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HOW IMPORTANT IS CREATIVITY IN EDUCATION?

For the first time in several decades, there’s a global union 
of educational experts who agree on the importance 
of creativity. 

Last Autumn, the OECD published a report from 11 countries 
on fostering students’ creativity and critical thinking. A study 
from the Brookings Institution found creativity was the most 
identified skill in government documents of 61 countries. In 
2019, the Durham Commission on Creativity and Education 
called for urgent action to be taken to embed creativity 
across schools in England. 

“ …running through the report and all our recommendations 
is the conviction that teaching for creativity should be 
practised across the whole school system...”

“ As widely recognised, creativity is the driver of economic 
growth and innovation...However, success in the creative 
industries should not obscure the need to revolutionise the 
wider economy through the application of creative thought, 
and especially through the creative use of technology.” 

 Sir Nicholas Serota, Chair of The Durham Commission 
on Creativity and Education

Policy makers and governments from Australia, Wales, 
Scotland and Canada discussed how they are leading 
creativity at a national level at an OECD event. Just as 
inspiring are the individual school leaders who cannot wait 
for their governments to respond and are taking initiatives 
to make creativity a priority in their schools. Many of these 
examples can be found in Fostering Students’ Creativity  
and Critical Thinking: What it Means in School (OECD). 
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“ Creativity isn’t a switch that’s flicked on or off; it’s a way of seeing, engaging,  
and responding to the world around you.”

 Rod Judkins, The Art of Creative Thinking

We’ve probably all been guilty at one time or another 
of pigeon-holing creativity into specific industries 
and fields of study, and talking about “those creative 
folks” we know who have creative jobs. Even as a 
former head of innovation at a design school and 
owner of a consultancy in design thinking and service 
design, I sometimes thought that creativity was limited 
to certain fields. But I never had a limited view on 
creativity and its importance in our society. 

I’ve been fortunate enough to have met and engaged 
with leading creative practitioners, researchers, 
thought leaders and educators. It’s made me 
understand and appreciate more deeply why creativity 
matters, and why it should matter in education as you 
teach and prepare tomorrow’s workers and leaders. 

WHAT IS CREATIVITY?

Creativity can mean different things to different people, 
but in the context of education, I believe in these definitions 
from the Durham Commission for creativity and related 
topics – regardless of whether you’re teaching literature, 
maths or science. 

CREATIVITY: The capacity to imagine, conceive, express,  
or make something that was not there before. 

CREATIVE THINKING: A process through which knowledge, 
intuition and skills are applied to imagine, express or make 
something novel or individual in its contexts. Creative 
thinking is present in all areas of life. It may appear 
spontaneous, but it can be underpinned by perseverance, 
experimentation, critical thinking and collaboration.

TEACHING FOR CREATIVITY: Explicitly using pedagogies 
and practices that cultivate creativity in young people.

https://www.brookings.edu/blog/education-plus-development/2017/08/31/new-data-on-the-breadth-of-skills-movement-over-150-countries-included/
https://www.dur.ac.uk/resources/creativitycommission/DurhamReport.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/education/fostering-students-creativity-and-critical-thinking-62212c37-en.htm
http://www.oecd.org/education/fostering-students-creativity-and-critical-thinking-62212c37-en.htm
http://www.oecd.org/education/ceri/creativity-and-critical-thinking-skills-in-school-moving-a-shared-agenda-forward.htm


CAN YOU TEACH CREATIVITY?

As you’ll know, teaching creativity is a hotly-debated topic 
amongst educators. According to Professor  
Bill Lucas, renowned global expert and Director of  
the Centre for Real-World Learning at the University  
of Winchester, the question we should be asking is,  
“Can you teach for creativity?” 

In short, the answer is yes. Research also shows that you can 
assess creativity and its impact on academic outcomes. 

I’ve had the pleasure of meeting Bill on several occasions 
and encourage you to read his book, Teaching Creative 
Thinking, to explore teaching for creativity, cultivating 
creative thinkers and for inspirational real-life examples.  
In a 2019 tes interview, “Why you are probably wrong about 
creativity in schools,” Bill listed his “five habits of mind 
related to creativity”:

• BEING IMAGINATIVE: being able to play with possibilities 
and make connections.

• BEING INQUISITIVE: exercising your curiosity, exploring 
and challenging assumptions.

• BEING PERSISTENT: you will need to stick with 
difficulty when you are thinking of a new way of 
approaching something.

• BEING COLLABORATIVE: the idea of the heroic creative 
is unhelpful.

• BEING DISCIPLINED: this was a deliberate attempt to say 
there is clearly a knowledge element to this.

To underscore the importance of creativity and why it’s such 
an essential part of education, in 2021, the Programme 
for International Student Assessment (PISA) will assess 
creative thinking in 15-year olds across OECD participating 
member states.

DO WE NEED CREATIVITY?

With the emergence of machine learning (ML) and artificial 
intelligence (AI), and their ability to increase productivity 
in ways unimaginable, it begs the question, do we need 
workers who are creative?  
Yes, we absolutely do. Reports from the World Economic 
Forum and LinkedIn consistently place creativity amongst 
the most sought-after “human” skills for tomorrow’s 
workforce. We cannot underestimate how much 
creativity matters.

Creativity is a truly human characteristic, and one that a 
machine cannot replicate. I am reassured of this whenever 
I visit schools across Europe that are filled with young people 
who are constantly striving to show their creative abilities. 
Unfortunately, creativity is at risk of being dampened just 
when it’s needed most, as educators and schools balance 
the reality of rigid accountability, assessments and curricula 
that can inhibit creativity. 

In his article Creativity is the New Productivity, Adobe Chief 
Product Officer and Executive Vice President, Scott Belsky, 
says the future belongs to the creatives – it will be “The Era 
of Creativity”. 

“ While productivity is about squeezing all the value out 
of existing resources, creativity and creative thinking are 
about discovering new resources: creative problem-solving 
that turns an obstacle into an advantage, inspiration that 
leads to a new product, creative reinvention that changes 
the course of your career.”

The next generation of workers won’t just be motivated by 
profit and productivity. Creativity is also about the individual 
and their personal feelings of “fulfilment, self-discovery and 
creative expression”, explains Belsky. This is relevant as we 
look at today’s students - we cannot ignore their need to 
express themselves in creative ways, whether at school, 
pursuing their hobbies or on social media. 

“ Everyone wants to express themselves visually, and creative 
forms of leadership, debate, persuasion, and marketing are 
popping up in more and more places”

Extending creativity into our digital world opens the door 
for governments and school leaders to prepare students for 
this new era. We should look at it as an exciting opportunity 
for students to learn and acquire digital skills alongside the 
creative skills they need to prepare for tomorrow.

WHAT ABOUT DIGITAL CREATIVITY?

Digital creativity is a growing area of discussion and 
research that is not yet fully defined, but it’s something that 
begins to bridge digital skills with creativity. The DoCENT 
Competence Framework for Digital Creative Teaching is a 
great starting point, and an introduction to digital creativity 
in the classroom. 

Bill Lucas explains that the DoCENT model considers 
both the professional and pedagogical competences of 
educators, as well as the development of students’ digital 
creative competences. It focuses on six areas:

1. Professional environment of educators

2. Identification, creation and sharing of digital resources

3. Use of digital technologies to support creative teaching 
and learning

4. Use of digital tools and strategies to evaluate creativity

5. Use of digital tools to empower students

6. How to facilitate students’ digital creativity

I see these six focus areas in my school visits and 
in conversations with educators. It’s a collaborative 
approach and a good starting point for putting together a 
strategy around digital creativity that needs the buy-in of 
stakeholders across your school.

https://www.winchester.ac.uk/about-us/leadership-and-governance/staff-directory/staff-profiles/lucas.php
https://www.winchester.ac.uk/about-us/leadership-and-governance/staff-directory/staff-profiles/lucas.php
https://www.crownhouse.co.uk/publications/teaching-creative-thinking
https://www.crownhouse.co.uk/publications/teaching-creative-thinking
https://www.tes.com/news/why-you-are-probably-wrong-about-creativity-schools
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/
https://www.oecd.org/pisa/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/04/5-things-you-need-to-know-about-creativity/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/04/5-things-you-need-to-know-about-creativity/
https://learning.linkedin.com/blog/top-skills/the-skills-companies-need-most-in-2020and-how-to-learn-them
https://marker.medium.com/creativity-is-the-new-productivity-d287d6ad7533
https://docent-project.eu/sites/default/files/2019-03/o1_-_framework_of_digital_creative_teaching_competences_-_v1.2.pdf
https://docent-project.eu/sites/default/files/2019-03/o1_-_framework_of_digital_creative_teaching_competences_-_v1.2.pdf


CREATIVITY IS TOMORROW’S SUPERPOWER 

I embrace the idea of creativity as a superpower coined 
by Adobe Vice President and GM for Creative Cloud, 
Mala Sharma. 

“ Individual jobs and entire career fields that have not yet 
been conceived will come on the scene and likely reshape 
the workforce as we know it. What we do know, however, 
is that creative skills will be key to the success of students 
and job seekers—their superpower”

A recent study, which had the aim of learning more about 
the five key creative skills: communication, creativity, 
collaboration, creative problem solving and critical 
thinking, examined two million resumés and job postings 
across 18 diverse sectors, including interviews with hiring 
managers. What stood out was the gap between the high 
demand for creative skills from employers and the resumés 
offering these creative skills. Strikingly, the job postings 
listed communication and creativity as the top necessary 
skills, and three in four resumés did not list either. 

“ This finding presents a few important questions around 
whether these skills are being emphasised enough in 
schools so that graduates can be set up for success in 
the job market, and how today’s jobs seekers can better 
showcase these skills during their job seeking or career 
building process.”

The creative skills gap is further highlighted in a 2018 study 
which found that “69% of educators worldwide agree that 
there is not enough emphasis on [creative] skills in today’s 
school curricula.” When you consider the importance of 
digital literacy and readiness, it’s also concerning to note 
that educators surveyed said they lack the necessary tools 
and training to nurture creative problem-solving. 

Policy makers, employers and educators are combining 
their voices to amplify how much creativity matters. We all 
need to play a part in ensuring our students are enabled 
and equipped with the necessary creative superpowers to 
be successful in a future comprising yet-to-be-defined jobs. 
More than just future-proofing students’ careers, we also 
need them to be citizen leaders with the creative problem-
solving skills and abilities to communicate effectively, work 
collaboratively and possess critical thinking abilities to lead 
this brave new world.

• How Adobe is supporting educators, inspiring students and making tools 
more accessible

• Ways you can incorporate more creativity into your classroom 

• And to hear directly from educators successfully using technology to teach creative 
problem-solving skills in their classrooms
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John Arboleda has worked for various leading educational institutions and is 
currently Head of Primary and Secondary Education across EMEA at Adobe. 
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