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This article presents a summary of research, develop-
ment, and applications of Creative Problem Solving (CPS)
in educational settings and, more specifically, of CPS
applications in gifted education. The CPS framework has
evolved through more than five decades of work (Isaksen
& Treffinger, 2004) and is widely known and discussed in
relation to creativity as one important goal in contempo-
rary gifted education, as well as in relation to initiatives for
“teaching thinking” in the broader context of general edu-
cation. We reviewed the development of new and
improved CPS models in several sources (e.g., Isaksen &
Treffinger, 2004; Isaksen, Treffinger, & Dorval, 1997;
Treffinger, 2000). The purpose of this paper is to examine
the implications of changes within the CPS framework for
teaching and learning, rather than to compare or contrast
CPS with other perspectives on creativity from psychol-

ogy, cognitive science, or management (e.g., Davidson &
Sternberg, 2003; Haukedal & Kuvaas, 2004; Kaufman,
1988).

Today’s CPS approach (Isaksen, Dorval, &
Treffinger, 2000; Treffinger, Isaksen, & Dorval, 2000)
builds on several fundamental principles based on and
supported by theory and research. We hold that:

Creative Problem Solving:
The History, Development, and Implications

for Gifted Education and Talent Development

A B S T R A C T

This article presents a summary of research, develop-
ment, and applications of Creative Problem Solving
(CPS) in educational settings and, more specifically,
in gifted education. The CPS framework is widely
known and applied as one important goal in contem-
porary gifted education, as well as in relation to ini-
tiatives for “teaching thinking” in the broader
context of general education. This article traces the
history and evolution of the CPS framework
through more than five decades of research, develop-
ment, and practical application. We describe and dis-
cuss the specific changes in the model over time, as
well as their rationale and foundations. We discuss
the implications of changes within the CPS frame-
work for teaching and learning; our purpose is not to
compare or contrast CPS with other perspectives on
creativity from psychology, cognitive science, or
management. Finally, we present implications of
contemporary CPS for instruction and assessment in
gifted education.

P U T T I N G T H E
R E S E A R C H T O U S E

Creativity and Creative Problem Solving (CPS) have
long been topics of significance in gifted education.
The CPS model has changed and expanded in many
ways since its origins five decades ago. This article
will help you to understand that evolution, why it
occurred, and how the model today can help stu-
dents to be more effective and creative in managing
change and solving complex, open-ended problems.

One major change, for example, involves making
CPS more natural, f lexible, and dynamic. We have
moved away from a model that prescribes specific
steps, all of which must be applied in a fixed, rigid
sequence. Today’s CPS framework calls for thought-
ful, deliberate choices in which problem solvers
select and use the methods and tools that will be
most appropriate and helpful for their task. These
developments make CPS a more efficient and pow-
erful process for problem solvers of all ages.

Another major new direction in contemporary
work on CPS involves recognizing the importance
of understanding the people in a group and their pre-
ferred styles, the intended outcomes, the context or
environment in which CPS will be applied, and the
factors that make CPS an appropriate method to
select and use. These considerations help us to get
the most out of the process, to design instruction and
applications more effectively, and to differentiate
process, as well as content.
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• Creative potentials exist among all people (Taylor &
Sacks, 1981; Torrance, 2000);

• Creativity can be expressed among all people in an
extremely broad array of areas or subjects, perhaps in
a nearly infinite number of ways (Torrance & Safter,
1990);

• Creativity is usually approached or manifested
according to the interests, preferences, or styles of
individuals (Dunn, Dunn, & Treffinger, 1992; Selby,
Treff inger, Isaksen, & Lauer, 2002; Selby,
Treffinger, Isaksen, & Lauer, 2004);

• People can function creatively, while being produc-
tive to different levels or degrees of accomplishment
or significance (Alenikov, 2002; Neethling, 2000);

• Through personal assessment and deliberate interven-
tion, in the form of training or instruction, individuals
can make better use of their creative styles, enhance
their level of creative accomplishment, and thus realize
more fully their creative potentials (Neethling, 2000;
Selby et al., 2004).

This does not imply that everyone will become a per-
son who attains creative breakthroughs of major human
significance; not everyone will be a Rembrandt, a
Mozart, or an Edison. It does suggest that anyone might
become creatively productive in meaningful ways. People
can learn more about their own creative abilities and
styles, learn and apply useful strategies in appropriate
ways, and attain greater success and satisfaction (for
themselves and others) through creative efforts.

I n c r e a s i n g  A c c e s s  
t o  C r e a t i v i t y :  H i s t o r y  
a n d  D e v e l o p m e n t  
o f  t h e  C P S  A p p r o a c h

We begin with a summary of the history and devel-
opment of the CPS approach, organized in a way that is
often used to track the development of computer soft-
ware, using a decimal numeral to indicate the “version”
number. The digit to the left of the decimal indicates the
major stage or era of development, and digits to the right
of the decimal represent refinements or developments
within a stage, rather than a new stage or level of devel-
opment. Thus, for example, versions 1.0, 1.1, and 1.2
would represent three sequential, generally incremental
refinements or enhancements, all within a single stage
(version 1), while versions 2.0, 2.1, and following would
represent new refinements that also involve a second

stage or level of program development. Table 1, adapted
from Isaksen & Treffinger (2004), provides an overview
of the major versions of CPS.

Making the CPS Process Explicit

Alex Osborn, a founding partner of the Batten,
Barton, Durstine, and Osborn advertising agency and
founder of the Creative Education Foundation, devel-
oped the original description of CPS, which we will
describe as Version 1.0. In his book, Wake Up Your Mind,
Osborn (1952) presented a comprehensive description of
a 7-stage CPS process. Osborn’s subsequent book,
Applied Imagination (1953, 1957, 1967), popularized his
description of CPS and the term brainstorming—now
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T a b l e  1
The Major Versions of CPS

Major Version Issue or Need Outcome or Result

1 (1942–1967) The need for an explicit
or defined creative
process

The initial model of
Creative Problem
Solving and preliminary
guidelines and tools for
generating ideas

2 (1963–1988) The need for a validated
instructional program to
deliberately develop
creative talents

The Creative Studies
Project and published
CPS instructional mate-
rials

3 (1981–1986) The need to address
individual differences
and situational issues
when learning and
applying CPS

The 5 O’s of Mess-
Finding (Orientation,
Outlook, Ownership,
Outcomes, and
Obstacles) and
improved balance
between diverging and
converging

4 (1987–1992) The need to respond to
key learnings from
impact research

The development and
clustering of three main
CPS process compo-
nents

5 (1992–1994) The need to respond to
developments in cogni-
tive science and stylistic
differences in viewing
CPS

A style neutral and
descriptive approach to
CPS and the introduc-
tion of task appraisal

6 (1994–Present) The need for a systemic
way to take the results
from appraising a task,
and then to design an
approach to process
(selecting specific com-
ponents, stages, or tools
to apply)

The integration of peo-
ple, context, and desired
results into the CPS
framework and the
introduction of accessi-
ble language to describe
the system
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arguably the most widely known, used (and, all too fre-
quently, misused) term associated with the concept of
creativity. Osborn continued to read extensively about
creativity and apply his process strategies and techniques
in both his advertising work and his teaching. In the
revised edition of Applied Imagination, Osborn (1963)
modified his conception of CPS by condensing the 7-
stage process into three, more comprehensive stages
(Version 1.1 of CPS); he called the three stages fact-find-
ing, idea-finding, and solution-finding.

Linking CPS With Instruction

In his writing about promoting a more creative trend
in American education, Osborn (1965) focused on appli-
cations of CPS in the educational arena. He began to
work with his new colleague, Sidney Parnes, toward the
goal of enhancing students’ ability to understand and
apply their personal creativity in all aspects of their lives.
After Osborn’s death in 1966, Parnes continued to work
with the CPS process. He developed a modification of

Osborn’s approach (Version 2.0 of CPS; Parnes, 1967a,
1967b). This 5-stage revision of Osborn’s original frame-
work was tested experimentally in a programmed
instructional format with secondary school students,
through a grant project entitled Programming Creative
Behavior (Parnes, 1966).

Version 2.0 of CPS was also tested in an extensive, 2-
year experimental program called the Creative Studies
Project at Buffalo State College, which included a 4-
semester series of creative studies courses. The 2-year
experimental project provided empirical support for the
effectiveness of the courses (Noller & Parnes, 1972;
Parnes, 1987; Parnes & Noller, 1972a, 1972b, 1973a,
1973b; Reese, Treffinger, Parnes, & Kaltsounis, 1976).
The instructional program used in the Creative Studies
Project came to be known as the Osborn-Parnes
approach to CPS and is represented in two books, the
Creative Behavior Guidebook and Creative Behavior Workbook
(Parnes, 1967a, 1967b).

Most of the initial descriptions of CPS (1.0 through
2.0) consisted primarily or entirely of prose or text

3 4 4 G I F T E D C H I L D Q U A R T E R L Y  •  F A L L 2 0 0 5  •  V O L 4 9   N O  4     

Figure 1. Osborn-Parnes 5-stage CPS model (Version 2.2)

Note. Created from Noller, Parnes, & Biondi (1976).
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descriptions of processes and techniques. One of the first
visual or graphic depictions of CPS appeared in Parnes’
(1967b) workbook as a printed insert. This graphic
refinement (Version 2.1) was presented as a spiral, start-
ing with a “mess” and then winding through the five
stages to end with the need to face new challenges. The
image became the first in a series of graphic illustrations
of CPS and provided an initial departure from the more
common prose descriptions.

Ruth Noller worked with Parnes and others in subse-
quent extensions, revisions, and applications of the early 5-
step model (e.g., Noller, 1979; Noller, Heintz, & Blaeuer,
1978; Noller, Parnes, & Biondi, 1976; Noller, Treffinger,
& Houseman, 1979; Parnes, Noller, & Biondi, 1977).
These efforts resulted in an alternative graphic illustration
of the 5-step CPS model (Version 2.2, see Figure 1).
Version 2.2 was widely disseminated and applied in both
business and educational settings and, of particular interest
for gifted education, served as the foundation for the devel-
opment of the Future Problem Solving Program by E. Paul
and Pansy Torrance (see Treffinger, Jackson, & Jensen,
1996). The Version 2.2 graphic for CPS illustrated, for the
first time, the alternation of divergent and convergent
thinking inherent in the process.

From 1978 through 1983, continuing work on the
CPS framework provided a better balance between diver-
gent and convergent thinking tools (e.g., Treff inger,
Isaksen, & Firestien, 1982). At the time, most of the tools
in the CPS framework (as well as the instructional
emphasis) involved divergent thinking. As a result, we
undertook a number of efforts to provide deliberate tools
for converging and to translate the goal of “dynamic bal-
ance” between creative thinking and critical thinking
into more concrete reality in practice. Firestien and
Treffinger (1983) also began to explore the importance of
a clear understanding of the identity of the client or
“problem owner” when using CPS. We changed the
graphic presentation of the process from a horizontal to a
vertical layout, and we included both the divergent and
convergent phases in the descriptions of each stage. These
changes resulted in CPS Version 2.3 (Treffinger, Isaksen
& Firestien, 1982). Parnes (1981) also continued to pop-
ularize this approach to CPS, as well as integrate its use
with concepts such as imagery and visualization (e.g.,
Parnes, 1988). This resulted in Version 2.4.

Addressing Individual Differences

Research and applications with CPS also raised new
questions, one of which grew out of the observation that

the educational program seemed better suited for some
individuals than for others. We began to consider the
implications of research on learning styles and individual-
izing instruction (e.g., Dunn & Dunn, 1978) for instruc-
tion in CPS. Isaksen & Treffinger (1985) modified the
Osborn-Parnes approach to CPS, developing Version 3.0.

First, we added a deliberate Mess-Finding stage on
the “front end” of CPS. This stage included explicit
attention to the personal orientation of the problem solver,
the setting in which the work takes place (or situational
outlook), and several important aspects of the task on
which people will be working. In the Mess-Finding
stage, we highlighted the importance of recognizing
important outcomes and obstacles that inf luence the use and
impact of CPS in any group or setting. Mess-Finding also
clarified explicitly the nature and importance of ownership
in applying CPS.

Next, we renamed the Fact-Finding stage as Data-
Finding. Many people spent years in school learning to
distinguish facts from opinions. Sometimes, along the
way, people came to believe that facts are more important
and trustworthy than opinions. Effective problem solving
requires people to consider more than facts when they are
defining and solving problems. We recognized, for exam-
ple, that feelings, impressions, observations, and ques-
tions were also important; often, the creative opportunity
or challenge in a task pertains as much or more to what
might be unknown, uncertain, or unclear than to the
agreeable facts of the situation. We realized that effective
problem solving is often initiated as a result of strong
emotional issues, concerns, and needs, and that this
should be an explicit dimension of this CPS stage.

Another concern grew from our experience, namely
that CPS was widely perceived as primarily concerned
with divergence and, in the worst cases, was equated
entirely with the specific idea-generating tool called
brainstorming (e.g., “CPS? Yes, that’s when you use
brainstorming to solve a problem.”). To address those
concerns, Version 3.0 emphasized an on-going and
dynamic balance between creative and critical thinking.
We viewed creative thinking as making and expressing
meaningful new connections. During this kind of think-
ing you may perceive gaps, challenges, or concerns; think
of many varied or unusual possibilities; or elaborate and
extend alternatives. We described critical thinking as ana-
lyzing, evaluating, or developing options. During critical
thinking you screen, select, and support possibilities;
compare and contrast options; make inferences and
deductions; and improve or refine alternatives in order to
make effective judgments and decisions. Generating
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many wild alternatives will usually not be enough to help
you solve a problem. Similarly, you may find that you
have a shortage of promising possibilities if all you do is
analyze and evaluate a few options over and over. Along
with expanding our efforts to highlight the dynamic bal-
ance of creative and critical thinking, we realized that the
traditional ground rules (often referred to as the “ground
rules for brainstorming”) focused only on the divergent
phases of each CPS stage. Consequently, we also devel-
oped parallel guidelines to apply in the converging phases
(now referred to as “Guidelines for Focusing”; Treffinger
et al., 2000).

Responding to the Need for Flexibility 
of Process Applications

Another important concern that inf luenced our
continuing work on the CPS model involved the grow-
ing recognition of the importance of f lexibility in apply-
ing the process. CPS was commonly treated as a process
in which every session required a fixed, linear, sequential
application of all stages. There was often more emphasis
on using every step than on the intended outcomes or
results and the process tools needed to attain them.
Isaksen & Treffinger (1985) proposed that the six CPS
stages might be rearranged, excluded, or included, based
upon the problem solver’s needs; our early work on this
challenge grew in its significance as research continued.
By far, the most significant challenge in the evolving tra-
dition was the need to improve our understanding of
which methods, tools, or approaches worked best for
whom, and under what circumstances (Isaksen, 1987;
Stein, 1974; Treffinger, 1993).

The results of more than 40 research projects
(Isaksen & Treffinger, 2004), taken together with the
findings of several published reviews (e.g., Basadur,
Graen, & Green, 1982; Cramond, Martin, & Shaw,
1990; Mansfield, Busse, & Krepelka, 1978; Rose & Lin,
1984; Schack, 1993; Torrance, 1972, 1986, 1987), pro-
vided several key learnings about the effectiveness and
impact of CPS. We learned that it is possible to make a
difference with CPS for many kinds of complex, cre-
ative opportunities and challenges across a wide variety
of contexts and situations. We also learned that there
were many unanswered questions about how people
might improve their effectiveness in applying CPS in
response to their own needs and the varying demands of
groups, tasks, and contexts. We found that CPS encom-
passed a variety of tools that people preferred to apply in
natural, comfortable ways, and that there were, in fact,

many valid, appropriate, and effective ways to apply
CPS.

As a result, we changed our description of the CPS
framework again, to make it more natural and f lexible.
The new description, Version 4.0 of CPS, organized the
six CPS stages into three main components of problem-
solving activity based on how people behaved naturally.
The three components were: Understanding the
Problem (Mess-Finding, Data-Finding, and Problem-
Finding), Generating Ideas (Idea-Finding), and Planning
for Action (Solution-Finding and Acceptance-Finding).
We added the three explicit component labels to clarify
our invitation to apply the process in more f lexible ways.

The three components provided convenient organ-
izers for many kinds of application sessions. We reported
and discussed these changes in several articles and chap-
ters (e.g., Isaksen & Treffinger, 1991; Treffinger &
Isaksen, 1992). The presentation of CPS as a 3-compo-
nent model marked a transition away from a linear, 6-step
approach toward a more f lexible, dynamic approach to
the process.

Building a More Descriptive Approach

An emerging development within educational
research and learning theory, referred to as the construc-
tivist movement (Brooks & Brooks, 1993), and the
emerging discipline of cognitive science, also provided a
great deal of relevant research regarding human problem-
solving processes (Bechtel, 1988; Boden, 1991;
Covington, 1987; Duell, 1986; Flavell, 1976; Gardner,
1985; Greeno, 1980, 1989; Johnson-Laird, 1988;
Kaufmann, 1988; Newell, Shaw, & Simon, 1962).
Informed by these emerging bodies of theory and evi-
dence, we initiated research to identify new ways to
enable individuals and groups to customize or personalize
their applications of CPS.

In Version 5.0 of CPS, Isaksen and Dorval (1993)
began to frame and document new directions for a
descriptive, and less prescriptive, view and application of
CPS. Viewing CPS as a descriptive framework implied
that the components, stages, and phases of CPS might be
used in a variety of different orders or sequences.
Sometimes, problem solvers might not need all the steps,
and there might be tasks for which other methods might
be just as effective as CPS, or perhaps even better choices.
These issues led us in new directions in studying, defin-
ing, and applying CPS. As a result of several years of con-
tinuing work, Isaksen, Dorval and Treffinger presented
Version 5.1 of CPS, adding a new refinement: the meta-
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components of Task Appraisal and Process Planning
(Isaksen, 1996; Isaksen, Dorval, & Treffinger, 1994;
Treff inger, Isaksen, & Dorval, 1994a, 1994b).
Metacomponents involve continual planning, monitor-
ing, managing, and modifying behavior during CPS.

Task Appraisal involves determining whether or not
CPS is appropriate for a given task, and whether modifi-
cations of one’s approach might be necessary. During
Task Appraisal, problem solvers consider the key people,
the desired outcome, the characteristics of the situation,
and the possible methods for handling the task. Task
Appraisal enables them to assess the extent to which CPS
might be appropriate—their method of choice, as it
were—for addressing a given task or for managing change
in appropriate ways (Isaksen, 1995).

Once problem solvers determine that CPS offers rel-
evant and helpful tools for working on a task, they turn to
Process Planning to plan their entry point into the frame-
work, their pathway through the framework, and an
appropriate exit point from the framework. Since the
approach was becoming less prescriptive, and more
descriptive and f lexible, Process Planning helped prob-
lem solvers to manage a number of important choices and
decisions about their applications of CPS (Isaksen et al.,
1994; Treffinger et al., 1994a).

Constructing a Natural, Dynamic, 
and Systemic Approach

Although Versions 5.0 and 5.1 built in many ways
upon their historical predecessors—powerful elements of
the Osborn-Parnes tradition of CPS—our evolving view
of CPS began to move outside the boundaries of that
framework, building a significant new pathway for
research and practice. CPS today differs from its prede-
cessors in many significant ways. Distinguishing between
process and management components has helped us to move
forward with an approach that is dynamic and f lexible,
rather than sequential and prescriptive. Our previous
efforts to personalize CPS, to make the process more nat-
ural, dynamic, and f lexible, and to link people, context,
and process required that metacognitive and diagnostic
factors are now integral parts of the entire process frame-
work, not separate activities that reside outside the CPS
process.

The language of today’s CPS framework is also sub-
stantially different than the language of all previous ver-
sions. In 2000, we introduced extensive changes in the
language of the CPS framework (Isaksen et al., 2000;
Treffinger et al., 2000).

The Understanding the Challenge component
includes a systematic effort to define, construct, or focus
one’s problem-solving efforts. It includes the three stages
of Constructing Opportunities, Exploring Data, and
Framing Problems. Constructing Opportunities involves
generating broad, brief, and beneficial statements that
help set the principal direction for problem-solving
efforts. Exploring Data includes generating and answer-
ing questions that bring out key information, feelings,
observations, impressions, and questions about the task.
These help problem solvers to develop an understanding
of the current situation. Framing Problems involves seek-
ing a specific or targeted question (problem statement)
on which to focus subsequent efforts. The Generating
Ideas component and stage includes coming up with
many varied or unusual options for responding to a prob-
lem. Problem solvers use the Preparing for Action com-
ponent to make decisions about, develop, or strengthen
promising alternatives, and to plan for their successful
implementation. The two stages included in this compo-
nent are called Developing Solutions and Building
Acceptance. During Developing Solutions, promising
options may be analyzed, refined, or developed. The
emphasis in this stage is primarily on focusing options
and developing promising ideas into plausible solutions.
The Building Acceptance stage involves searching for
potential sources of assistance and resistance and identify-
ing possible factors that may inf luence successful imple-
mentation of solutions. The aim is to help prepare
solutions for improved acceptance and greater value.

We expressed these changes in Version 6 of the
model. Version 6.0 introduced the new CPS language.
We also introduced the Planning Your Approach compo-
nent (including the Appraising Tasks and Designing
Process stages). Planning Your Approach became an inte-
grated component, at the center of the CPS framework
(graphically and in practice). We also differentiated
Planning Your Approach as a “management” compo-
nent, guiding problem solvers in analyzing and selecting
“process” components and stages deliberately.

In CPS Version 6.1™, we expanded our emphasis on
CPS as a system—a broadly applicable framework for
process that provides an organizing system for specific
tools to help design and develop new and useful out-
comes. The CPS system now incorporates productive
thinking tools for generating and focusing options (e.g.,
Isaksen, Dorval, & Treffinger, 1998; Treffinger &
Nassab, 1998, 2000), the CPS process components and
stages, as well as the CPS management component
(Appraising Tasks and Designing Process). The elements
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of CPS as a system enable individuals or groups to use
information about tasks, important needs and goals, and
several important inputs to make and carry out effective
process decisions that will lead to meaningful outcomes
or results. A systemic approach to CPS enables individu-
als and groups to recognize and act on opportunities,
respond to challenges, balance creative and critical think-
ing, build collaboration and teamwork, overcome con-
cerns, and thereby to manage change. Figure 2 presents
the current graphic representation of this system, CPS
Version 6.1™.

Table 2 summarizes changes in our understanding of
the CPS framework and its applications that have resulted
from our research and experience with the process dur-
ing the past decade, comparing today’s CPS framework
(CPS Version 6.1™) with previous versions.

I m p l i c a t i o n s  f o r  E d u c a t i o n
a n d  T a l e n t  D e v e l o p m e n t

CPS has been used by individuals, by teams, and
organization-wide in a variety of settings involving adults.

It has also been applied successfully in education, from col-

lege to the primary grades (e.g., Puccio, 1994). Many pub-

lished resources exist for teaching students the CPS stages

and specific methods and techniques for each stage (e.g.,

Eberle & Stanish, 1984; Elwell, 1994). Programs such as

the Future Problem Solving Program (e.g., Tallent-

Runnels & Yarbrough, 1992), Destination ImagiNation®

(e.g., Bognar et al., 2003; Treffinger & Young, 2002), or

inventing programs (e.g., Saxon, Treffinger, Young, &

Wittig, 2003; Treffinger & Young, 1994) also provide

important opportunities to encourage students to learn

and apply CPS to creative challenges and realistic problems

of the present and future.

As an outgrowth of continuing research and devel-

opment on CPS, many new questions, challenges, and

opportunities for studying and applying CPS in educa-

tion have become evident. These also coincide with a

number of important issues and themes in contemporary

work in gifted education and talent development, as well

as in other educational settings. Some of the implications

of the most recent developments in our work include:
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Figure 2. The CPS Version 6.1™ framework

Note. From Isaksen, Dorval, & Treffinger (2000).
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1. Moving from teaching about CPS as an end in itself to greater
emphasis on applying and using CPS to address meaningful and
important concerns and challenges. Although published
resources that offer exercises and activities keyed to each
of the CPS stages may be useful and valuable in the early
stages of instruction, it is important to keep in mind that
such contrived instructional exercises and activities are
not, in and of themselves, the important ends or out-
comes. The more important ultimate goal is to enable
students to improve their ability to deal successfully and
creatively with real problems and challenges. The most
powerful applications of CPS for students involve them
in dealing with real opportunities and challenges—for
which they will carry out their solutions in real life—
rather than hypothetical solutions to contrived exercises.
The challenge of engaging students in powerful, real-life
applications of CPS is especially significant in the matur-
ing field of gifted and talented education. Programming
for talent development today involves moving beyond
“pull out” programs in which there may be over-reliance
on divergent thinking exercises and activities, moving
toward more powerful and sustained opportunities for
students to engage in more complex and challenging
investigations (e.g., Renzulli, Gentry, & Reis, 2003;
Treffinger, Young, Nassab, & Wittig, 2004). Students
benefit from the engagement and commitment to action
that result from opportunities to carry out first-hand

inquiry, and from involvement in problems and chal-
lenges for which they will actually carry out solutions.
The Future Problem Solving Program’s “Community
Problem Solving” component illustrates one powerful
example of the difference between learning about prob-
lems and actually being real-life problem-solvers.

2. Linking with today’s emphasis on standards. Our current
national emphasis on standards and standards-based
instruction, which is too often viewed as an emphasis on
lower-level thinking and testing, can actually provide an
opportunity for extending applications of CPS tools to
academic content areas. It is readily possible to link many
generating and focusing tools with content standards
(e.g., Treffinger et al., 2003a, 2003b, 2003c). Content
standards in any curriculum area can be treated as topics
to be “covered” through memorization and drill, but
they can be made more challenging and stimulating when
specific thinking tools are used to address the same stan-
dards. Providing instruction in CPS tools for all students
provides a “process foundation” that high-ability students
can use as a springboard for more complex learning and
problem solving. In addition, as all students have oppor-
tunities to learn and apply basic CPS tools, we may begin
to see strengths and talents in students among whom such
abilities may not previously have been evident.
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T a b l e  2
Comparing Prior Versions of CPS With CPS Version 6.1™

Older Versions Contemporary: CPS Version 6.1™

• Primary focus on divergence. • Balance between generating and focusing options.

• The “problem” often involved a concern, difficulty,
or deficiency— “something wrong” that needed to
be “fixed” or “turned around.”

• Opportunities, challenges, and exciting possibilities
can be important starting points for CPS—emphasis
on “moving forward” in constructive ways.

• Depend heavily on a skillful, independent facilitator. • Possible for people to use their own knowledge of
CPS and skills when applying CPS on their own.

• Linear, prescriptive process; emphasis on “run
through” of entire process.

• Dynamic, descriptive process; emphasis on selecting
and applying components and stages as necessary.

• A single pathway through the process for any prob-
lem.

• Multiple pathways for applying the process, taking
into account the content of the task, the context,
the people, and the method(s) available.

• Strong emphasis on group applications of CPS; indi-
vidual applications may be possible, but may not be
“trustworthy.”

• Individuals or groups can make effective use of CPS
components, stages, and tools

• “The five (or six) steps” as a fixed and complete
process model.

• CPS as a comprehensive system for managing
change, allowing for and encouraging the integra-
tion of other tools and frameworks.
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3. Reexamining traditional “step-stage” approaches to teaching
CPS. As CPS has moved towards becoming a more nat-
ural and f lexible framework, offering individuals and
groups greater choice and control over how to proceed as
problem solvers, we have begun to reexamine the tradi-
tional view of CPS as a linear set of steps and stages for
students to learn and apply when solving problems.
Current views of the CPS framework lead us to call into
question the prescriptive, step-by-step lockstep for prob-
lem solving (or for scientific method or research and
inquiry skills) that has been commonplace from elemen-
tary school to graduate school. Experienced problem
solvers, like their academic research colleagues, have long
questioned simplistic summaries of the (fixed, prescribed)
steps for problem solving. A contemporary approach to
CPS recognizes that an effective process framework must
be f lexible and dynamic. While initial instruction in CPS
may be more linear and sequential in nature, we should
also accept the challenge to guide students in more natu-
ral, f lexible, and dynamic ways of applying CPS
(Treffinger et al., in press). Students can learn to examine
a complex, open-ended problem or challenge carefully;
to assess the relevance and potential value of applying any
of the CPS components, stages, or tools; and then to pro-
ceed accordingly. They can also learn to monitor the
effectiveness of their decisions and plans, and to adjust
their process choices and strategies as they continue to
work toward a solution.

4. Linking person, process, context, and outcomes. The CPS
framework builds on a long tradition that emphasizes the
cognitive, rational, and semantic dimensions of creativity
(Treffinger, 1996). For nearly two decades, however, we
have focused our research and development efforts on
extending and enhancing the effectiveness and power of
CPS by recognizing and incorporating the importance of
personal characteristics, styles, and context in effective
CPS applications. The question of “what works best, for
whom, and under what conditions” led us to examine
the nature and role of profiling for CPS (Isaksen, Puccio,
& Treffinger, 1993) and to study the interactions of per-
son and process in new ways. We have learned that prob-
lem-solving style—one’s personal orientation to change,
one’s preferred manner of processing information, and
one’s preferred ways of making decisions—has direct and
important implications for learning and applying CPS
(Selby et al., 2004). We have also learned that the con-
text, or climate, for creativity in many kinds of groups or
organizations will be inf luenced, positively or negatively,
by specific, measurable factors (Isaksen et al., 2000). A

contemporary approach to teaching and applying CPS in
programming for talent development involves a rich tap-
estry of cognitive skills and tools, personal characteristics
and styles, a supportive environment, attention to out-
comes that extend beyond recognition and recall, and
opportunities to work on real-life problems and chal-
lenges.
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