certain alterna-

tive; and entering into a discussion about this choice with students; focusing 

on reflection in assignments) is not enough of a condition or foundation to 

overcome the students’ resistance to the idea that there are several truths 

(also see point 2). 

6. a non-directive approach will cause the students’ motivation and satisfaction 

to increase. a directive approach (the student is told “what needs to be done” 

and “how that should be done”) will cause the student’s motivation and satis-

faction to decrease. 

7. a non-directive approach implies that a lecturer is an expert in his or her 

field. only if this is the case, will the lecturer be able to provide the right 

extra knowledge to the student at any moment; ask the student the right 

questions; and question the student’s every choice. it implies, in other 

words, that a lecturer is conversant with all the alternative opinions and 

courses of action; knows how to bring these up; and knows how to enter 

into a discussion about these with the student. a directive approach also 

implies the possession of a specific kind of expertise, but it does not imply 

that the lecturer is conversant with all the alternative opinions and courses 

of action. it suffices for the lecturer to be familiar with only one particular 

opinion or course of action. in this process, the lecturer may assume a very 

traditional teaching style (i will tell the students what needs to be done) or 

act like a coach (i am open to discussion, but in the end, i decide what needs 

to be done). 

8. Learning to think can be trained. a person’s “intelligence” is not a fixed given. 

students who are behind are able to improve their “intelligence” through 

training. 



12
3

9. knowledge transfer occurs through domain-specific knowledge and meta-

cognitive activities. these metacognitive activities, however, are not of a 

logical and structured nature, but rather, they are of a creative nature. 

 10. the learning to think is stimulated by placing the students in a mode 2 con-

text (looking at several theoretical perspectives; industry visits; talks with 

experts; attending symposiums; and so on). as a result, they acquire knowl-

edge of the industry; they acquire theoretical knowledge; and they learn that 

there are several truths. 

 11. By placing the students in an environment that offers them the possibility to 

socially bond with their fellow-students, their study motivation increases. 

some of these conclusions are rather remarkable. the first remarkable conclusion is 

that it takes a great deal of trouble to teach students to think. it is a process that takes 

several months and that sparks off bewildered looks; resistance; and sometimes even 

tears. this indicates that learning to think is not only an educational issue, but also a 

cultural issue. our western culture is dominated by the idea that there is one correct 

answer to each question. to be able to teach a student to think, the student needs to 

break free from this culture first of all. 

the idea that a cultural aspect is involved is supported by authors such as glasersfeld 

(1989) and andel (2004). andel asserts that, in our society, knowledge is usually tested 

by means of ticking one answer, correctly preformulated, to one question, correctly 

preformulated. the answers are not multiple-choice but single-choice. in this respect, 

simons (1992) refers to the culture in which a person grows up and refers to, among 

other things, the work of Brown e.a. (1984). simons states that learning to think 

mainly occurs via the interaction between parent and child; on account of the fact that 

parents take a questioning approach in this process; and on account of the fact that 

parents constantly, and gradually, raise the expectations they have of their child. fur-

thermore, simons states that this kind of interaction practically does not occur in the 

lower classes and implicitly indicates that it does not involve an individual issue, but a 

cultural issue. 



124

the second remarkable conclusion is that creative thinking constitutes the foundation 

for reflection (a logical skill). When a person makes logical (illogical) combinations, the 

“what if?” question arises, which implies reflection. this finding has not been previ-

ously reported in the literature.

the third remarkable conclusion is that creative thinking constitutes the foundation 

for knowledge transfer. it explains why transfer occurs in experiments undertaken 

with domain-specific knowledge and metacognitive activities. this finding has not 

been previously reported in the literature. on the contrary, studies of this subject are 

based on the idea that transfer occurs by teaching a person to think in a logical and 

structured manner. 

these conclusions raise the question of which recommendations can be made with 

regard to the experimental training programme. Paying more attention to the social 

context could be a first recommendation. generally speaking, students indicate that 

they need more contact with fellow-students. the second recommendation could be 

to apply a more stringent selection procedure to lecturers, or to train lecturers. after 

all, the way in which they interact with students appears to be a major influential fac-

tor when it comes to the end result. a lecturer training programme would have to be 

highly intensive. it will probably have to be a training programme in which the lec-

turers go through the same process as the students. the third recommendation could 

involve repeating the experiment with other types of students, so that more insight is 

gained into the external validity of the training programme. 

finally, the question arises of what the results of this study mean for education (higher 

education) in general. Based on the study of the training programme, it is difficult to say 

anything about this, because it was carried out among a specific group of students, which 

means that the results cannot be generalized just like that. however, if the results of this 

study are added to the existing body of knowledge, the following can be concluded: 

1. the success of a training programme is largely determined by a questioning 

approach; a non-directive teaching style; active learning (“free” time in which 
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the student has to carry out actions in a mode 2 context); training knowledge 

transfer (by means of logically structured thinking methods and/or learning 

to think creatively); and the social bonding of the students with school (lec-

turers; fellow-students). 

2. the failure of a training programme is mainly caused by a directive approach, 

in which the students are taught “what needs to be done” and “how that 

should be done”. a directive approach confirms the idea that there is only one 

truth, which causes the resistance to learning to increase; motivation to learn 

to decrease; and satisfaction to decrease. a lecturer should not act as a Mr or 

Mrs know-it-all (i will tell you how to do things and you will follow my instruc-

tions), nor should he or she act as a coach (i am open to discussion, but, in the 

end, i decide what you need to do). the lecturer should act as a “hander-on”: 

the lecturer proposes the alternatives (knowledge) by means of which the 

problem can be solved; asks the student to come up with more alternatives; 

lets the student opt for a certain alternative; enters into a discussion about 

the chosen alternative with the student; lets the student decide which alter-

native to use; and judges the student by the extent of reflection. the failure 

of a directive approach is not only demonstrated by this study, but also by 

the natural experiment called competency-based education; which has been 

implemented in the netherlands on a large scale; and in which the student 

is told “what needs to be done”; “how that should be done”; and in which 

the student is primarily judged by the result. taking the results of this study 

into consideration, the massive resistance to this form of education is highly 

understandable. 

3. a training programme can only be successful if the lecturer is an expert in his 

or her field. only an expert lecturer knows what extra knowledge to provide 

to the student at what moment; what questions need to be asked to a stu-

dent; and is able to (whatever choice the student makes in order to solve a 

certain problem) enter into a discussion with a student. 

4. the motivation to learn increases when the students are in an environment 

which facilitates social bonding. this argues in favour of the living-room set-

ting: small classes; students and lecturers undertaking activities “not con-
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nected with” education; a room for informal gatherings of students and lec-

turers; and students who are not judged on in-between results, but on the 

choices that they have made in solving a certain problem (which they can 

change after having learned more by experience). 

it is an approach in which a training programme is started in a very traditional man-

ner by means of teaching “facts” and theories; which is concluded in a very traditional 

manner by means of an assignment or a test; but the “road towards the end” is far from 

traditional. it is a holistic road, which savours of liberal apprenticeship: the master of 

the guild explains to his apprentice the required end result in the long term; advises 

his apprentice about the possibilities there are in order to arrive at this end product, so 

that the apprentice does not have to reinvent the wheel every step of the way; enters 

into a discussion about these possibilities with the apprentice; lets the apprentice 

himself make choices; and only judges the apprentice after he has handed in his mas-

terpiece. in view of the results of this study, it can be added to this list that the master 

must try to place the apprentice in a mode 2 context; to stimulate creative thinking; 

and to let the learning take place in a “living-room”. 
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Retrospective Considerations

1. Introduction

a possible problem in the study carried out concerns the combination of two roles: that 

of educational innovator and that of researcher. this double role has consequences for 

the collection of material (and, therefore, for the analysis). this gives rise to a question 

of controllability. a question that gains in relevance due to the retrospective character 

of the study. to answer it, the reconstruction of this innovative process, as described 

in the previous chapters, was submitted to two lecturers who have supervised stu-

dents on the training programme since it started and to 3 graduates who are currently 

pursuing a university degree (also see chapter 1). 

the following question was presented to them: is the report a valid and reliable reflec-

tion of reality? By means of their written reactions, among other things, to this ques-

tion, the next sections attempt to answer this question. in addition, the report by dr. 

B. Boog from the university of groningen on the students’ theses (in delnooz, 2006) is 

used; as well as an email in which dr. P. selten from the university of utrecht expresses 

his opinion on the graduation works; as well as several emails i received from nhtv 

colleagues. ‘Ex-colleagues’ would be more accurate, as a matter of fact, because i have 

been working as a professor in innovation management at hogeschool Leiden since 1 

november 2008. 

2. The methodological perspective 

Reasoning from the empirical-analytical tradition, it concerns an exploratory study 

seeking to identify the factors that influence students’ academic level. starting 

from the methodological tradition, one cannot say that it concerns a systematic test, 

despite the fact that the natural experiment was repeated 3 times. the methodologi-

cal approach would require a controlled experiment – preferably - in order to test the 

influence of the individual variables, in which the researcher records the findings as an 

outsider. however, such an experiment is practically unfeasible. after all, the number 
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of intervening variables in the teaching process are uncountable and so, they are also 

(statistically) uncontrollable. in my opinion, the natural experiment is a solution to this 

problem. if a natural experiment repeatedly shows that a certain action leads to the 

desired effect every time, despite the presence of many intervening variables that may 

interfere with the result, then this is precisely why there is enough reason to assume 

there is a cause-and-effect relation. and although i studied a course (research meth-

ods and techniques, by prof. dr. P.g. swanborn) that almost entirely focused on devel-

oping and testing (statistical) models, trying to check for intervening variables; and 

although i have greatly enjoyed trying to develop models of this sort over the years; 

these experiences have made me doubt, to an increasing extent, the feasibility of this 

controllability objective within the social sciences. 

Reasoning from the perspective of action research, it concerns a study that tries to 

empower students by freeing them from the traditional scientific thinking pattern. 

this notion is verbalized by dr. B. Boog who evaluated the training programme and 

the theses (also see chapters 1 and 3). he asserts the following (page 93; in delnooz, 

2006): 

Creative Action Methodology was established as a capacity-building course for students at 

vocational colleges and universities. It is a methodology aimed at the development, innova-

tion, change and improvement of work practice for professionals in fields like health care, 

welfare, education and policy. The key is that students learn to develop action alternatives 

in a creative and innovative way by means of a research process. The course has two parts: 

an introduction into the scientific foundations of different research paradigms, research 

designs and research methods and techniques and a practical research project. An impor-

tant educational goal in the first instance is to free the students from the pattern of tradi-

tional scientific practice, the (at least in The Netherlands) prevailing empirical-analytical 

paradigm. That liberation is necessary in order to offer them a broad view of all kinds of pos-

sible research logics. Such an overview is a precondition to design a proper research plan on 

the basis of a practical problem in which finding a solution for an action problem is central. 

Such an overview offers them a basis for reflection on the possibilities that they as practical 

researchers have, which in turn offers scope for creative and innovative solutions. 
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the training programme has indeed been developed with the aim of making students 

aware of the fact that there are different views in the philosophy of science; that they 

have to make a choice from the methodological movements; and that the recipes from all 

methodological movements can be called into question. from a didactic point of view, 

the training programme first tries to sow “doubt” in the students’ minds (the “truth” 

does not exist; every point of view is contestable) and then asks them to take a substan-

tiated position all the same. in which the point of departure is: it does not matter what 

position the student takes, because his/her point of view will repeatedly be called into 

question in class. in his analysis, Boog does subscribe to the fact that the student’s free-

dom of choice (liberation) is increased, but this didactic approach (continuous reflection 

on the student’s point of view by means of questions) is not mentioned. this is in fact 

understandable, because his work was limited to the critical assessment of the theses 

and the formal content of the training programme. the teaching method applied in the 

training programme, in other words, was not an explicit object of attention. 

did this “liberation” have an effect on the methodology used by students in their the-

ses? on the whole, it can be said that the effect is small. this means that the students’ 

theses tie in closely with the language of variables from the empirical-analytical tradi-

tion and, as such, current methodological textbooks. the students usually first develop 

a conceptual causal model; do not have the aim of testing this causal model, but try 

to “translate” it into necessary actions (independent variables) in order to be able to 

achieve the goal set (dependent variable); and then, finally, try to ascertain whether 

their action hypothesis works out well in an as controlled as possible experiment. 

in this respect, dr. P. selten and dr. B Boog (the scientists who evaluated the theses, 

also see chapters 1 and 3) said that the pragmatic result comes first and foremost in the 

students’ graduation projects, and that – in that sense – it concerns action research 

indeed. Boog adds the following comments to this (page 102; in delnooz, 2006):

It is important that the process of selecting a theory from which a creative and/or • 
alternative action scenario is crystallised should take place transparently, not just 

for one’s fellow students, supervising instructors and policy functionaries, but 
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also—as much as is possible—for the research subjects and the people with whom 

they have direct dealings in their life world. 

The participation of the researched and the actors they deal with gives insight into • 
the definitions of their situation and theories, how they see the world and who 

does and does not ‘belong’ in it. Thus the researcher and the research subjects 

both get a fuller picture of all the theories in play. 

With these comments, Boog indicates to be an advocate of action research in which 

the views of the researchees are always explicitly taken into account and in which 

they are involved as subjects rather than objects. considering the graduation works, 

however, this opinion is not shared by the students. although they choose to solve 

practical problems in which they are personally involved; although they talk with 

researchees for the purpose of their research; they mainly consider them as objects 

of their research. in other words, in the end they establish the solution themselves, 

in which they are predominantly interested in the question of what the effect of this 

action hypothesis is. initially, the students usually suggest a practical problem they 

want to solve; then look for an action hypothesis; and only after that do they look for 

a concrete situation in which their solution can be tested. in other words, they do not 

primarily focus on solving a practical problem within a specific situation from which 

they want to depart, but chiefly focus on the cause-and-effect issue in a general sense. 

considering the reactions of the students in class, it can be added that action research 

(as put into words by Boog) is generally regarded as very useful, but is nevertheless 

mainly seen as a form of development aid, and/or social engagement. 

now the question surfaces of what the influence has been of my participation within 

the training programme. all the more because the students’ research projects are char-

acterised by my own view on research (pragmatic; action-oriented; testing by means 

of experimental designs). all the more because i am known as an expert because of 

my books and work in the field of research methodology and statistics. a matter that 

probably also carried much weight during the methodological discussions i had with 

students and lecturers. this influence is probably great. this brings on the question of 
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the extent to which students can actually be liberated within the training programme. 

after all, they learn to make their own choices within their research projects, but at the 

same time they remain “chained” to the knowledge of the experts who supervise them. 

in my opinion, however, this is a positive thing. By constantly entering into discussions 

with experts, they become increasingly adapt at accounting for their choices. 

3. The pragmatic perspective

from a pragmatic perspective, there is not much to comment on the results of the 

training programme. it is possible to further substantiate the results by means of extra 

data. firstly, with regard to the assessment of the theses by the external experts from 

the university of groningen and the university of utrecht. the written assessment 

of dr. B. Boog from the university of groningen has already been discussed in this 

respect. dr. P. selten from the university of utrecht repeated his positive assessment 

via an email (see appendix 9). his opinion is that the theses certainly measure up to uni-

versity-level Bachelor theses. secondly, with regard to the awards that students have 

won since the start of the training programme for writing the most policy-relevant 

thesis. after my departure from the institute, i learned that the award for the most 

policy-relevant thesis of the academic year of 2006-2007 was granted to one of these 

students too (see appendix 10). as an extra confirmation of the quality of the theses, 

i also received an email from an ex-colleague with a press release saying that three of 

these graduation works were going to be published as books (see appendix 11). these 

additional facts make clear that the results of the training programme are appreciated 

by both the academic world and the industry. 

4. The causal perspective

With regard to the causal perspective, it has already been mentioned that the descrip-

tions and findings of this study were sent to 2 lecturers and 3 former students. their 

written reactions can be found in appendices 12, 13, 14, 15 and 16. they leave nothing 

to desire in terms of clarity. they confirm the importance of the lecturer’s expertise; 

the non-directive teaching approach; the use of creative techniques; and the ques-
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tioning of the students’ presuppositions. Moreover, they confirm the learning process 

that the students go through. or as Esther dekker writes: 

“I read your piece of work with a smile. I felt like I was back in my graduation year again.” 

5. In conclusion

the Müller-Lyer illusion is depicted on the cover. although both vertical lines are equal 

in length, the righthand line appears to be longer. studies, however, have shown that 

Zulu people in south africa are less affected by this illusion. this is because Europeans 

and americans are accustomed to a carpentered world of rectangles and parallel lines 

and the illusion reminds them of edges of buildings or corners of rooms. Zulus, on the 

other hand, live in circular huts with arched doorways, so they are not influenced in any 

way by the arrows (http://psycholog.web-log.nl, 2007). 

as this example shows, culture affects our interpretation of reality. this is also shown by 

this study. the training programme makes clear that students look at reality through the 

glasses they “acquired” in school; that this interpretation of reality is more or less a fixed 

given to them; and that they are hardly capable of abandoning this thinking pattern. 

furthermore, this study shows that every attempt to break through this thinking pattern 

evokes resistance in the students and that this is a long-lasting, emotional process. 

nevertheless, these attempts to arrive at ambiguous interpretations of “reality” are 

important. only when the students start learning to call their current thinking pattern 

into question, and to put things into perspective, the kind of society aspired by so 

many can actually materialize. Because, as a result: 

– the students are better capable of devising innovative solutions to practical 

problems and, consequently, realize economic development, for instance. 

– the students better understand that some people have an entirely different 

view of the world; that different world views are perfectly normal; which 

leads to greater mutual understanding. 
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Appendix 1: Collaborating Universities and  
Universities of Applied Sciences within ETM 

nhtv Breda university of applied sciences

att. international office

P.o. Box 3917

4800 dX Breda

the netherlands

tel.nr.: +31 76 53 02 213

fax.nr.: +31 76 53 02 205

université de savoie

BP 1104

73011 chambéry cédex

france

tel.nr.: +33 4 79 75 85 85

fax.nr.: +33 4 79 75 84 55

fachhochschule heilbronn

fachbereich touristikbetriebswirtschaft

Max Planck strasse 39

74081 heilbronn

germany

tel.nr.: +49 71 31 50 42 64

fax.nr.: +49 71 31 25 24 70

högskolan dalarna

institute of tourism & travel  

Research

78188 Borlänge

sweden

tel.nr.: +46 23 77 89 39

fax.nr.: +46 23 77 80 50

universidad Rei Juan carlos

Plaza de Manuel Becerra, 14

28028 Madrid 

spain 

tel.nr.: +34 91 72 54 600 fern Barrow

fax.nr.: +34 91 36 10 507 Poole dorset  

Bh12 5BB

Bournemouth university

dept. of service industries

division of tourism

dorset house, talbot campus

united kingdom

tel.nr.: +44 1 20 25 95 110  

fax.nr.: +44 1 20 25 15 707

universidade do algarve

Escola superior de gestao, hoteleria e 

turismo

Estrada da Penha

campus da Penha

8000 faro

Portugal

tel.nr: +351 289800114
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Appendix 2: Content of the Creative Action  
Methodology Course 

there are two aims in this course: understanding and developing skills. developing 

skills means: to understand first and to develop skills later on. 

The more specific aim of this course is to:

a) understand the historical concepts of “being objective” 

b) understand the stages and purpose of a research process when using differ-

ent concepts of “being objective”. 

c) understand the methodological consequences of the different concepts of 

“being objective”.

d) develop methodological skills for making a problem analysis/ situational 

analysis. 

e) develop methodological skills for collecting and analyzing theories

f) develop analytical skills for making a conceptual framework (narrowing 

down)

g) develop methodological skills for collecting and analyzing actions. 

h) develop analytical skills for selecting actions (narrowing down)

i) develop skills for making a research design (the focus is on experimental 

designs) 

j) understand different research techniques (interviewing, questionnaires, 

observation, sampling)

k) develop skills for using several research techniques (triangulation)

l) develop skills for making and analyzing basic descriptive statistics

m) develop skills for making and analyzing basic statistics about cause and 

effect. 

n) develop skills to write a research proposal/ project proposal (including a pre-

test, planning of time and financial costs)

o) develop the use of academic reference systems.
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Upon completion of this course you should be able to:

1. Knowledge and understanding:

outline the different general structures/ stages of a research project• 
compare and contrast different philosophical / methodological approaches.• 
Judge literature and empirical observations from different philosophical/ • 
methodological angles

understand the concept of problem analysis/ situational analysis• 
understand the status of theory in different types of research• 
understand the status of actions in different types of research • 
understand techniques for creative thinking (like brainstorming)• 
understand the concept of narrowing down• 
understand research designs • 
understand the concept of triangulation • 
understand methodological techniques (interviewing, questionnaires, obser-• 
vation, sampling)

understand basic descriptive statistical techniques• 
understand basic causal statistical techniques• 
understand research proposals (including the pragmatic issues of time and • 
costs)

understand academic reference systems• 

2. Professional skills:

Judge the value of a research report from a philosophical point of view • 
Judge the value of a research report from a methodological point of view• 
Judge the value of a research report from a statistical point of view• 
Judge the value of a research report from a theoretical/ applied point of view• 
apply techniques for creative thinking• 
Make a problem analysis/ situational analysis• 
narrow down and construct a conceptual framework• 
collect and analyze theories/ actions/ secondary data• 
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collect data with the aid of several methodologies• 
set up a research design (including statistical analysis)• 
Write a research proposal• 
use references accurately• 

3. Transferable skills:

Manage your own learning and reflect critically on your development in applied • 
research in terms of situational analysis, literature, interviews, actions, obser-

vation, narrowing down, final goal, research questions/ hypothesis, research 

design, data collection, data analysis. 

develop a critical and analytical attitude towards existing information. • 

Indicative Content of the Lectures:

The history of “being objective” 

a. natural forces

b. Empirism and social facts (süssmilch, Quotelet, durkheim, darwin)

c. the concept of falsification (Wiener kreis,Popper)

d. interpretative research (nietzsche, Weber, garfinkel, Wieder, Berger et.al.)

e. action research (nietzsche, habermas, klüver et. al., Moser) 

f.  historical context (kuhn), anything goes (feyerabend), Pragmatic (Wittgen-

stein, Rorty, goodman, Laudan)

Research structures

a. Empirical cycle (observation, induction, deduction, testing, evaluation) 

b. intervention cycle (practical problem, diagnosis, planning, actions,  evalua-

tion) (strien, empirical-analytical research: nomothetic model) 

c. induction (verstehen/ grounded theory and constant comparative Method) 

(glaser et. al.)

d. Learning cycle (practical problem, diagnosis, planning, action,  evaluation) 

(action research, idiographic model)
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Research stages

a. Problem and goal (theoretical/practical)

b. describe and analyze the present knowledge

c. contribute to the present knowledge without gathering primary data (new 

ideas; a conceptual framework; select actions) 

d. decide what extra information will be gathered (a description; testing a  the-

ory; testing actions)

e. Write a research proposal/project proposal (a + b + c + d + time schedule + 

financial costs) 

e. fieldwork

f. conclusions, evaluation and recommendations

Academic judgement criteria

a. theoretical knowledge (opposite theories; multiple disciplines/ angles) 

b. Empirical knowledge (like: facts and figures; involved parties; similar  cases) 

c. analytical skills (like: situational analysis; judging theories,  methodological 

and statistical issues)

d. creativity and being innovative 

e. standards of academic writing

Creative Action Methodology

a. Principles of action-research: dialectic-hermeneutic, philosophy of idealism, 

pragmatic. 

b. creative thinking: multiple “theories” to describe a situation

d. theories are creative instruments. they generate ideas for actions.

e. Research stages (practical problem; “theories”; actions; select actions;  test-

ing; evaluation

f. selection criteria: being pragmatic; normative; innovation, creativity 

How to look at Creative Action Methodology? 

a. theoretical and applied (developing “theory”, testing actions) 

b. interpretative and “behind a desk/ creative thinking”
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c. idiographic and nomothetic 

d. descriptive and causal 

e. cross-sectional; intercultural; comparative 

f. Empirical means: discussing the interpretation of observations

g. validity means: prediction validity (no construct validity)

Common requirements in research

a. inter-subjectivity (agreement about the way(s) in which the empirical world 

can be interpreted)

b. Logic

c. Mini-max principle

d. usable knowledge 

Discussing “theories” 

a. operationalizational problems

b. container variables

c. spurious correlations

d. Reversing cause and effect

e. counter-examples with variables that are in the theory

f. counter examples with variables that outsidE the theory

Discussing (statistical) measurements

a. (non) obtrusive measurements

b. operationalizational problems (predictive validity)

c. nominal, ordinal, interval, ratio 

d. discrete and continuous variables

Collecting primary data: interviewing 

a. Purpose of a scientific interview (discovering “theories”/ actions)

b. Effects of spatial and social influences on interview results

c. Effects of type of questions on interview results

d. interview framework and types of questions 

e. the concept of laddering
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f. Making notes and interview script 

g. data analysis (validity, reliability) 

Collecting primary data: observation

a. Participant observation

b. Researcher roles

c. data collection and analysis

d. structured observation 

Collecting primary data: questionnaires 

a. Purpose and types of a questionnaire

b. correlated and not-correlated-items

c. types of questions / wording / coding

d. design of the survey form and cover sheet

e. types of questions/ analysis and effect on statistical analysis

f. administration and pilot testing 

Analysing statistical data

a. data matrix

b. straight counts (central tendency, variance)

c. cross-tabulations

d. Linear equation and trend analysis

e. normal distribution

f. chi-square distribution

g. Binomial distribution 

Research designs 

a. Examples of research designs (experiment, quasi-experiment, longitudinal) 

b. Random sampling and comparable groups

c. Placebo effect; 

d. control groups

e. Measurement of an effect 

f. systematic errors and random errors 
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Sampling

a. (non) random samples

b. theoretical, empirical, sample population 

c. calculating sample sizes for cross-tabulations

d. calculating sample sizes for means

e. systematic and random errors

Indicative Content of the Workshops:

a. assignment: theoretical choices and building a conceptual framework

b. interview training 

c. interview assignment: present and discuss the results 

d. assignment: present and discuss a questionnaire 

e. statistical assignments: present and discuss the results

f. sPss training

Indicative Content of Coaching:

a. discussing in small groups the paper that you have to make for this course 

b. discussing with your tutor the paper that you have to make for this course 

Requirements: 

– it is mandatory to visit the lectures

– it is mandatory to visit the workshops 

– it is mandatory to make the assignments before the workshops

Final paper: 

You have to make a paper for this course. this paper is a research proposal. You have 

to hand it in within 3 weeks after the course. if the paper gets a mark of 50 percent or 

more you are allowed to carry out the research proposal and to write your final paper 

for your degree. 
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Appendix 3: Fragment about the Operationalization 
Issue 

I. Introduction

this lecture is centred around the operationalization issue as described in the current 

methodological literature that is used in universities. it concerns the methodological 

literature by authors such as Baarda e.a., 1995; Babbie, 2004; Becker, 1979; gordon 

e.a., 1995; hart h. e.a., 1998; saunders M. e.a., 2003; segers, 1977; singleton a. e.a., 

2004; swanborn, 1984; veal a, 1997; Zwaan, 1984. these authors, however, are not 

referred to in this lecture. the reason for this is that the views of the various authors 

hardly differ from each other, which means that all authors would have to be referred 

to every time. as in the current methodological textbooks the operationalization pro-

cess is divided into the definition issue and the measurement issue, this division is also 

used in this lecture. 

II. The definition problem 

in the current empirical-analytical tradition it is typical to look for generally applicable 

definitions of concepts, such as intelligence or beauty. construct validity is the primary 

purpose. creative action Methodology, on the other hand, is about looking for as many 

different definitions as possible, definitions that can each be regarded as creative lin-

guistic instruments for devising actions. the consequences of the method that is used 

in creative action Methodology had best be illustrated by means of an example. 

suppose a researcher is commissioned to sound out the potential market for a beer 

brand called “alco”. suppose, moreover, that this researcher has come up with several 

definitions, along a creative route, of the term “potential market”. these definitions 

are as follows: 

all the buyers of beer brands in the same price category. the more the price • 
of the competition differs from alco, the less the buyers of it belong to the 

potential market. 
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all beer buyers with a similar lifestyle to that of alco buyers. the more differ-• 
ent the lifestyle of people, the less they belong to the potential market. 

all persons aged between 15 and 20 years, who have first-time experiences • 
with the various beer brands. 

discussing these definitions causes a greater insight into the problem “theory” that 

has to underlie the research project. if the first definition (price) is taken as a point 

of departure, the research project should focus on, for example, the price elasticity 

of the various beer brands; looking for market segments that are the most sensitive 

to price changes; and developing a mathematical model to be able to determine the 

optimal price for alco. 

if the second definition (lifestyle) is taken as a starting point, the research project 

should focus on, for instance, the company’s image (which charities does the company 

support?); the content of communication (what message is propagated in the adver-

tisements?); and the communication channels (are the advertisements placed in maga-

zines that are read by people with a certain lifestyle?). 

if the third definition (young people) is taken as a point of departure, the buyers of a 

competitive beer brand are excluded from the potential market. in this problem “the-

ory”, the potential market is entirely made up of young people who do not drink beer 

at the moment. the use of “opinion leaders” may be an option in this particular case. 

When “opinion leaders” can be persuaded to drink a certain beer brand, a large part of 

the potential market can be reached through them. 

By discussing the various problem “theories” in this way and relate them to the success 

of actions undertaken in the past (in comparable situations), the persons concerned 

develop a contextual and historical awareness; an insight emerges into the pragmatic, 

normative, innovative and creative considerations that play a role in the various prob-

lem “theories”; an attempt is made to break out of cultural imperialism; and a greater 

insight is gained into the action domain. 
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III. The measurement problem 

once a certain definition has been selected, the definition has to be made measurable. 

Making measurable here means: translating the definition into an as unambiguously as 

possible observation method. to this end, groot (1961) uses a very appropriate termi-

nology. he speaks of the construct as intended (the definition) versus the construct as 

determined (the objective observation).

Both in the empirical-analytical tradition and in creative action Methodology, unam-

biguous measurement is the objective. in the empirical-analytical tradition, construct 

validity is the primary purpose, whereas in creative action Methodology this is predic-

tive validity. an unambiguous observation, however, is no guarantee whatsoever for a 

usable research result. Both construct validity and predictive validity may be affected 

by all sorts of other factors. this is illustrated by the examples below: 

the first example involves a researcher who has to identify the profile (age; source of 

income; and so on) of young people who ran away from home and are now living on the 

street in a certain city. suppose this researcher has decided to measure this profile by 

talking to the youngsters in certain areas of the city which they are known to frequent. 

how great is the chance that these young people will be honest about their age? Per-

haps they fear that the researcher has connections with the police and that telling him 

their real age will result in them getting arrested. Let alone that they will be prepared 

to, for instance, tell him their names or talk about the illegal ways in which some of 

them (out of necessity) make a living. on the one hand, this raises a construct validity 

question: is the profile situation described as it really is? on the other hand, it raises a 

predictive validity question: is this problem “theory” suitable to found actions on and 

subsequently arrive at solutions?. 

the second example involves the measurement of unemployment in the netherlands. 

unemployment was originally measured by counting the people who were registered 

with job centres. given that many people did not register with a job centre, the num-

ber of unemployed persons was consistently estimated too low. that is why the cBs 

(the dutch central Bureau for statistics) decided to develop another procedure for 



146

determining the unemployment rate. from the perspective of the empirical-analytical 

tradition, this change may be regarded as an attempt to increase construct validity. 

it may be considered as an attempt to arrive at a more accurate count of the actual 

number of unemployed persons. from the perspective of creative action Methodol-

ogy, this change may be regarded as an attempt to arrive at a problem “theory” that is 

better suited to found actions on and subsequently arrive at solutions. 

the third example concerns church membership in the netherlands. church member-

ship is recorded by the municipality where a person lives. the problem, however, is 

that many forget to inform the civil servants concerned when they stop being a mem-

ber of a church and – in that sense – one may speak of secularization in the nether-

lands. as a result, the actual church membership numbers are lower than the numbers 

recorded. from the perspective of the empirical-analytical tradition, this gives rise to a 

question in terms of construct validity: to what extent does this measurement method 

actually determine the number of people who are members of a certain church? from 

the perspective of creative action Methodology, this gives rise to a question in terms 

of predictive validity: to what extent does this measurement method outline a prob-

lem “theory” on the basis of which it is possible to undertake actions and subsequently 

realize the desired situation?”. 
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Appendix 4: Fragment about Determining the  
Sample Size 

I. Determining the sample size 

a mathematical formula has the same status as a “theory”. a formula also has the aim 

of describing reality. and additionally: the choice for a different formula (a different 

“theory”) leads to a different result. in this respect, one may think of the various for-

mulas that have been developed to measure the strength of an earthquake or a per-

son’s iQ (also see Blocksma e.a., 1990).

in the statistics literature, however, formulas for calculating random sample sizes 

are not referred to as a “theory”, but as an objective technique (see for instance, 

nijdam e.a. 1989; nijdam e.a., 1991; hays, 1981; Moore e.a., 1994; Buijs, 1994; 

Levin e.a., 1991; freund e.a., 1991; Buhrman, 1996; Zwart, 1987; Wijvekate, 1979; 

harper, 1991). from the perspective of creative action Methodology this begs the 

question of whether any subjectifying comments can be made on this “theory”. 

this is possible when you consider that these formulas can only be calculated if the 

researcher chooses a certain degree of reliability and accuracy. figure a contains 

the various choices and what they will lead to. this figure presents the sample size 

of a binomial distribution with a chosen reliability percentage of 80, 90, 95 and 99 

respectively and an accuracy of 5 and 1 percent respectively. the figure shows that, 

due to these choices, the sample size ranges from 164 to 16641. in other words, the 

sample size depends on the subjective choices of the researcher (reliability; accu-

racy). this gives it a manipulative character. depending on the desired input (costs; 

time) a smaller or larger sample size may be chosen. it is a “hidden secret in science” 

that the choice for a certain degree of reliability and accuracy cannot be accounted 

for objectively. 
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Figure A: the consequences of the choices for a random sample size 

Reliability: Accuracy 5 % Accuracy 1 %

80 % 164 4096

90 % 273 6807

95 % 385 9604

99 % 666 16641
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Appendix 5: Fragment about the Experimental Design 

I. The experimental design 

in the empirical-analytical tradition, nomothetic explanations are sought. in this pro-

cess, three causality conditions are followed. for a cause-and-effect relation to exist, 

the following three conditions need to be met (swanborn, 1984; fabert e.a., 1980; 

Babbie, 1992; cook e.a., 1979). 

the cause has to precede the effect • 
there has to be a statistical relation between cause and effect • 
the statistical relation must not be caused by another variable • 

in this respect, fabert e.a. (1980) emphasize the productive character of a cause-and-

effect relation: a cause-and-effect relation only exists if the effect can be influenced 

(e.g. the number of children) by changing the cause value (e.g. the number of storks). 

consequently, fabert e.a. indicate that, in order to be able to establish a cause-and-

effect relation, an action is required. 

these notions from the empirical-analytical tradition are in keeping with creative 

action Methodology and can be found in the research design of the experiment. 

What’s preferred in both the empirical-analytical tradition and in creative action 

Methodology, are experiments in which attempts are made to ascertain the extent to 

which a certain action produces the same result under different circumstances. does 

the use of a certain drug has the desired effect, for instance? does information about 

safe sex have the desired effect?

in the empirical-analytical tradition, the “theory” about designing a research project 

(also see swanborn, 1984; cook e.a., 1979; Zwaan, 1984; hagenaars e.a., 1980) is used 

in testing a cause-and-effect relation. the question is, however, whether the “theory” 

about designing a research project is efficient. in this “theory” an attempt is made to 
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follow a clinical course of action: an attempt is made to trace the cause of a phenome-

non by checking for possible intervening variables. in actual practice, however, it turns 

out that it is impossible to check for all intervening variables (also see the lecture about 

the problem of underdetermination). Moreover, no insight is gained into the robust-

ness of an action: the extent to which an action leads to the desired result under dif-

ferent circumstances. from an efficiency point of view, the natural experiment seems 

to be preferred: ascertain in everyday practice whether an action produces the desired 

result, despite the existence of many intervening variables. the following comment 

should be made in this respect: if a natural experiment produces the desired result (or 

not), this may be caused by one or more intervening variables. More certainty about 

the effect of an action is obtained when the natural experiment is repeated several 

times and under different circumstances. 

in conclusion, it can be said that in the empirical-analytical tradition the “theory” 

about research design is considered as the scientific method to test cause and effect. 

in creative action Methodology this “theory” is regarded as a possible method to test 

cause and effect. What’s more, in creative action Methodology there is ample room 

for the natural experiment. 
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Appendix 6: Fragment about Interviewing and  
Surveying 

I. Interviewing and surveying 

Researchers collect data. according to some people this is an objectifying activity, 

but this can be called into question from the perspective of the philosophy of sci-

ence. from the perspective of the philosophy of science, data are a “theory”. they 

are “merely” a representation of the way in which we experience reality. it is, further-

more, a representation of the reality that we try to explain to each other with the help 

of language. 

in this lecture you will explore the research techniques in which the complicating fac-

tor of language is explicitly present, such as the interview and the survey. to this end, 

several current methodological textbooks will be used, in addition to the more special-

ist literature in the field of interviewing (such as heritage, 1984; vrolijk, 1991; Baarda 

e.a., 1996; Emans, 1990; Pike, 1967; have, 2004; cicourel, 1964; schwartz e.a., 1979; 

Jansen e.a, 1998; Meulenberg, 1995; voi, 1987; schampheleire, 1989; sande, 1986; 

Best e.a., 1990). 

in the current methodological textbooks in the field of interviewing and surveying, 

the overall aim is construct validity. the more specialist literature presents a slightly 

more nuanced picture. for instance, Emans (1990) speaks of cognitions (knowledge 

content). he states that the answer of a respondent is always a cognition. the answer 

does not relate to a fact or to behaviour, but to the idea that the interviewee has 

about it. Pike (1967), for instance, distinguishes between ‘emic’ and ‘etic’. Emic con-

cerns the interpretation of reality through the eyes of the respondents themselves. 

Etic is about the interpretation of reality through the eyes of an outsider. heritage 

e.a. (1984) point out that people, through language interaction, try to understand 

their own behaviour; the behaviour of others; and that the conversation techniques 

(procedures) that people use in order to be able to do so must be ascertained. Which 

conversation techniques do people use, for example, to make clear to each other that 
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they want to end a phone call? do they weave in deliberate silences? do they make 

certain sounds, such as “hmm”? have (2004) poses that it is very difficult to establish 

the extent to which these conversation techniques (procedures) are generally valid. 

cicourel (1964) points out that a researcher must try to develop a model that ties in 

with the actors’ perspective; the interviewer’s perspective; and the way (rules) in 

which these meanings are conceived. these examples illustrate, first of all, that the 

more specialist literature stresses the idea that everyone can have a different inter-

pretation of reality. secondly, these examples illustrate that the more specialist liter-

ature focuses on the instrumental character of language. for instance, conversational 

analysis seeks to identify conversation techniques (actions; procedures) that people 

use to be able to communicate with each other and to ascertain the extent to which 

these are generally valid. 

these examples show that the work of some authors is in line with creative action 

Methodology. after all, these authors try to work out how a certain language utter-

ance (action) is interpreted; what the effect of this language utterance (pragmatism) 

is; and the extent to which this effect is generally valid. authors working on issues 

of this sort can mainly be found in the fields of ethnomethodology and anthropol-

ogy. this involves the work of authors such as garfinkel; cicourel; heritage; and have. 

an example from the field of anthropology concerns the work of Morris (1982) in the 

field of non-verbal communication. Morris wrote, for instance, that when an ameri-

can wants to express that something is fine, all right or excellent, he raises his hand, 

connecting his thumb and index finger to form a circle. to him, this is the only mean-

ing of this sign. But in Japan, to give an example, it is the sign for money. in france it 

means ‘zero’ or ‘worthless’. in Malta it means that someone is a ‘pooftah’, a homosex-

ual man. and in sardinia and greece it is an obscene gesture or an insult even. Morris 

also reported in his book that, all over the world, people quickly raise their eyebrows 

when they greet someone. this universal occurrence strongly suggests that it is an 

innate reflex, despite the fact that there is no conclusive evidence to corroborate this. 

another thing Morris referred to is men gesturing their hands in the air as if holding 

and feeling a girl’s breasts. this obvious gesture is not uncommon in Europe and the 

rest of the world. 
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although there are several leads, no literature was found that explicitly focuses on 

tracking down several descriptions of reality. in that sense, creative action Methodol-

ogy apparently sets itself apart from the existing views on interviewing and survey-

ing. therefore, from the perspective of creative action Methodology, a distinction 

is made here between a “theory” directing and a “theory” diversifying method to 

ask questions. When a researcher brings up a certain variable, this involves “theory” 

directing research. Just think of a researcher that uses a structured questionnaire or 

items list (for instance, price; quality; colour). By presenting variables in this way, 

they begin to play a role in the minds of the respondents. influence is exercised on the 

“theory” of the respondents and the risk of a self-fulfilling prophecy arises: the risk 

of respondents generally believing that the mentioned variables are influential on the 

independent variable. More distinctly even: if the researcher had used another items 

list, there would have been a risk of the respondents generally believing that these 

other variables are influential on the independent variable. 

in other words, a risk exists that the presented variables turn out to be valid (also see 

the lecture on describing and explaining). 

 When a researcher sets about in a “theory” diversifying manner, he looks for alter-

native descriptions and explanations. Just think of a researcher who has already 

found five explanations for buying behaviour in the literature, but tries to increase 

this number by interviewing potential customers. this researcher should not bring 

up the explanations (items) already known during the interview, because this will 

prompt the respondent to think along the same lines as the researcher. and this 

is the opposite of what the researcher seeks to achieve. the researcher wants to 

make the respondent think differently (dialectics) and, in this way, uncover alter-

native explanations (so that the total range of explanations can be used as a cre-

ative instrument at a later moment in time). in other words, “theory” diversification 

falls into the same category as the free attitude interview: the respondent is given 

the freedom to determine the course of the interview him/herself. in the “theory” 

diversification method, however, the researcher deliberately tries to steer clear of 

any kind of direction or manipulation. in addition, the researcher deliberately tries 
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to have the respondents come up with alternative descriptions and explanations. 

Below you will find a number of techniques that can be used for this purpose (bear-

ing in mind that there will always be some degree of direction or manipulation in an 

interview): 

(a) The non-rationalizing question. 

in the “theory” diversification method, the researcher tries to identify alterna-

tive descriptions and explanations. that is why rationalizing questions are carefully 

avoided in this method. the effect of a rationalizing question is described by vrolijk 

(1991), in which the following examples are referred to: 

What is your opinion on … ?• 
What do you think about …. ?• 

suppose someone is asked: What do you think about the television news? this ques-

tion breeds rationalization. it encourages answers such as: they should broadcast 

more positive news items; they explain the items well; they don’t spend enough time 

on each item. these are the obvious answers, which the researcher can also obtain 

through other channels (logical thinking; literature searches). this may be solved 

by formulating the question in such a manner that more room is left for associative 

answers. Just think of questions like: 

What does …… evoke in you? • 
how do you experience ….. ?• 

suppose someone is asked: What does the television news evoke in you? this ques-

tion encourages answers such as: it makes me despair, because it is truly money that 

makes the world go round; it is the newsreader’s voice that annoys me day in day out; 

the news calms me, because it is good to slouch in front of the tv after having worked 

all day. this way of asking questions breeds associative answers. in other words, it 

appeals to the respondent’s subconscious and, as a result, produces more leads for 

finding alternative descriptions and explanations. 
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(b) Probe questions. 

it is often said that there are a lot of probe questions in interviews. But what is actually 

meant by probe questions? What is the goal? it is not really difficult: the respondent 

is simply asked to explain him/herself further. in this respect, one may think of ques-

tions such as: 

can you explain your answer further? • 
how do you mean? • 
can you be more precise? • 

the aim of asking probe questions within creative action Methodology, however, is 

not only to obtain a further explanation from the respondent. it is also meant to make 

the respondent aware of subconscious thoughts and issues. in this process, the pri-

mary objective is to uncover alternative descriptions and explanations. the second 

objective is to achieve unambiguousness. this is illustrated in the example below. it 

involves an interview with a 25-year old woman about the fear for men. a fragment of 

this interview: 

– interviewer:   You say that there are men who ooze something that frightens 

you. could you be more precise about this? 

– Respondent :   Well no, actually i can’t. it is just something that frightens me.

– interviewer:   But there has to be something that makes you feel afraid. What 

is it?  What arouses this fear?

– Respondent:  Well, it just does! it is the way they look. the way they 

behave! 

– interviewer:   But if one man instils fear in you, and another man doesn’t, 

there has to be a difference between these two men. can you 

explain what this difference is? (1)

– Respondent: no! i don’t have a clue. 
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– interviewer:  can you remember a situation in which a man made you feel 

very afraid? 

– Respondent: oh yes! very well even. 

– interviewer:   Just close your eyes for a moment and try to remember this sit-

uation. take your time and then try to tell me what frightened 

you the most in this situation. (2) 

– Respondent:   it’s his eyes! i can see it clearly now. he has very mean eyes. (3)

– interviewer:  concentrate on the eyes. take your time again. What is the dif-

ference compared to normal eyes? 

– Respondent:   they are pig’s eyes. With these tiny pupils, you know? (4)

– interviewer:  can you describe his eyes further?

– Respondent :   they are squinted. What the heck, he looks like an asian! that’s 

the only difference i see compared to normal eyes (3 and 5)

– interviewer:   try to imagine the situation again as a whole. so let’s forget 

about the eyes for a moment. are there any other matters 

that frighten you? 

and so on, and so forth.

 in this interview, the respondent initially doesn’t have a clue what frightens her. that 

is why the interviewer asks probe questions, by means of several techniques. firstly, by 

repeating the question (see 1 in the fragment). this, however, does not work and there-

fore a second technique is thrown into the fray. this is the incident method (see 2 in 

the fragment): the respondent is asked to call a certain situation to mind. this method 

seems to be effective, because the respondent is now able to tell the researcher that it 

is mainly the eyes that frighten her. however, she uses an abstract expression: “mean 

eyes” (see 3 in the fragment). this raises the following question: is there an unambigu-
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ous operationalization of this expression? to this end, the researcher asks probe ques-

tions about this matter, to which the respondent answers that the pupils play a role: 

when the man squints his eyes, it frightens her (see 4 and 5 in the fragment). 

Was this interview successful? this depends on the answer to the following ques-

tions. did the researcher uncover an alternative explanation, or was it already known 

(was the “theory” that the way of looking instils fear already known)? did the survey 

produce an unambiguous result, or did things remain abstract (are squinted eyes an 

unambiguous operationalization of the way of looking)? did the researcher uncover 

an action that can be tested (is it possible to investigate, in several contexts, whether 

squinted eyes instil fear)?

(c) A few association techniques. 

in creative action Methodology, the subconscious of respondents is deliberately 

appealed to in order to track down alternative descriptions and explanations (also see 

under a). an instrument that can be employed is association. that is why a few of these 

association techniques are discussed below. they frequently occur in the more spe-

cialist methodological literature on interviewing. 

free associations: the respondent is asked to associate, regardless of whether • 
the answer is relevant. Just consider the following: 

i am now going to read out a list of words to you. Respond to every word by naming the 

first word that enters your mind. it does not matter what that word is. try to answer as 

quickly as possibly. 

– Partner

– Washing machine 

– fear

– Love

– safety

– sex

– Bicycle
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– flower

– and so on

activated associations: the respondent is asked to associate and to think up • 
certain answer categories. Just think of the following questions: 

i am going to describe a few types of people. name the first detergent brand that 

springs to your mind, after having heard this description: 

– Young and arrogant

– Poor, has many children 

– an intellectual 

– adventurous, middle-aged

– and so on.

finishing sentences. for example: • 

– an opel driver is dressed in......

– a woman on a motorcycle. she is… 

– the heineken drinker is… 

– You meet a woman who has just had a divorce. she is… 

the text balloon (speech bubbles). the respondent gets to see an image • 
depicting something or someone with a text balloon above it. this balloon, 

however, is empty and the respondent is asked to fill it with text. Just think of 

an image of a monkey in a zoo that says something to the visitors (how about 

switching places?). 

Personification. the respondent is asked to imagine objects as human. for • 
example: 

– if this school could talk. What would it say? 

– if your bicycle was human and could talk, what would it say to you? 
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Appendix 7: An Example of a Research Study (1)

Structural reduction in stress through escapism

Janine cornelis (bachelor’s thesis)

Summary

feelings of stress are the order of the day. this is true not only of adults, but of chil-

dren as well. Eighty percent of working adults in the netherlands and 68% of dutch 

children experience feelings of stress. this has consequences for both physical and 

mental health. current theories focused on the individual suggest that the cause may 

be found in the person himself. however, there is no actual proof of this. in fact, stress 

appears to have a structural cause rooted in our Western way of thinking and living, 

and can therefore be traced back to culture and society. Research in creative action 

methodology reveals that the solution appears to be found in escapism.

More than 95% of Dutch companies struggle with job stress 

Novum 22-10-2004

80% of working adults in The Netherlands experience stress at work  

Novum 13-05-2004

Every day, Dutch companies lose €6 million due to stress-related  

absenteeism.  

Novum 22-10-2004

By reducing the workload, the Dutch police have reduced absenteeism  

by 30% in three years. This has saved the organisation €41 million  

NOS nieuws 06-06-2005

Two-thirds of all working adults in The Netherlands dream of retiring  

as early as possible.  

Novum 24-03-2004
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1. Rationale

When the phenomenon of stress began to be studied at the beginning of this century 

by dr. hans selye, it was termed general adaptation syndrome. selye observed that 

people were less healthy and showed more discomfort if they were forced to make 

changes in their lifestyle and environment.21 

in 1967, new research into stress was published by holmes and Rahe, who 

demonstrated the presence of stress in different situations, as well as the health con-

sequences of stress, using the social Readjustment Rating scale (sRRs)22. this research 

also showed that the greater the change a person is required to make, the greater the 

stress.23 stress is now recognised throughout Western society and is termed by the 

World health organisation (Who) a “worldwide epidemic”.24 

various studies with different approaches prove that feelings of stress are 

present in the majority of the Western population, initiated by a variety of different 

specific situations. despite the fact that in the study of holmes and Rahe work-related 

situations only appear from the eighth position in the sRRs onward, work-related situ-

ations have now become important stressors. 

according to the university of nottingham, stress in Europe is responsible for 

50 to 60 percent of the lost workdays25 and dutch companies lose €1.5 billion every 

year because of stress-related absenteeism. in practice, the percentage of victims of 

stress is always underestimated. in a survey of 357 personnel managers and 140 com-

pany doctors, personnel managers ascribed 12% of absences to stress, while company 

doctors set the figure at 35%.26

a 2004 study by Blauw Research27, in agreement with a study by centerParcs, 

demonstrated that 80% of working adults in the netherlands experienced stress  

on the job. high pressure was identified in both studies as the main cause of stress. 

the study, which was held among 13,000 dutch, Belgian and german respondents, 

21  dr. J. Lamar freed (source: www.fysiotherapie.nl / www.lamarfreed.net)
22  www.nrc.nl
23  dr. J. Lamar freed (source: www.fysiotherapie.nl / www.lamarfreed.net)
24  www.krauthammer.nl
25  www.krauthammer.nl
26  Novum 22-10-2004.
27  Novum 13-05-2004.
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concluded that all these nationalities were more stressed at the time of the study than 

they had been the previous year. 

Research by stepstone among European employees indicated that 52% of 

dutch people said they would be willing to quit their jobs immediately in order to do 

‘fun’ things; 14% even said they would like to quit immediately to be free of daily 

stress.28

typical is the result of a study by Burnin.nl, an independent knowledge centre 

about stress and burnout, which showed that 77% of dutch holiday-makers did not 

feel rested enough after their holiday to return to work. Reasons were unreasonably 

high expectations of the holiday and travelling to the destination, both of which can 

lead to even more stress. 

additionally, stress problems on holiday are often exacerbated because peo-

ple cannot leave their stressful jobs behind when they go away. very typically, feelings 

of stress re-emerge towards the end of the holiday at the idea of having to work for 

another whole year—a vicious cycle in which one never escapes from the stress.29 

28  Novum 24-03-2004.
29  Novum 12-09-2004.

Main causes of stress in children: parents (+50%), homework (+50%), friends 

 (+/- 50%), money (+25%) 

TNS Nipo

50% of primary school children are bullied, of which 8% on a regular basis. 

Samson groep

figures for problems in primary school: work attitude problems  

(37%); social/emotional problems (35%); cognitive problems (10%);  

physical problems (7%)

Centrum Leermiddelen Utrecht  

study on behalf of the Ministry of Education & Science 2004
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aside from work-related factors, other factors also play a role. these include the loss 

of persons and relationship problems (sRRs of holmes and Rahe)30. there are also 

many indicators that stress does wait until adulthood to emerge. 

in 2003, tns niPo carried out a study into stress in children in the nether-

lands, france, germany, italy, sweden, the united kingdom and the united states. 

this study showed that in the netherlands, an average of 68% of children between 

6 and 15 years old experienced feelings of stress. this gives the netherlands, in 

comparison with the other countries, almost the highest percentage of children 

with feelings of stress. one reason for this is that ever more supposedly required 

activities are being slotted into leisure time, and that leisure time is ever more 

planned.31

additionally, society is often focused on achieving success even in its free 

time, and people face certain expectations (music lessons, sport, etc.). the remedial 

educationalist nieuwenbroek and the french child psychologist gisèle georges indi-

cate that excessively high, as well as excessively low expectations can lead to great 

pressure and fears of failure in social, cognitive and physical areas. georges speaks in 

this connection about school and sport achievement. it is striking that many children 

who fear failure come from families or belong to groups where the parents and teach-

ers will do anything for the children.32 

adultomorphism is a relatively new term which fits with present Western society. this 

term refers to the phenomenon that grownups often see children as little adults.33 

the remedial educationalist nieuwenbroek points out that adults often give children 

tasks and responsibilities inappropriate for their age. the pressure this brings to bear 

on children is great, because in this context failure is almost unspeakable: Failure is 

unthinkable and is not allowed.34 

30  www.nrc.nl, holmes and Rahe.
31  Sire, Stichting Ideële reclame. 
32  Source: a. nieuwenbroek: Mislukken mag!
33  Source: R. de groot: Kinderen en Spel. 
34  Source: a. nieuwenbroek: Mislukken mag!
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stress as a result of this constant pressure for achievement manifests itself in the 

ever busier lives of Western people. sennett, Lasch and Lodewijks-frencken pointed 

to the narcissistic tendencies of Western society. adults have an ideal image of chil-

dren and mould the children entrusted to them as they wish. van der teems says 

that pushing children to succeed is a narcissistic trait that is prominent in our soci-

ety. she points to the pressure to present children with as much knowledge as  

early as possible to enrich their minds, knowledge that is now available in a wide range 

110,000 children and young adults were abused in 2004  

Metro, 17-11-04

Every year, 74,000 children are abused or neglected 

Chris Hulplijn

400,000 dutch children suffer from chronic illness 

Sterrekind

1,000,000 children in the netherlands grow up in a household with substance  

abuse problems  

Trimbos Instituut

Every year, about 33,000 children are involved in divorces 

ANP news 23-03-2006

Every year, 16,000 to 18,000 children lose all or most contact with one  

of their parents due to divorce  

Altena, legal publicist /ANP news 23-03-2006)

in 2005, the number of children on the waiting list for youth welfare help  

rose 38% in one year to a total of 10,000 children needing help  

NOS News 14-03-2006
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of areas like music, art, sport, literature and entertainment.35 Both donald Baker and 

the centrum voor spelmethodiek emphasise in this context that we live in a busy, cha-

otic age in which children are overfed with a plethora of ideas and stimulations.36 

2. Causes and consequences of stress 

the insurance companies ohra and delta Lloyd are planning to offer an annual health 

test for employees on a provisional basis. this test is aimed at early treatment of the 

health problems of their employees. stress, together with heart problems and cancer, 

are named as the most urgent health problems to prevent in employees.37 

Recently there have been many medical results that show that stress affects physical 

health. it has been proven, for example, that women who experience long-term stress 

have a reduced chance of success with ivf treatment.38 Moreover, research has proven 

that stress during pregnancy is harmful for the unborn child.39 Research by amsterdam 

Born children and their development confirmed that stress during pregnancy can have 

an influence on bodily processes in the mother, which in turn can have consequences 

for the development of the unborn child. the study also showed that high pressure at 

work during pregnancy increases the chance of pre-eclampsia.40

another argument comes from the ‘signaleringscommissie kanker’ (cancer advisory 

committee) of kWf-cancer control. they are working urgently for faster diagnosis 

and treatment of various forms of cancer. the current waiting times for diagnosis and 

treatment lead to stress in the patients and therefore to further deterioration in their 

health, condition, and well-being.41 also, after hurricane katrina in the united states 

in 2005, experts indicated that the stress caused by this disaster hastened the deaths 

of many elderly people and people already suffering from illnesses.42

35  Source: i. van de teems: Spel en spelen, plaats, functie en visies.
36  Source: d. Baker: Spelend wijs, de rol van het spel in de ontwikkeling van het kind.
37  nos news 12-01-2006.
38  www.nieuws.nl 25-08-2004.
39  www.nieuws.nl 25-07-2004.
40  source: nRc 03-04-2006.
41  De Telegraaf newspaper, 15-03-2006.
42  novuM/aP 15-09-2005.
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in January 2005, the uMc utrecht held a symposium on the question of whether 

chronic illnesses in children could be the result of the high expectations and pres-

sure placed on children. the possibility was also left open that children were get-

ting so much stimulation that they could not process it all. the uMc has reason to 

believe that this overstimulation (and therefore stress) derails the brain’s efforts to 

process it.43 

Moreover, figures from dutch child welfare show that children are displaying more 

behavioural problems and abnormalities without any clear cause. this points to the 

importance of stress, but is also an indication that stress is caused by our way of think-

ing and living. it indicates that the cause is primarily cultural. the studies about work 

pressure and the expectations placed on people in their free time (see above) confirm 

this picture. in a January 2003 article in the British medical journal The Lancet, swed-

ish researchers published the results of a study showing that children who grow up in 

single-parent families have more psychological problems, are more likely to commit 

suicide and are more prone to becoming addicts than children in two-parent families.44 

this indicates that stress is also caused by structural factors. 

the fact that there are therapies for stress that focus on the person experiencing 

the stress suggests that the cause is with the individual. it suggests that the person 

does not have enough resistance and therefore got sick. the preceding paragraphs, 

however, show that there is no indication that this is so. all the causes appear to 

originate in the direct or indirect social environment. in other words, all stressors, 

regardless of whether they originate in the work, school, home, or relationship sit-

uation, are initiated from social or societal pressure. a source which supports this 

theory is a study which showed that women are more sensitive to stress and run a 

greater risk of becoming depressed because they are more socially sensitive than 

men. this is an important fact to keep in mind when combating the sources of stress 

in individuals.45 

43  source: www.ffcontact.nl.
44  source: www.jeugdnetwerk.nl.
45  source: Novum, 11-05-2004.
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2.1 Therapy 

there are various forms of help which focus on changing an individual person. the first 

type is professional psychological therapy with communication as the primary means 

of help. the second type includes more creative forms of therapy. 

in the first type, the aim is to determine the cause of the problem, name it and open it 

up for discussion so that the person can deal with it.46 the disadvantage of this type of 

therapy is that it often has a fairly high threshold. the cost and the investment of time 

involved are also a major disadvantage. 

the second type primarily works from the imagination and empathy of the person. 

creative areas such as play, dance, drama and music are used. Play therapy is a form 

of therapy especially developed for treating children whose development has stalled. 

through play, a child has the opportunity to work out radical or traumatic events. talk-

ing about problems is often too difficult or intimidating, whereas fantasy play pro-

vides space to express emotions and vent, to re-experience feelings of fear, grief or 

rage and process life events.47 Play diagnoses the problem.48 forms of therapy that 

coincide with this are creative therapy and imagination therapy. 

a different form of ‘therapy’ is provided by cliniclowns. the form of ‘therapy’ prac-

tised by cliniclowns is the only type based on pure escapism, the detachment of chil-

dren from their reality and letting them forget for a while by entering another world. 

they work with the patient’s own dreams, wishes and fantasies in the conviction that 

this contributes to the quality of life of these children. the theory behind the ‘therapy’ 

of the cliniclowns is thus very different from the creative therapies, as is imagination 

therapy, nLP and hypnotherapy. 

What can be said about the therapies? firstly, a remarkable state of contradiction can be 

observed. therapy is focused on determining the problem in the individual. however,  

46  source: P. cornelis, educator.
47  www.speltherapie.nl
48  www.imaginatie.nl
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the causes are primarily cultural and structural, and therefore lie outside the individual 

(see above, cultural and structural causes). secondly, we note that the therapies seek 

a single cause, whereas the facts (see above) show that a wide range of cultural and 

structural factors appear to play a role in this process. thirdly, it may be observed that 

this range of factors may lead to brain abnormalities. this suggests that escapism is 

an important factor that can contribute to the solution, because it gives the brain a 

chance to rest. fourthly, knowing the cause of a problem does not by definition con-

tribute to solving it. this also suggests that it is better to find a remedy (escapism?) to 

a problem than the causes of it. 

on the basis of these considerations, the following fantasy theory can be for-

mulated: combating stress is more effective if it is focused on escapism. this help for 

stress must not be offered in a therapy situation, but be implemented within the cul-

ture and structure (the social context, such as school and family). 

3. Hypothesis and research method 

in the foregoing section we hypothesised that stress must be combated in the social 

context. furthermore, we formulated the hypothesis that the aim and manner of the 

current means used to determine the cause of the problem (communication and expe-

rience/creative techniques) could be used more effectively to achieve escapism. com-

munication, experience and creative techniques in this sense would not be used to 

try to determine a single cause of the problem, since there is actually a wide range 

of possible causes; moreover, finding the cause is no guarantee of finding the solu-

tion. these techniques can be used in service of escapism, which itself would be the 

ultimate goal. 

the research method cannot be reduced to traditional scientific research, but instead 

is founded in creative action methodology (developed by P. delnooz at the nhtv, 

internationale hogeschool Breda).

the effects of this fantasy theory in practice have been researched using an experi-

ment which was held at two primary education institutions, because many forms of 

social and societal pressure are manifested at school. the subjects of the experiment 
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were children aged six to seven years old in the period of January to March 2005. the 

institutions in question were a: sint Joseph Basisschool Roosendaal and B: Basisschool 

de Watermolen Roosendaal. 

the experiment took the form of a lesson cycle divided over both institutions in dif-

fering sizes of groups. the experiment could really be classified as more of a quasi-

experiment due to factors including the small scale on which it had to be held. 

there was a danger of the validity of the experiment being influenced by a systemic 

flaw, a non-response of the sampling representing a particular group of people. for 

example, schools where much pressure is placed on the children might not feel drawn 

to take part in the study and might refuse to cooperate. to limit this possible prob-

lem, the research locations were selected by determining in advance that each test 

group would have at least two children showing externally observable symptoms of 

stress. the fantasy theory was tested at location a with a group of 25 children and 

subsequently with a group of four children. at location B, the theory was once again 

tested with a group of 25 children with certain adaptations made after the experiment 

at location a. it was decided at the test with the second group of 25 children that the 

importance of the social context should be emphasised. 

the lesson cycle was also expected to be inadequate, giving no insight at all into the 

set goals. for this reason, the lesson cycle was presented prior to the experiment 

to both the education experts in question and to an external education expert, and 

it was adjusted during the experiment in consultation with these experts. the les-

son cycle had to contain a measure of didactic responsibility, and it concentrated on 

establishing a state of escapism among the test group. the lesson cycle is included as 

an appendix. 

during the experiment, quantitative and qualitative observation methods were used. 

since qualitative research is open to subjectivity, triangulation was used to overcome 

this problem. a distinction was made between observing externally observable symp-
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toms of stress and observing the degree to which escapism was achieved (also per-

ceivable by observing flow experiences). at the time of the experiments two observ-

ers were present. the first observer was the education expert in question, who had a 

great deal of information about the test group and could quickly and clearly observe 

differences in behaviour, specifically any outwardly observable symptoms of stress. 

the second observer was the researcher, who specialised particularly in the degree of 

escapism and a flow experience that a person could achieve. 

Effectiveness was observed using score lists before, during and after expo-

sure to the different forms of expression in fantasy theory. in this context, the score 

lists prior to exposure served primarily as a necessary basis with which to compare fur-

ther observations. the score lists during exposure gave a very good impression of the 

achievement of a temporary alteration of behaviour through and the score lists after 

exposure gave insight into a possible long-term if not lasting behavioural change. 

4. Results of the study

the qualitative research results played the most prominent role in the experiment, but 

the experiment did also yield quantitative results. if the score tables in this section 

are compared with each other, it is clear that when a person is exposed more often 

to expressions of the fantasy theory, the degree of relaxation during and even after 

the exposure intensifies. the qualitative observations also resulted in unanimous 

agreement among the experts that exposure to the fantasy theory clearly does some-

thing with the children and their behaviour with regard to symptoms of stress is really 

changed for the better. 

Results after the first lesson
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Results after the subsequent second lesson

certain conclusions could be drawn after the close of the experiment. all children 

showed fewer symptoms of stress during the fantasy lessons. Exposure to the fantasy 

theory sharply reduced the physically observable symptoms of stress when present. 

When exposure to the theory was ended these symptoms were still lessened, whether 

or not with a smaller difference. this conclusion suggests a possible lasting change 

in stress-related behaviour. to make a well-founded judgement, however, the experi-

ment would have to be carried out again for a longer period. 

another important observation is that the degree of escapism was directly connected 

to the degree of stress symptoms. Where a higher level of escapism was observed, con-

siderably fewer stress symptoms were seen.

another striking conclusion is that all the experts, through their passive par-

ticipation, suspected both an intense experience and an active mental participation.

finally, the qualitative observations showed that implementing the fantasy 

theory in the school programme at the end of the day influenced the way the children 

felt as they left school, which would be expected in the long term to affect the way 

they feel when they remember their day at school and when they return the next day. 

it is not surprising, then, that in the institution where this was done, the fantasy ele-

ment itself is being used more often within the lesson programme, especially at the 

end of a day or part of a day.

this case study was done with children. the results confirm the hypothesis that 

escapism has a therapeutic effect on feelings of stress. With this in mind, it seems 
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that the use of escapism to combat this phenomenon appears to be not only effective 

with this target group, but with all target groups who have to deal with stress, includ-

ing work stress as mentioned above. Moreover, it confirms the idea that the form of 

the therapy (drawing, etc.) is not as important in combating stress as the degree of 

escapism.

if you have any questions or comments, or if you would like to know more about this 

subject and this study, please contact J.t. cornelis or P.v.a. delnooz at nhtv, Pro-

fessional university of Leisure and transport studies, iRcaLtt department, 0031(0) 

765302203, delnooz.p@nhtv.nl.
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 Appendix 8: An Example of a Research Study (2)

Sport as a means of prevention and rehabilitation for street children

Willemijn assink (bachelor’s thesis)

Summary

sport is of great importance in the rehabilitation of street children and for preven-

tion. this study using creative action Methodology has demonstrated this point and 

thereby supports a variety of studies carried out by the united nations and Pos and 

hekkink (2004), among others. street children spend a great deal of their time aim-

lessly on the streets. they are often ignored or abused by those around them, which 

leads to a negative self-image (Planije, van ’t Land and Wolf 2003). sport gives chil-

dren a positive way to occupy their time, it teaches them to win and lose, to stand up 

for themselves, to work together and express themselves (de Boer 2002; Right to Play 

2004; un 2003). through sport, street children can regain a feeling of self-esteem. in 

this study, the central question is in what way sport can best be offered to contribute 

to prevention (reducing the time spent aimlessly on the streets) and rehabilitation of 

street children. this was initially investigated by means of reading source material and 

conducting interviews (field research). this formed a basis for coming up with ideas 

about the way sport could be presented and the optimum form was sought. this opti-

mum form (the action hypothesis) was then tested by means of an experiment set up 

amongst the street children of kitale, kenya. various rehabilitation centres cooper-

ated with the study, and the community was also involved in the project. the results of 

the experiment were positive. 

1. Rationale

street children are bereft of almost all their rights, including the right to health care, 

education and protection. at present, street children are one of the largest and fast-

est-growing problem groups in the world. according to unicef, this is due to the dete-

rioration in living conditions over the past twenty years (unicef 2001). Worldwide, 
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there are now between 100 and 140 million children living on the street. this figure is 

still rising (un centre for human Rights 2003). 

street children are often reserved and suspicious of third parties. according 

to Planije, van ’t Land and Wolf (2003), the reasons for this are rooted in parental drug 

and alcohol abuse, mental and physical abuse and incest. Moreover, most street chil-

dren have little or no positive contact with others. 

various development organisations and researchers have recognised that 

sport is a positive occupation for children and leads to an improvement of their self-

image (unicef, iBiss 2005; Elias and dunning 1986; Pos and hekkink 2004; van Bot-

tenburg and schuyt 1996; united nations 2003). further analysis of the sources, how-

ever, gives no clear picture of how sport can best be used to achieve a good result. the 

question of how sport can contribute to prevention (reduction of the time aimlessly 

spent on the street) and rehabilitation of street children is thus central. this study 

uses the principles of creative action methodology, a variant which takes a middle way 

between empirical-analytical research and action research (delnooz 2006).

to answer the question of how to use sport in the rehabilitation of street children, we 

must first take a general look at the situation of street children and current thinking on 

the value of sport. a list of factors was assembled from this information as well as vari-

ous practical examples. this list was used as a handle for setting up the experiment. 

finally, we will look at the experiment itself and the conclusions that can be drawn 

from it. 
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Background information

on the street, children often lose control of their lives; they are left to their own devices 
and must manage to survive. to survive, many street children must work. the work these 
children do is often hard, unhygienic and unsafe. girls on the street are often ‘invisible’. 
they disappear into the domestic situation or in the sex trade, or are kidnapped and raped 
by rebels and militiamen (unicef 2001). usually the children do not earn enough money, so 
they become malnourished and have little chance for healthy development (unicef). of all 
the street children in developing countries, about 75% try to survive by stealing and 23% 
solely by begging (inPPaREs 1999). street children also often join gangs or organised crime 
(unicef 2001). 

according to amnesty international, World vision, terre des hommes and uni-
cef, violence is one of the greatest dangers for children living on the street in developing 
countries. street children are often seen as rubbish; they are abused by police and wealthy 
citizens and sometimes even exterminated by death squads. street children in developing 
countries are also raped in exchange for drugs, and they are arrested for the least offence 
(for example, stealing an apple) and tortured in jail (amnesty international). 

Many children use drugs to escape their problems (unicef 2001). drugs are used to 
ward off cold, hunger, violence, sexual abuse and psychological and emotional pain (cas and 
terre des hommes, 2005). 

Figures for Kenya
of kenya’s 15 million children, approximately 300,000 live on the street; this number is 
increasing by about 10% each year. the largest group of street children, about 35,000, live 
on the streets of nairobi. in kitale there are approximately 500 children living on the streets 
(oliver Lynton, 2005).
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2. The value of sport

street children and children of the slums have almost no opportunity to engage in 

sport due to poverty and a lack of materials and facilities. the un convention on chil-

dren’s Rights states that every child has the right to relaxation and play and the right 

to participate in cultural and creative activities. the first article of the international 

treaty on Physical Education and sport states that physical education and sport are a 

fundamental right for everyone. the treaty states that:

1.1 Every person has a fundamental right to access to physical education and 

sport. it is necessary for the full development of a human being. Physical edu-

cation and sport must be anchored in education and other aspects of life.

1.2 special facilities need to be provided for young children (unEsco 1978). 

thus, even children who live on the street must be able to engage in sport. children 

who cannot do this lose more than just the pleasure of sport; they lose valuable skills 

that practicing a sport can bring to their lives (unicef 2004). 

sport has a great power of attraction to human beings and it has a low participation 

threshold (Lucassen, nielander and sterkenburg 2004). sport improves the physical 

and mental health of the person; it can help to heal emotional wounds and deal with 

traumas; sport brings people together and builds networks; sport removes boundar-

ies and can counteract prejudices based on religion, gender, social background and 

disabilities (Magglingen declaration and Recommendations 2003). according to van 

Bottenburg and schuyt (1996), sport helps children to bring structure to their lives. 

in sport, youths are offered a chance to take part in a meaningful activity and they 

become integrated into ‘normal’ existence. some research (unicef 2004) has shown 

that sport can contribute to a reduction in crime. sport promotes a positive use of free 

time and has been found most effective when coupled with programmes for social and 

personal development. according to unicef, sport helps children to develop commu-

nication and leadership skills and to improve their self-esteem. sport promotes friend-

ship, solidarity, fair play, teamwork, self-discipline, respect for others and leadership 

(unicef, united nations, Pos and hekkink 2004). Lastly, sport fulfils a lightning rod 
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role (Elias and dunning, 1986). tensions that build up in everyday life can be diffused 

harmlessly in sport due to its physical c haracter. children can forget their troubles for 

a moment and do something fun (scP 2003). 

By providing a purposeful activity sport can counteract boredom, making it less likely 

for children to take a wrong turn in life (unicef 2004). thus, sport would also contrib-

ute to reducing the risk that children end up on the street, if all the additional effects 

of sport are also taken into consideration. 

to get children away from life on the street, a project must build a bridge 

between that life, with its drug dealing and crime, and facilities like schools, sport 

clubs and health care. sport is only one of the aspects that can contribute to this. to 

prevent children ending up on the street, it is important that these children are offered 

alternatives—alternatives that give them a compensatory feeling of safety and warmth, 

alternatives that reduce the attraction of drug dealing and crime, and alternatives that 

ensure that children can use facilities like schools and health care (iBiss 2005).

3. Factors

the written and field research revealed a number of factors that could have an 

influence on a sport project intended to contribute to prevention and improve the  

self-image of street children. to continue this behaviour modification, the children’s 

self-image must receive continuous positive reinforcement. that is because the behav-

iour of children emanates from their self-image (t. de vos and van der hoeven, www.

mensinwereld.nl).

3.1 Low participation threshold

one condition for a successful project for street children and children in slums is that it 

must have a low participation threshold. this means that the cost, geographical acces-

sibility and social accessibility must not form a hindrance. the overwhelming majority 

of the target group is characterised by little or no income (stronks et al). the reasons 

these children hardly ever participate in sport are not purely economic; there are often 

no facilities for sport (Pos and hekkink 2004). it is also important for children to be 
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able to stay in their familiar environment and for a safe place to be created for them 

within this area. a project must therefore also be aimed at the whole environment, i.e. 

the child’s social and physical surroundings must also be considered (van assema and 

Willemsen 1993).

3.2 Activities

to ensure that children become interested in a project, it is important that what is being 

offered coincides with the interests of the target group and that they have the chance 

to choose activities themselves (Pos and hekkink 2004). there must be a tailor-made 

approach; the activities must be made to measure for the needs of the specific group, 

the different levels of the children and the local situation (Janssen et al). a study of 

projects for street children shows that their principal need is for personal attention. 

they need a friend, someone who is interested in them and whom they can trust (korf 

et al 1999; Bottenburg et al 2001; noom and de Winter 2001). it is also important that 

clear rules are set. When rules are made and both parties know where they stand, this 

can lead to a bond of trust (t. de vos and van der hoeven). Besides personal attention, 

a group approach is also very important. a group can have a self-correcting charac-

ter; antisocial behaviour is unanimously opposed and social behaviour rewarded (glen 

Mills). a group approach is also useful to train children in social skills. sport has the 

ability to bring structure to children’s lives and to contribute to cooperation, fair play, 

respect, awareness of values, living up to agreements and rules and learning to win and 

lose (united nations 2003). the last important point for a successful project is neigh-

bourhood participation, or a neighbourhood-oriented strategy. as the neighbourhood 

becomes interested in the project, it becomes easier to work with local customs and it 

can bridge the gap between the neighbourhood and the target group (van assema and 

Willemsen 1993). it can even be an incentive for the child, a chance for the neighbour-

hood, and important for the project itself (Pos and hekkink, 2004).

3.3 Instruments and motivation

to motivate street children to healthy living habits one needs education, reward 

and role models. Education (or information) can be a worthwhile element to use 
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in making a project known to the target group. Education can contribute both to 

increasing knowledge and changing attitudes (herwig 1993). the use of reward 

strategies can be a reason for children to take part in a project; a reward can also 

stimulate children to good behaviour. intrinsic reward (being driven to behave well 

by the effect of that behaviour) is better for a child than extrinsic reward (being 

driven to behave well by external influences), although a small reward can often do 

wonders (Pos and hekkink, 2004). adult role models have a bond of trust with the 

children, can communicate an important message and stimulate them to a particular 

behaviour; “peer educators” can also fulfil this role and serve as a positive example 

(cuijpers 2001). 

thanks to the bond of trust that coaches often have with children and the role model 

function that the coach and assistants have, during a training session they are able to 

advise children on the dangers of street life (aids and drugs) and how to prevent them. 

famous sporting heroes or other celebrities can also be used for these purposes. they 

are often a great example to these children, who are readily inclined to adopt their way 

of thinking (united nations 2003).

3.4 Opportunities for further involvement

it is very important that within a project there should be various opportunities for fur-

ther involvement. for this purpose, it is vital for the organisation to seek out coopera-

Knowledge

Attitude

Social influence

Personal factor

Intention: sport

Barriers

Skills

Feedback

Less time on the 
Street

Positive self-image

Figure 2: Conceptual model: the ASP model
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tive connections with other organisations (van der Ploeg 2000). this means that if a 

project encounters problems with a street child, he will not be kicked back out onto 

the street, but that there is a possibility to refer him to a health institution (van der 

Ploeg 2000). it can also be important for large projects to have a first aid or doctor’s 

office on site (oliver Lynton).

Problems are not the only reason why a child would need to be sent on; there should 

also be cooperative arrangements to deal with successful situations. if any talented 

young players should emerge from a sporting project, it is important for their future 

that they are able to be sent to a professional club (J.a. van der veen). Especially in 

developing countries, these contacts are often scarce. Projects should also focus on 

restoring family connections, since parents have the most influence on their children 

and a good parent-child bond is important for a child’s development (McWorther 

2003). finally, when a project is at an advanced stage, it is important for the children to 

have the opportunity for further involvement in appropriate educational programmes. 

the children must get the chance to learn to read and write, and have the right to go to 

school (un convention on children’s Rights 1978).

4. Strategies to promote behaviour modification

the aim of this study is to investigate how street children can achieve a better self-

image by participating more in sport and spending less time aimlessly on the street. 

Because self-image influences the behaviour a person exhibits, this chapter examines 

and compares two prevailing theories about behaviour modification. attitude, social 

influences and personal factors are behaviour determinants that must be considered 

when implementing behaviour modification and retention. 

according to the theory of reasoned behaviour of fishbein and azjen (1975), the atti-

tude and social norm (views of others) lead to the intention of behaviour. People in 

one’s environment play an important role in this theory in the origination, suspension 

or continuation of behaviour. this theory also states that experience and observation 

(“vicarious learning”), outcome expectations, values and expectations of one’s own 

effectivity affect the behaviour a person exhibits. 
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the asE model (de vries et al 1987; kok et al 1991) is an integration of various 

behavioural change models. the asE model identifies three primary determinants: 

attitudes (a), social influences (s) and self-effectivity (E). together, these determi-

nants form the motivation of a person to exhibit certain behaviours. Behaviour does 

not depend solely on intention, but also on one’s skills and barriers. after exhib-

iting a behaviour, these factors can result in behaviour continuation or behaviour 

regression. the asE model shows that knowledge is also important. Exposure to 

new information, however, does not lead automatically to a change in behaviour, 

but when it is stimulated, an attitude change can take place both in the individual 

and the environment (de vries et al 1987; kok et al 1991), and thereby a change in 

self-image.

5. Experimental research

in the table below, the various ideas are placed in a conceptual model (the asP model). 

this model contains roughly the following. When street children decide to take place 

in a project, this will lead to a reduction of the time they spend aimlessly on the street. 

When this behaviour leads to a positive or negative result, this will also have a positive 

or negative influence on these three determinants. in the case of a positive result, rep-

etition will take place and the children will come back. after some time, this can lead 

to a more positive self-image. this conceptual model forms the basis of the experi-

ment carried out in this study.

5.1 Research aim and target group

the aim of the research is as follows: to develop an instrument for development organ-

isations and rehabilitation centres to improve the methods for rehabilitating and inte-

grating street children in society. the target group of the experiment was a group of 

nine boys and three girls between nine and fifteen years old who live on the street 

in kitale, kenya. the experiment was carried out in cooperation with the trans-nzoia 

Youth sports association (tYsa). throughout the project, tYsa made the services of 

an interpreter available. the experiment was also supported by cooperation of social 

workers from the social department in kitale. 
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5.2 Research method

an experimental study requires that the research target group should undergo mea-

surement both before and after exposure to factors (i.e. the sport project) (Baarda and 

de goede 2001). the research technique used during the experiment was interview-

ing in the form of questionnaires. it should be borne in mind that the responses could 

contain a certain degree of social desirability. it has been assumed that the number 

of socially desirable answers was equally great in the first and last interviews. to aug-

ment the validity of the study, the interviews were supplemented by daily participat-

ing observations by two persons, kitale municipal social workers. 

5.3 Activities

as noted above, the sport project for the street children of kitale was organised on the 

basis of the asP model. this model was used as a creative instrument to arrive at prac-

tical measures. the results of this effort of adaptation are described in this section. 

Attitude

the children must be convinced of the value of participating at the very first meeting. 

this was done by providing information about the project. also, any barriers to partici-

pation had to be removed. for instance, the children were given food every morning 

at the project so that they could start playing sports right away rather than having to 

look for food first. the food was sponsored by the Rotary club of steenbergen. sport 

clothes were also made available by the city of Enschede as an incentive for the street 

children to take part in the project. Every morning began with a warm-up, and the 

other activities varied according to the wishes of the children. 

Social influence

the activities took place daily in a central location. at this location (Prison Playground) 

there were many passers-by, and children often stood to watch; in the stadium there 

were frequently also spectators. in this way, the street children came in contact with 

the community and the community also gained an appreciation for the project, because 

the children did not just hang around on the street all day long. By getting a former 
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street youth to serve as a coach on the project, the attempt was made to form a better 

and quicker bond of trust with the children. the former street youth also served as a 

good example (adult Role Model). he had been in the same situation and was known 

to the children, so the children were more inclined to listen to him and adopt his ideas 

and opinions. 

Personal factors (self-image)

a group approach was taken to the social self-image. Every day the children took part 

in a group warm-up, then played sports in small groups and at the end a football match 

was held. they also played against a school and in the last week, ‘normal’ children were 

brought into in the project to help integrate the children into society somewhat. as 

for the physical self-image, the project took advantage of the children’s need to play; 

they exercised an influence on the activities that took place and games were played 

on different levels. Running training was also provided, which improved their condi-

tion. different ball games were played to improve their technical skills, which resulted 

in progress in the children’s performance. an attempt was also made to work on the 

emotional self-image of the children. a few clear rules were established so that the 

children knew where they stood. the project also tried to give the children a feeling of 

value by encouraging and complimenting them. as much personal attention was given 

in order to give the children a feeling of being loved. Little or no work was done in this 

test project on the cognitive self-image. no information was given about the dangers 

of hiv/aids or drugs because there was no interpreter available for this and the chil-

dren had severe difficulties concentrating in this stage because of glue-sniffing. the 

duration of the project was too short for educational programmes. 

6. Results 

the children’s social, emotional and physical self-image were improved. this does not 

mean that the test project would have had a positive influence on all children. very dif-

ferent responses were received for some interview questions—one child responds very 

positively to certain situations whereas another child much less so. thus, the scores 

per child vary widely, making it difficult to draw conclusions. 
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Looking at the total situation, the score before and after was highest for the 

social self-image, and during the course of the project the social self-image was the 

most improved. at the end of the project, more than half of the children responded 

positively. the lowest score recorded was for the emotional self-image; the test proj-

ect had more influence on the physical self-image. however, these two aspects did 

improve during the course of the project. 

6.1 Social self-image

Prior to the project, fewer than half the children (5) said they felt that they had friends 

who liked them, and at the end of the project all the children (12) said they did. the 

observers confirmed this. they also observed that many of the children were very sub-

dued at first and did not mingle with others. this was tackled by having the children 

form up into different teams each day so that all the children got to know each other 

better and learned to cooperate with each other. a few children even said that after 

having played with the ‘normal’ children they now had a few friends who did not live 

on the street. the observers also said that at the end of the project, the children fought 

with each other less than at the beginning.

something else the observers noticed was that after about two weeks, the 

children were quieter while eating and waited patiently until they got their food and 

drink, whereas during the first few days they yelled and begged for food and even 

tried to snatch it out of the helper’s hand while it was being passed out. 

According to the observers, it was especially the younger children who were very 

shy and quiet at the beginning. This was handled by giving them lots of attention, help-

ing them play sports and encouraging them. After a few weeks their attitude changed 

somewhat; most children were much more prepared to speak up and seemed more  

self-assured. By the end, they also took a much more active part in the proceedings than at 

the beginning. It was also noticed that after two or three weeks most children did not stand 

aloof any more, which may mean that they felt better about themselves. This may have been 

due to the attention and value the children received and the few positive contacts with the 

community. The observers also saw that a bond of trust had been formed with the children; 

they showed respect and were thankful for the help. Moreover, more than half the children 

(9) said at the end of the project that they had the feeling that they, too, were important. 
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6.2 Emotional self-image

after a few weeks, the observers had the idea that the children were feeling lonely 

less often, because all the children made more friends during the project. Probably 

even on the street the children are more of a group and more involved with each 

other, which may make them feel lonely less often. the results also showed that the 

children have less of a feeling of being alone. the observers noticed that during the 

first weeks at the Prison Playground many people acted very negatively towards 

the street children. Many passers-by also made unpleasant remarks when the chil-

dren walked to the stadium (“don’t touch him! he comes from hell. god will punish 

you”) and people also stared at them. during the first friendly football match against 

a school, the street children were ridiculed because of their dirty clothes (the new 

shirts were still on their way) and poor football performance. this match took place in 

the second week, and the children had not developed their basic skills yet. the sport 

instructor tried to work on this by telling the schoolchildren that the street children 

had not chosen to live this way and that it could happen to them too. according to 

the observers, the children were still inclined to poke fun, but they were consider-

ably quieter. at the end of the project it still happened that people sometimes made 

unpleasant remarks, but some people had begun to respond positively to the chil-

dren. the population remained curious, and many people came to the stadium to 

watch. according to the observers, a few people made contact with the children and 

even had a brief conversation about the project. also many children came to watch 

out of jealousy—they wanted to play sports and join in the game too. the community 

primarily showed interest when they saw the children walking around in their fine 

new sport clothes. 

During the last two weeks of the project, ‘normal’ boys who sat and watched every 

day were allowed to participate in the project. According to the observers, the children 

were proud to join in and be allowed to play. No problems arose and the children played 

together well. 

the results did show that through the project, the children became more aware of 

their situation. it is understandable that the children would want to be someone else 
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because they are in a very bad living situation. Every morning they could play sports, 

have fun and eat, but in the afternoon they returned to the hard reality of street life. 

Probably most of the children were so accustomed to living on the street that they 

hardly ever thought about any other life; now they were more aware of their bad situ-

ation and the fact that life can be different.

6.3 Physical self-image

in the post-project interview, most of the children had the feeling that their out-

ward appearance had improved. according to the observers, this change was primar-

ily brought about by the new sport clothes the children wore. the children were very 

pleased with the sport clothes and proud of them, and the community also admired 

them. a number of the children also said themselves that their bodies looked better 

thanks to the sport, that they felt better and less tired. the observers had also noticed 

that during sports the children sniffed less glue and after a few weeks, almost all of 

them handed in their bottles when the activities started. 

according to the observers, the children made enormous strides in their 

sporting skills. in the first week, while playing football everyone just ran after the ball, 

and the quieter children often stayed on the sidelines. But after learning basic skills 

and receiving much encouragement, these other children were also prepared to take 

part in the game. the children who were better or older tended to play for themselves 

and the other children took a less active part. at the end of the third week, the chil-

dren began to play together more. the children who were very shy at the beginning 

appeared to be more sure of themselves in the last weeks. they took an active part 

in the activities and it was clear that the children were enjoying the sport, probably 

because they had the feeling that they could do it. 

7. Conclusions 

in small-scale projects, the personnel get to know the children well and there is a 

great deal of contact, allowing the children to build up a bond of trust with the per-

sonnel (oliver Lynton 2005). it is important that the children get plenty of attention, 
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but also that the children are not rushed at first and are left somewhat to themselves 

(Russ Brine 2005). street children are used to their freedom, so it is important for them 

not to get the feeling that they are shut in. they must have the idea that they can go 

and stand where they want to. street children are also unused to interference by oth-

ers and find it difficult to listen to rules. When they receive criticism or are called to 

account, in the beginning they often feel as if they are being attacked. that is why it 

is important that the children know that in the project there is unconditional love for 

them (Belinda alexander 2005). some projects work with reward strategies to stimu-

late good behaviour in street children. Bad behaviour, unfortunately, does not always 

have consequences for receiving the reward, but this could be a good strategy to dis-

courage bad behaviour. 

all the projects reviewed take into account the interests of the children. the positive 

effects of sport are widely recognised and the importance of a group approach appreci-

ated. Most projects also have some form of neighbourhood strategy to promote the inte-

gration of the street children into society. another point that stands out is that all proj-

ects recognise the importance of education about drugs and hiv/aids. unfortunately, 

there are very few instances of peer education. in general, very little use is made of adult 

role models; it is difficult for projects to recruit celebrities for this purpose, for example. 

however, more use can be made of other role models, such as former street children; at 

the kipsongo training centre, in fact, it appears that they are setting a good example for 

the children. they understand each other and form a bond of trust very quickly. 

Postscript: a number of rehabilitation centres in the area around kitale have been brought 
into contact with the test project, so that when the children are ready, the possibility of a 
transfer to one of these centres can be considered. the sport project is currently being contin-
ued by the sporting organisation tYsa in cooperation with the kenyan football federation. 
they are also considering the possibility of continuing this study in kitale and starting a last-
ing sport project.
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Appendix 9: Fragment from dr. P. Selten’s e-mail 

they contain a substantial literature study, not only presenting a description / summary 

of the literature on the subject, but also the theoretical backgrounds used and the way 

in which research data were collected. from the literature, research questions – some-

times hypotheses too – were derived, which were subsequently examined/tested. and 

this was done at a very adequate level, in which your students demonstrated to be 

capable of developing and carrying out a research design. their reporting was also of 

a good quality. of course, one cannot do a one-on-one comparison between a final 

thesis by a student in higher professional education and a Bachelor’s thesis written by 

a university student, because the educational goals and the place of the thesis within 

the curriculum are too different. But i supervise a lot of academic Bachelor’s theses, 

and on average, the theses written by your students certainly measure up the quality 

of these university-level theses. that is why i advised the management of our univer-

sity to look into the possibilities of developing a transfer programme from nhtv to 

Master asW. the fact that this matter has not been taken up yet, had more to do with 

internal developments on our part, than with a lack of confidence in the quality of your 

students. 
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Appendix 10: Fragment from Henk Vermeer’s e-mail, 
member of the management of NHTV

via this e-mail i would also like to inform you that an iRcaLt student, who was partially 

supervised by you, won the Joop Jansen award 2007 for the best thesis written within 

nhtv. her name is Marjolein Evers. 

i thought you would be pleased to know this. 
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Appendix 11: NRIT press release, received from a  
colleague 

Press Release nRit Media, 25 february 2008 

three academic theses published by nRit Media 

the meaning of co-creation, fragrances and flow investigated 

this week nRit Media will publish three theses around the central theme of the 

experience. Esther dekker, for instance, investigated how fragrances can be used in 

enhancing guest satisfaction, krystle stok described how flow is the key to emotional 

and lasting commitment, and didi verhagen studied how co-creation adds value to the 

experience and meaning of a leisure activity. 

didi verhagen: co-creation leads to self-development. 

author didi verhagen studied how co-creation can contribute to creating 

a meaningful leisure experience. co-creation means that the user is involved in the 

design of the product or service, and as such, actively contributes to the develop-

ment process of a leisure activity. in this way co-creation offers the participant cer-

tain development possibilities, as a result of which a transforming experience in the 

form of self-development is created. self-development is what every individual, 

either consciously or unconsciously, is after. the thesis presents interesting insights 

into this process and interrelates the concepts of play, co-creation, memories, and 

transformation. 

Esther dekker: fragrances stimulate satisfaction. 

in this thesis, author Esther dekker investigates the instrument of ‘fragrance’ 

as an added value for sauna facilities. fragrances can have a positive influence on emo-

tions and, consequently, the experience will be stronger. in her thesis, the author 
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applied several theories to the concept of ‘experience’ and used the sense of satisfac-

tion as a measurement instrument for this purpose. this can be expressed in terms of 

various levels, ranging from quiet to excited and from unhappy to happy. the experi-

ment carried out in the sauna facilities showed that fragrance influences emotion and 

has the capacity to stimulate satisfaction. 

krystle stok: from flow to commitment. 

in her thesis, author krystle stok describes the relationship between ‘flow’ 

and lasting commitment to a leisure activity. flow is described as a state of upper-

most concentration and intense enjoyment. the author concludes that, when a person 

reaches a state of flow during a leisure activity, this increases his/her emotional and 

lasting commitment. so, leisure service providers would benefit from gaining a better 

insight into how this state can be triggered. to put her hypothesis to the test in actual 

practice, a small-scale experiment was undertaken with the new game experience of 

Eyetoy. 

academic level. 

these three students graduated from nhtv Breda university of applied 

sciences in 2006. the theses were written under the supervision of the imagineer-

ing competency group. the students opted for a graduation track at academic level, 

the so-called iRcaLt track49. iRcaLt is short for international Research & consulting 

academy for Leisure & tourism. at the moment, Esther dekker and krystle stok are 

studying at the university of utrecht, and didi verhagen at the university of tilburg. 

they expect to graduate in June 2008. 

49  Within nhtv Breda university of applied sciences, the programme is referred to as the 
iRcaLt track. 
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Appendix 12: Fragments from the reaction of Nicoline 
de Heus (lecturer) 

dear Paul,

in answer to your question, i have written down the following reaction: 

since the academic year of 2004-2005 i have been involved in the fourth-year creative 

action Methodology track at nhtv Breda university of applied sciences, in the sub-

ject of intercultural communication. since 2004, i have supervised students in chosen 

subjects that relate to intercultural issues every year. a few examples: 

Why do immigrants participate in subsidised theatre to a lesser degree and • 
how can this be changed? (2004-2005)

in what way can prevalent prejudices be broken in leisure activities? (2005-• 
2006)

does the third generation of Eurasians still have a cultural identity and in what • 
way can a platform be set up in order to keep this identity alive? (2005-2006)

What are the motivational factors for donating money as a result of charity • 
events and to which extent are these motivational factors culturally deter-

mined? (2006-2007)

What role does the islam play in leisure activities? (2006-2007)• 

at the moment (academic year of 2007-2008) i am supervising a student who studies 

the role of experiences abroad in developing an intercultural competency. 

the programme as described is actually the programme as we have been offering it to 

students since 2004. however, this academic year (2007-2008) the course in creative 

action Methodology was delivered by another colleague, who did so along a more tra-

ditional research approach. the course was not demand-driven, but once a week the 
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content was discussed in a more traditional fashion, which means with the literature as 

a point of departure, rather than questions from the students. 

in my opinion, this change is clearly visible in the development of the student i am 

supervising currently. she is looking for ‘truths’ and guidelines in the literature and 

is far less capable of taking a critical, questioning and reflective attitude with regard 

to all the information she has collected. she has also had trouble, so far, with involv-

ing stakeholders in trying to make sense of the actual practical problem and in formu-

lating possible solutions. Moreover, this student reported that she did not really see 

the ‘point’ in the course, whereas in the previous years i received nothing but positive 

reactions to the course. 

the ‘being stuck’ of both colleagues and students, as discussed in chapter 3.2, is very 

recognizable. this is also something i see in the student i am supervising at the moment. 

students are less daring in taking on the challenge of calling ‘truths’ into question. it is 

also my experience that as soon as students do dare and are able to do so, a whole new 

world opens up to them and their research seems to ‘get wings’. after the disbelief 

and the uncertainties they suddenly get faith in themselves. What’s also recognizable 

is that some colleagues find this difficult and are unable to do so, because they are 

used to act as an expert who knows all the answers, and now they have to call even 

their own knowledge into question. 

in addition, the fact that students, once they went through this process, find coopera-

tion in the professional field really easily, is also recognizable. this is often one of their 

greatest fears when they set out on the track. students dread going into the field, 

afraid that they know too little and why would these ‘experts’ from the industry want 

to cooperate in their research? Experience has shown that students discover that they 

know much more than people in the industry, that doors open and that professionals 

are genuinely interested in what the student has to say, and gladly offer their coopera-

tion. as a supervisor, this is one of the finest moments, when students enter my office 

all thrilled with stories about the talks they have had. although i have to admit that, 

timewise, this process is not the same for everyone. 



20
1

a major difference with the students i supervised in their graduation projects in the 

‘regular’ manner, is that on the regular track, students take a much more subservient 

attitude. the client (host company) commissions the project and so ‘they must know 

best’. caM students provide input and the roles change. the industry is keen on work-

ing with the students, because ‘they have a critical attitude and expertise regarding 

a realistic problem’. i also think that, to potential employers, caM graduates are dif-

ferent professionals than the average student from the regular track. What the indus-

try considers interesting in this respect, is that the student often has a new angle or 

uses knowledge from one discipline to create new insights in another discipline. for 

instance, a student of a colleague of mine used knowledge on culture participation 

in order to contemplate how to break through the social isolation of elderly people. 

doors opened for her in the health care sector, because nobody had ever looked at the 

problem, and possible remedial actions, from this perspective. 

the reason why students drop out is mostly because they opt for form rather than con-

tent. after three years in project-based education, students feel it would be relief to 

be operating independently for a change. in the provision of information and in the 

one-to-one talks it is emphasized that the student has to be interested in the problem 

and, so to speak, must follow their intuition passionately in order to be able to get 

to the bottom of the subject and consider it from every angle, and it often turns out 

in actual practice that the students who are truly passionate succeed and are able to 

overcome the difficulties and uncertainties that go hand in hand with this process and 

manage to stand their ground. students who enter the track for the wrong reasons, 

will fail. 

in my opinion, it is not the number of student-lecturer talks (every week, on request, 

or otherwise), but the role of the lecturer in these talks that is important. as soon as 

the lecturer starts commenting on pieces of work or starts telling the student what he/

she has to do in terms of content, the process will fall apart and the student reverts 

to a dependent attitude. as soon as the lecturer acts as a discussion partner who asks 

questions and raises doubts, the process will go well. i speak from my own experience 

here, because while supervising a student i noticed that i put on the expert hat. at that 
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very moment i realized that i could also conduct these talks differently, as a result of 

which the student grew. 

i support the fact that caM students who are successful, are those students who are 

capable of acknowledging that the ‘truth’ is debatable, who were supervised in a ques-

tioning manner, and who are capable of supplying the industry with creative solutions. 

this process teaches the student to learn and develop his/her self-confidence, which 

boosts both motivation and passion. 
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Appendix 13: Fragments from the reaction of Moniek 
Hover (lecturer) 

in 2007, the nvao awarded the special distinctive feature of imagineering to nhtv’s 

academy for Leisure. imagineering is characterised by the orientation on deeper val-

ues as a mainspring in the creation of (leisure) experiences. in the academy for Lei-

sure, however, imagineering is also a way of life. We stimulate our students to search 

for their own personal values, and based on that, follow their dreams and passions in 

the development process into professionals. the imagineering-based coaching track 

is demand-driven, in that sense: the coachee’s agenda takes a central place, not the 

coach’s.

creative thinking is another aspect that is pivotal to imagineering. this not only involves 

the creative development of experience concepts, but also a creative approach to the 

problem that lies at the heart of the client’s innovation question. 

in this sense, caM ties in perfectly with our philosophy. it is not us who determine 

what a student should focus his/her research efforts on, it is the student who deter-

mines this, based on an intrinsic motivation. additionally, caM challenges students to 

set to work in a creative manner, as early as in the problem analysis phase. it is precisely 

the combination of illogical (at first sight) components that leads to new insights. 

under the umbrella of my research programme into experience in the period between 

2005 and 2008, a total of 10 students successfully completed their individual gradua-

tion projects by means of caM. two students pulled out after about 4 months. 

Experience is a complex concept, suited to a diversity of approaches. in the course 

of the first three years of their studies, the caM students were each confronted 

with an aspect of experience that appealed to them in a special way, that fascinated 

them. sometimes this was an ‘experience instrument’ as the stimulus for the experi-
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ence, such as storytelling, co-creation, scent. in other cases this was a factor on the 

response side, such as emotional involvement, flow, or the influence of the social con-

text. in addition, there were students who were particularly interested in the experi-

ence of a certain target group, such as young children, young adults, people with a 

visual or auditory handicap. due to the freedom of choice in topic/focus they feel 

owner of the topic: responsibility goes hand in hand with motivation. in the supervi-

sion of these students we take a questioning approach: we are not there to give the 

“right answer” to their (content-related) questions, but to keep asking new questions 

to the students in order to stimulate them to explore new thinking directions. ini-

tially, this makes students uncertain. in the course of time, however, they increas-

ingly come to recognise the advantages of this approach and they adopt, so to speak, 

this attitude. 

the students work individually and in groups on the multicoloured ‘patchwork quilt’ 

around the concept of experience. Every week, meetings take place in which they call 

each other’s work and argumentation into question (by asking questions), in an open 

atmosphere. it is precisely because truths are constantly questioned in the caM pro-

gramme, that students do not regard this as threatening: falsification and a critical/

self-critical attitude become a way of life to them. 

the meetings in which the students, the lecturer (ca methodologist) and the special-

ist lecture (content expert) are present are also fruitful. as lecturers we don’t hesitate 

either to cast doubts on each other’s views in the discussion with students, nobody 

can claim the truth (after all: ‘nothing is true’). the immersion in this process seems to 

reduce the fear of making mistakes in students. What’s more, their reflective ability 

seems to be stimulated. an example of this is the matter-of-course way in which stu-

dents comment on their own research after completion. 

it appears that the success of the caM graduates/students cannot be explained by 

previous education or previous academic results. a number of factors that do seem to 

play a role, based on my experience with 12 caM students, are as follows: 
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free and independent minds, who have had trouble conforming to the more traditional 

teaching methods, thrive in the caM course. furthermore, a strong, intrinsic motiva-

tion for the chosen topic is crucial to success. the two students who decided to par-

ticipate in the course for the wrong reasons (e.g.: not wanting to work in a project 

group any more) pulled out prematurely. students also need to be bold and defend 

their views. a finnish and us student, both of whom had attended preliminary training 

in the us, had greater difficulty with this at first than the dutch students. in addition, 

these students had followed the more traditional English-taught Leisure Management 

programme during the first three years of their studies. in the beginning of the caM 

graduation track they were focused on not letting down their lecturer rather than con-

centrating on their own development. diligence is another important factor. a student 

has to be prepared to go the extra mile, whereas it is not always certain whether this 

will turn out to be useful eventually. 
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Appendix 14: Fragments from the reaction of Esther 
Dekker (former student) 

i read your piece of work with a smile. i felt like i was back in my graduation year again. 

so this is also an answer to your first question, does the story adequately reflect what 

happened in the course? i vividly remember the examples of the pencil and the storks. 

What i can remember about the feelings that surfaced is very much consistent with 

what’s described in the dissertation. i got lost in solving the problem, with tears in 

my eyes, not knowing how and what to think any more. Every time i thought i was 

on the right track, it turned out there was this other theory that forced me to look 

further. as you know, i am currently studying at the university of utrecht. i have now 

found out how much i actually benefited from the iRcaLt track. i see my pre-master 

fellow-students all going through the same phases as we went through in our gradua-

tion year. Learning to think beyond your usual boundaries is what sometimes fills you 

with despair. 

thanks to the iRcaLt track, i am not so much looking for certainties any more, as 

opposed other hbo graduates. i am searching for new theories that may be a supple-

ment to the topic i am studying at that particular moment. i have also found out that, 

in this way of studying, you have to give yourself some time off every now and then, 

because it is good to take some distance from the theory. after that, you look at it 

entirely differently. all in all, i am still highly positive about the iRcaLt track. 
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Appendix 15: Fragments from the reaction of Maartje 
Boom (former student)

Classes in philosophy of science 

calling existing knowledge into question. that was a trick i certainly did not master. 

during the previous years, i had gotten used to lecturers transferring knowledge 

to be accepted as truths. that is why the philosophy of science classes, in which we 

were taught that there are no truths, were very confusing at first. But at the same 

time they aroused my interest and i became motivated to take a critical attitude 

towards existing knowledge. Being critical about and casting doubt on existing 

knowledge, however, turned out to be quite difficult. in the philosophy of science 

classes, in which various examples were discussed to teach us this new way of think-

ing, i often did not have any answers to the questions that were asked. as i am a 

student who is very active in class, it made me uncertain that no answers sprang to 

mind. i thought i was unable to be critical. on the other hand, i became increasingly 

motivated to develop this ability. the classes showed me the importance of being 

critical and the content of the classes was so impressive that i got inspired, little by 

little, by the science. in the course of time i gradually learned to be critical towards 

knowledge. at the moment, i am completing my graduation track at the university 

of tilburg, where i am studying the Master in sociology. i have experienced that the 

critical mindset i partially learned to acquire by taking classes and writing a thesis 

within iRcaLt has prepared me very well for an advanced course of study at aca-

demic level. 

Classes in creative action methodology 

and carrying out an experiment… where, how and when?!?!?. You learn about so many 

new things that, on the one hand, your mind is in complete and utter chaos, but on 

the other hand, you are challenged and inspired. this combination ensures that you 

become highly motivated and constantly working on your graduation project. Espe-

cially in your mind!!
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Classes in research methods and techniques 

What i remember best about the research methods and techniques classes, is a class 

in which the question was asked about what’s important in selling a pencil. in the mar-

keting and communication course, we were taught about the importance of the five 

Ps (Product, Place, Price, Promotion and Personnel). so, evidently, this is what we 

answered. We were asked to think beyond that, but none of us was able to come up 

with alternatives answer. so frustrating! after using creative techniques, however, 

we discovered more and more factors that are important in selling a pencil. in other 

words: creative techniques are truly liberating!
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Appendix 16: Fragments from the reaction of Didi Ver-
hagen (former student)

the course in creative action Methodology turned out to be a real eye-opener; as 

early as in the first class i was confronted with the straightjacket in which i had con-

fined myself. i remember well that we were asked questions like “which aspects play 

a role in selling coffee?”. With my standardized brain, i only came as far as the four 

marketing Ps, as did my fellow-student, as a matter of fact. Paul delnooz challenged us 

to think up other aspects, i believe we had to name ten. i think i managed to come up 

with four or so, whereas i had always considered myself to be a critical student. that’s 

the way it went every class and we discussed the philosophy of science and research 

methods, subjects i had never even thought about before. i learned to look at things 

from different perspectives and in every class we had to find a solution. a variety of 

questions were discussed in the classes; “what is true”; “is what you see objective 

or coloured because of who or what you are” and “if this is your solution, what are 

the consequences of looking at the problem from a different angle”. a question of a 

more methodological nature was “how can you test whether the colour of a person’s 

skin plays a role in the assessment of crimes by police officers?”. We would devise a 

research method to this end, which was subsequently discussed. additionally, the 

validity of research results was dealt with; when you test the hypothesis of “blondes 

are dumb”, or rather, want to confirm it, you can probably easily find a research group 

consisting of 50 dumb blondes, but is the outcome of this research actually valid? and 

how can you make sure that the validity of research results is increased? Because, after 

all, i may just as easily compose a research group that consists of 50 smart blondes. 

or: in rural areas more children are born because there are more storks there. or does 

the cause of the higher birth rate lie in the christian background of the people living in 

rural areas? or because there are less entertainment possibilities in the evenings? or 

because farm life confronts people with new life? or because the country air is benefi-

cial to the reproductive organs? or… and what is falsification, or the value of falsifica-

tion? What is empirical research? and what does the empirical cycle consist of?



210

What i experienced as very valuable, is the theoretical development i went through 

during the course in creative action Methodology. Being a student in higher profes-

sional education, i had a very practical mindset, which is something that suits me. in this 

course, we had the opportunity to take a theoretical approach to a practical problem. 

nevertheless, it took a lot of ‘blood, sweat and tears’; to reformulate the rationale and 

research question over and over again was a struggle, which led to frequent outbursts 

of despair and (almost) crying, because i did really want to produce a top-class piece of 

work. Paul delnooz tried to show me the ‘silver lining’, not by guiding me into a certain 

direction, but by asking many, many questions that i had to answer myself. a quota-

tion in the foreword of my thesis says “What looks like confusion, stagnation or outright 

insanity, may be the road to clarity” (Joan tollifson). in all fairness, i have to say that i 

had my share of moments of confusion and stagnation. Looking back, the person who 

offered me some clarity in these situations will teasingly say that i was on the verge 

of insanity every now and then. Paul delnooz, thanks so much for putting me back on 

track time after time. once all this was over, one of the most enjoyable periods in my 

writing process began; collecting and analyzing information. to this end i consulted 

many different sources, including interviews with experts, scientific literature, prac-

tical literature and specialist literature. now the time had come to find out why one 

person said this and another said that, which was actually something that i had always 

done, but was never really necessary in my studies so far. trying to find minor differ-

ences and to get to the bottom of the basis of these differences and what my own idea, 

for instance, the definition of a concept, should be. What struck me while writing my 

thesis and receiving feedback from supervisors, was that discussion was always pos-

sible, and that other perspectives were explored by both the lecturer and me. this i 

found truly valuable and, moreover, very instructive. something i had not experienced 

until then. now that i am studying at university, i know for a fact that there is room 

for discussion, but i do not dare to enter into it. in the creative action Methodology 

course i felt much more free to express my thoughts, mainly because i felt challenged 

to put my own insights, perspectives and critical comments into words. in the course 

i playfully learned to look for the boundaries of my knowledge, skills and insights, i 

was able and allowed to blunder, and in this way, discovered that there is ‘more than 
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meets the eye’ to what you take in. i had a fantastic time, the best year from my nine-

year (! mbo-hbo-wo) study career, i enjoyed it intensely and i took up an advanced 

course of study. unfortunately, along with my new study programme, the playfulness 

disappeared on account of pressure of time and – again – uncertainty. now that i am 

writing my Master’s thesis, i have found it again, to some extent, but i am still looking 

for a sense of self-development that i experienced at the time, probably also because 

it was all so new to me. 
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