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Developing Creativity in Higher
Education

Our ability to imagine and then invent new worlds for ourselves is one of our
greatest assests and the origin of all human achievement, yet the importance of
creativity in learning and achievement is largely unrecognised in a higher-
education world that places more value on critical and rational thinking. It is a
vision of a higher-education world in which students’ creativity is valued along-
side more traditional forms of academic achievement that provides the driving
force for this book.

Developing Creativity in Higher Education has grown out of the Imaginative
Curriculum network-based collaborative learning project. It is the first book to
systematically address the issue of creativity in higher education. It features:

• an analysis of the problem of creativity in higher education and rich per-
spectives on the meanings of creativity in different teaching and subject
contexts;

• illustrative examples of teaching and assessement strategies, augmented by
web-based curriculum guides and aids to encourage teachers to examine
their own understandings of creativity in order to help students to develop
their own creativity;

• practical advice on how to foster creativity at an individual and an institu-
tional level.

Developing Creativity in Higher Education will appeal to teachers, educational
developers and institutional managers who want to enrich the higher-education
experiences of their students and enable them to develop more of their potential.

Norman Jackson is Director for the University of Surrey Centre for Excellence
in Professional Training and Education (SCEPTrE) and Professor of Higher
Education. Martin Oliver is a Senior Lecturer at the London Knowledge Lab,
Institute of Education, London. Malcolm Shaw is Professor of Education
Development at Leeds Metropolitan University. James Wisdom is a higher-
education consultant, Co-Chair of the Staff and Educational Development
Association and a visiting Professor at Middlesex University.
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Foreword
Developing creativity

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi

Doctoral students drop out of universities before graduation not because they
cannot pass exams or get good grades in courses, but because they cannot come
up with an original idea for a dissertation. They are bright and know an enorm-
ous amount, but all their academic careers they have learned how to answer
questions, solve problems set for them by others. Now that it is their turn to
come up with a question worth answering, all too many of them are at a loss.

One hears the same story in industry and the business world, in civil service
and scientific research. Technical knowledge and expertise might abound, but
originality and innovation are scarce. Yet the way our species has been develop-
ing, creativity has become increasingly important. In the Renaissance creativity
might have been a luxury for the few, but by now it is a necessity for all. 

There are several reasons for this, some that are in conflict with each other. The
first is the undeniable increase in the rate of change, mainly spearheaded by techno-
logy but also involving lifestyles, beliefs and knowledge. Today’s technical marvel
is obsolete tomorrow; the diet so many swear by today turns out to be unhealthy
after all; the scientific specialty one has trained in for many years no longer provides
a stable career. Great nations collapse, wealthy corporations dissolve in bankruptcy.
It takes creativity not to be blinded by the trappings of stability, to recognize the
coming changes, anticipate their consequences and thus perhaps lead them in a
desirable direction.

A second trend is the rapid globalization of economic and social systems.
Ideally, this would lead to a better distribution of labor and of resources; a better
integration of beliefs, values, and knowledge. At the same time, globalization
involves a great deal of what Schumpeter called ‘creative destruction’ – without
a certainty that the destruction will actually result in a creative outcome. It will
take a good dose of creativity to avoid the result that the division between rich
and poor will not replicate on a global scale the former division between capital-
ists and proletariat; that the valued traditions of less powerful cultures will not
be lost, but integrated with the Western patterns so as to enrich the future instead
of impoverishing it.

Another emerging trend is the specialization of knowledge, leading to new
forms of fragmentation based on knowledge rather than tradition. A great
number of breakthroughs in science of the past century have come at the inter-
face of disciplines: between physics and chemistry, between chemistry and
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biology. As each discipline keeps becoming deeper and more complex, it is easy
to lose sight of those neighboring branches of knowledge that might help trans-
form one’s own.

Any society, any institution that does not take these realities into account is
unlikely to be successful, or even to survive in the coming years. On the other
hand, individuals who see the opportunities in this new scenario are going to be
in a better position to add value to their communities, and prosper in the process.
But this requires the ability to recognize the emerging realities, to understand
their implications, and to formulate responses that harness the energy of evolu-
tion to build products, ideas, and connections that add value to life. And that
requires creativity.

How is education preparing young people for this creative task? So far, not
very well. The culture-lag between what is needed in the present and what the
schools offer has always existed; now it threatens to grow ever larger. Schools
teach how to answer, not to question. They teach isolated disciplines that, as the
years pass, become more and more difficult to integrate. Reference to the
present, let alone to the future, is lacking in most school curricula which are
dominated – understandably, perhaps – by a concern with transmitting past
knowledge. Yet the past is no longer as good a guide to the future as it once had
been. Young people have to learn how to relate and apply past ways of knowing
to a constantly changing kaleidoscope of ideas and events. And that requires
learning to be creative.

The present volume, edited by Norman Jackson and colleagues, is thus very
timely. To my knowledge, this is the first volume addressing the role of creativ-
ity in higher education. It is a difficult but essential project. Difficult for several
reasons, some more easily avoidable than others. The most obvious danger is
that of reducing creativity to a facile routine of exercises in ‘thinking outside the
box.’ These days the popular view of a creative person is someone who spins off
original ideas left and right, a person one would like to hang out with at a cock-
tail party so as to be amused by a constant stream of witty apperceptions. 

But if one is to go by the evidence of the creative individuals of the past, cre-
ativity requires a focused, almost obsessive concern for a clearly delimited prob-
lematic area. Neither Isaac Newton nor Leonardo da Vinci would have been great
hits at a party. Neither Johann Sebastian Bach nor Dante Alighieri were known for
their witty repartee or fluid imagination – except in their own work. There are
occasional exceptions: Benjamin Franklin was more like the current conception of
what a creative person should be like, as apparently he was the life of the party at
the French court during his residence there. But within their domain of interest, all
creative individuals love the task that engages their whole energy. They all echo
the words of Paolo Uccello, the Florentine who was one of the first to learn how to
use perspective in painting, who according to his wife used to walk up and down
the bedchamber all night, shaking his head and muttering: ‘Ah, what a beautiful
thing is this perspective!’

So if one wishes to inject creativity in the educational system, the first step
might be to help students find out what they truly love, and help them to
immerse themselves in the domain – be it poetry or physics, engineering or
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dance. If young people become involved with what they enjoy, the foundations
for creativity will be in place. Vittorino da Feltre, who at the turn of the 1400s
started one of the first liberal arts colleges in Europe, well understood the rela-
tionship between enjoyment and creative learning. He called his school La
Gioiosa – The Joyful Place – and many of his students ended up among the
leading thinkers of the next generation.

But how can the joy of learning be instilled in modern universities? There are
several approaches one can take: First, making sure that teachers are selected in
part because they model the joy of learning themselves, and are able to spark it
in students; second, that the curriculum takes into account the students’ desire
for joyful learning; third, that the pedagogy is focused on awakening the imagi-
nation and engagement of students; and finally that the institution rewards and
facilitates the love of learning among faculty and students alike. 

But even this is just a first step, a setting of the stage, so to speak. When stu-
dents are eager to immerse themselves in learning because it is a rewarding,
enjoyable task, the basic prerequisites for creativity are met. What next? That is
where the readings of this volume come in. They present a variety of perspec-
tives on the stimulation of creativity, on how to support and nurture it. Taken
together, they provide a much needed cornerstone for the systematic introduc-
tion of creativity into higher education. 

Claremont, December 2005
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