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Blue sky thinkers 
If your child is labelled ‘creative’ at school you 
may wonder quite what it means - and how much 
it counts. Yet creativity is a huge life and learning 
skill 
  
writes Robert Watts 
  
It’s parents’ evening and my wife and I are looking nervous as the Year 2 teacher 
struggles to find a phrase to summarise our six-year-old’s approach to learning. 



‘Joe’s very...’ Mentally we try to finish the sentence for her: hardworking? No. 
Studious? Uh-uh. Industrious? Forget it. ‘He’s very... creative.’ 
  
Creative. We exchange glances. Is that teacher talk for ‘For the life of me, I can’t 
get him to do what he’s told’? Or maybe ‘Five minutes with him on the art table 
and the room looks like a bomb’s hit it’? How concerned should we be?  
  
As it turns out we needn’t worry, we should be grateful. Joe’s occasional 
dreaminess and his unconventional strategies for spelling are, we’re told, more 
than compensated by his efforts with the paints, paper and the modern-day 
equivalent of sticky-back plastic. 
  
Yet for many of today’s children, creativity is increasingly absent from the school 
curriculum. A recent report from the University of Edinburgh concluded that 
children have far fewer opportunities for creative learning than they did 30 years 
ago, raising concerns that they are failing to develop the social and interactive 
skills vital for future success. 
  
Further research reveals that while more than two in three parents believe 
creative development is an essential part of children’s lives, half of us are 
unaware of ways to stimulate and sustain it. 
  
 
What is creativity? 
  
When we think of creativity we tend to picture artists or writers, striving away in 
their studios and studies, waiting for flashes of inspiration that will prove their 
genius to the world. But is this really true? ‘Many people see creativity as an 
extraordinary event that happens to geniuses like Archimedes when they step 
into the bath and have that Eureka moment. But we all have creative ideas on a 
daily basis,’ says Professor John Davis, Head of Childhood Studies at the 
University of Edinburgh. 
  
Everyone, it seems, has creative potential, but it can present itself in various 
ways. ‘Creativity is not an individual thing that boffins do in a laboratory, it also 
arises from group work where people discuss how they are going to produce new 
things like music, plays, local projects or leisure events,’ says Professor Davis. His 
report recommends that children get a broad range of experiences: opportunities 
to work both individually and collaboratively, in different roles and in different 
settings, indoors and outdoors, at home and in school. 
 
Why it’s on the decline 
  
Many schools find it difficult to ensure that children engage with this broad range 
of experiences and, as a result, creativity is on the decline. Children today spend 
less and less time initiating and organising their own activities and more time 
falling into line with those organised by adults. Since the 1970s, playtimes in 
some schools have been cut by up to 50 per cent, while time spent on homework 
has increased by 20 per cent. 
  
Parents have a role to play too: in a recent survey, half said they opted to 
organise and prescribe their children’s activities, while three quarters of their 
children said that they would rather be the ones choosing which activities to do 
with their families. When children have fewer opportunities to make decisions 
about what they do, they have fewer opportunities to find creative solutions. 
  



The pressure on schools to improve standards in literacy and numeracy is another 
factor. A continued emphasis on core areas has resulted in a narrower curriculum 
in which opportunities for creativity are marginalised in favour of knowledge and 
skills that can be assessed more objectively through national tests. 
  
If you need evidence of this, look no further than your child’s homework tasks. 
Most homework consists of reading books,  
practising number problems and learning spellings – opportunities for creativity 
are few and far between. Yes, it’s important to learn to read and spell – but 
spelling tests are the last place teachers want to see creativity! 
  
Many academics argue that if we want children to love learning then it is the 
creative arts that offer the most valuable opportunities for inspiration. ‘The arts 
teach children that problems can have more than one solution and that questions 
can have more than one answer,’ says Elliot Eisner, Professor of Art and 
Education at Stanford University. Creativity is often about taking risks – and 
much of the work children do in school is about avoiding 
risks and avoiding getting things wrong. 
  
It is this fear of being wrong, argues Sir Ken Robinson, author of Out of Our 
Minds: Learning to be Creative, that is strangling creativity in schools: ‘Kids will 
take a chance. If they don’t know, they’ll have a go – they’re not frightened of 
being wrong. I don’t mean to say that being wrong is the same thing as being 
creative. But what we do know is, if you’re not prepared to be wrong, you’ll never 
come up with anything original.’ 
 
‘By the time they get to be adults, most kids have lost the capacity for creativity,’ 
adds Sir Ken. ‘They have become frightened of being wrong.’ He suggests we 
should value children’s capacity for seeing familiar things in different ways, 
illustrating his point with a story of a conversation between a six-year-old girl and 
her teacher. The teacher said: ‘What are you drawing?’ and the little girl replied: 
‘I’m drawing a picture of God.’ ‘But nobody knows what God looks like,’ said the 
teacher and the girl said: ‘They will in a minute!’ 
  
When we ask children to do something, we often have a clear idea of what we 
expect in response - and when we see something different we tend to think it’s 
‘wrong’ when in fact it is simply the child’s own perspective. 

 
 
 



Creativity at home 
  
Professor John Davis’ Get Creative list, published in a report from the 
University of Edinburgh in conjunction with Mini Babybel, gives parents 
some ideas for fostering creativity at home: 
  
* Ask open-ended questions 
* Discuss and share ideas 
* Use role play and drama 
* Encourage experimentation 
* Model creative working 
* Appreciate unexpected contributions 
* Value fantasy and imagination 
* Provide creative environments and materials 
* Allow children to take charge 
* Promote persistence 

  
Creativity at school 
  
Because so much teaching involves getting the right answer, teachers can 
unwittingly give children the message that there is always a ‘correct’ way of doing 
something. Take a look at the displays of artwork in your child’s school or nursery 
– they will quickly reveal much about the teacher’s attitude to creativity. Is each 
piece distinctive and different? Or has every child followed a recipe resulting in 
identikit artworks? In an environment where the teacher dictates the way to 
work, creative children can easily be overlooked. 
  
Teachers who want to foster creativity will set children ‘open-ended’ tasks that 
allow them to display an individual response. Year 2 teacher Laura Campbell 
says: ‘Children love working in groups to design and make newspaper clothes, or 
having a contest to see who can build the tallest tower from a few sheets of 
paper.’ 
  
Another of Laura’s lessons involves providing each child with a sheet of A4 paper 
and asking them to tear it up into pieces, before challenging them to use the 
pieces to create a unique collage or sculpture. ‘It’s amazing to see the range of 
outcomes from the most limited resources,’ she says. Laura also gives groups of 
children cardboard tubes and challenges them to come up with as many creative 
uses for them as possible. ‘It proves that children are oft en more creative than 
adults!’ she claims. 
  
Future thinking 
  
In the short term, creative work and play offer children opportunities to develop 
their interpersonal skills, to experiment and take responsibility for their work. In 
the longer term, the value of creativity is growing apace, certainly not 
diminishing. Many of the jobs that your children will do in their lifetimes do not 
yet exist, and it is only through developing a flexible, creative approach to 
learning that they will adapt to new technologies and new 
environments and the challenges they present. 
  
More info 
Find the full list of ideas from the University of Edinburgh project at 
http://www.babybel.co.uk/assets/babybel_news.pdf  



Sir Ken Robinson’s TED talk can be found at www.ted.com  
Dr Robert Winston’s creativity test can be found on YouTube. 


