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1. Introduction

In recent years, there has been a great deal of interest in developing and nurturing creativity as part of the educational process, both at school and university level [1,2].

Research suggests that creativity can flourish in the context of small group collaborations [3], and much of the activity in a creative design process is typically carried out by small groups of 2 – 5 people - see, for example, [4]. Shareable interfaces, such as interactive tabletops supporting multi-touch and multi-user interaction, are ideally suited to supporting work in small groups. Indeed a number of studies have already been carried out to investigate the use of systems including tabletop interfaces in promoting creativity - see, for example, [5] and [6]. Findings from these studies suggest that the use of these kinds of interfaces may increase the quality of ideas generated, and carry additional advantages, for example in permitting the recording of both ideas and the processes used to generate them.

Our interest here is in the interaction between the distinctive features of shareable interfaces, such as interactive tabletops, and small group collaborative creativity in the context of learning.

2. Feasibility Study

We recently conducted a small scale study designed to investigate the feasibility of using an interactive tabletop to engage children in creative activities at school. Our study was carried out in a UK primary school, with 34 children aged 7 – 11, mainly working in groups of 3. We used a MERL DiamondTouchTM interactive tabletop, and most children used three different applications, chosen to enable us to observe the ease with which they would be able to accomplish basic tasks of the kind that might be involved in creative activity, including drawing, writing, and moving objects around in a design space. For the drawing task, children were asked to draw a picture together using Notebook software developed for a SMARTBoardTM; for entering text, they used a virtual keyboard; and for the object manipulation task, children used the OurSpace application developed for the ShareIT Project (http://www.shareitproject.org/) which involved moving icons representing tables, children and a teacher around a plan of a classroom in order to optimize seating arrangements for all children.

In our study all children were able to contribute to the drawing activity, and all children were able to use the seating allocation application with no real difficulties, although the writing activity was more problematic. While all children were eventually able to enter their names, most children struggled, both with the keyboard itself (this is perhaps to be expected, given the level of IT literacy particularly amongst children in year 3), and with the need for accuracy in hitting the required key. Despite these difficulties, it was clear that the children, almost without exception, very much enjoyed using the tabletop, and in interviews carried out at the end of the study, the majority stated that they preferred the tabletop interface to other computer interfaces they had encountered.

3. Future work
Encouraged by our preliminary findings, we now wish to investigate the interaction between shareable interfaces, creativity and learning both in more depth, for example by looking more closely at features specific to particular devices such as the multi-touch, multi-user capabilities of interactive tabletops, and in more breadth, for example by investigating the possibilities offered by a broader range of devices, including personal hand-held devices in combination with shared tabletops, and with other age groups, including university students.
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