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Preface

I wrote this book for three very specific reasons: to help teach‑
ers reach more students, especially those who are disengaged 
in school and do not find what we teach interesting; to suggest 
strategies and tools that encourage creative thinking and creative 
products; and to show teachers how to intentionally use creativ‑
ity in their classrooms. Some students have interesting ideas but 
are unable to express them because many of our instructional 
activities do not lend themselves to such ways of thinking. It is my 
hope that the tools and strategies presented in this book provide 
teachers with tangible ways to promote creativity—resulting in an 
increase in student achievement and love of learning.

Through creativity, we can reach more of the learners 
more of the time. Creative thinking can be integrated into any 
content area. This book brings together research, theory, practical 
applications, and current thoughts about the role of creativity in 
education. In writing this book, I reflected on all that I have read 
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and learned, combined this with my own practical experiences, 
and translated the result into practice. This book also includes 
what I have learned about creativity from other educators who 
have shared their thoughts and ideas with me.

Consider a teacher who, as part of her master’s program 
in gifted education, learns about the four creative thinking skill 
areas: fluency, flexibility, originality, and elaboration (Torrance, 
1987a). She does not think of herself as particularly creative, so 
she is happy to learn some concrete ways to use creativity in her 
lessons. The more creative thinking skill lessons she presents, the 
more she grows to believe in her own creative ability. A year later, 
she takes the Torrance Tests of Creative Thinking (Torrance, 
1987b). She realizes that the test assesses all four areas of creativ‑
ity, so she makes sure her responses reflect fluency, flexibility, 
originality, and elaboration. Her score comes back in the 99th 
percentile.

Would the teacher have done as well on the test if she 
never learned about creative thinking skills and never practiced 
them with her students? This teacher doubts it; she feels quite 
certain the information she received and the practice she did 
with her students made a difference. I can state this definitively, 
because I am that teacher. This is my story, and it was the begin‑
ning of my pursuit of knowledge in the field of creativity. This 
experience taught me that if I can learn to be more creative, so can 
my students.

I encourage you to conduct creative thinking lessons even 
if you think you are not creative. Actually, it is really not about 
whether you are creative or not but whether you want to teach 
more creatively and are willing to try new ideas. Sparking Student 
Creativity will provide you with a rationale as to why creativity in 
education is important and with tools and strategies to help you 
make creativity intentional in your classroom. This book includes 
a “road map to creativity” that begins with the classroom environ‑
ment and moves along four roads: one focusing on thinking-skill 
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verbs and phrases, another on strategies, a third on innovation 
and creative problem solving, and a fourth on products. The book 
includes 40 “grab and go” strategies, aligns creativity lessons with 
standards, suggests different ways to design creative lessons, and 
shows how you can redirect lessons to promote creative thinking. 
This book is a practical resource that will guide you in your efforts 
to promote creativity in your classroom. I hope the ideas pre‑
sented in this book will help you unlock your student’s creativity, 
will serve to motivate your students, and will result in an increase 
in their performance and achievement.
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Intentional Creativity
Fostering Student Creativity  

from Potential to Performance

Teachers and administrators throughout this country are focused 
on ensuring that both students and schools make adequate yearly 
progress and show growth. We order new textbooks, address cur‑
ricula, concentrate professional development efforts on ways to 
increase student achievement, investigate new strategies to 
enhance students’ academic progress and improve their behavior, 
and meet throughout the year in our professional learning commu‑
nities to discuss what is and is not working. We do everything right.

However, at the end of many an academic year, schools see 
negligible improvements in achievement scores. Many students 
still act out and do not care about school. Teachers become disil‑
lusioned. Administrators face both low-performing, unmotivated 
students and disheartened staff. Do we need a miracle?

Perhaps it is simply that the scripted lessons teachers 
use are not motivating students. Veering from the scripted les‑
son—asking questions that promote critical and creative thinking, 

1 
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encouraging students to use divergent thinking to generate ideas 
to analyze and evaluate—might just be the key to changing stu‑
dents’ attitudes and enhancing achievement. What many class‑
rooms seem to be missing is creativity: creative questioning that 
sparks student inquiry and “hooking” student interest by using 
unusual images; asking students to connect content to unrelated 
ideas; and fostering hands-on, small-group, problem-based learn‑
ing. What would happen if all teachers encouraged students to 
think creatively and produce creative products? Could this be the 
“miracle” we seek?

The idea that our educational system could use an infusion 
of creativity is one that has garnered much attention in recent 
years (e.g., Bronson & Merryman, 2010). Sir Ken Robinson’s 
YouTube video “Do Schools Kill Creativity?” (2007) has had over 
5 million video hits. Teachers are reading up on the basics of cre‑
ativity (e.g., Beghetto & Kaufman, 2013) and watching videos that 
compare traditional lessons to those that require creative thinking 
(e.g., Ali, 2011; Maine Department of Education, 2013). Still, many 
educators feel that a piece is missing: precisely how to “teach” 
creativity and incorporate creative thinking in their classrooms. 
What does creativity look like, and how can schools foster it?

Creative instruction can be used to promote achievement 
across content areas, establish long-term learning (Woolfolk, 
2007, as cited in Beghetto & Kaufman, 2010, encourage cre‑
ative thinking and problem solving (Treffinger, 2008), and foster 
motivation and engagement. Creative thinking lessons build on 
critical thinking and go beyond simple recall to consider “what 
if” possibilities and incorporate real-life problem solving; they 
require students to use both divergent and convergent thinking. 
As Robinson has noted, “Creativity is not only about generating 
ideas; it involves making judgments about them. The creative pro‑
cess includes elaborating on the initial ideas, testing and refining 
them and even rejecting them” (2011, Chapter 6).
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In a classroom that promotes creativity, students are 
grouped for specific purposes, rather than randomly, and are 
offered controlled product choices that make sense in the content 
area. Creative lesson components are not just feel-good activities. 
They are activities that directly address critical content, target 
specific standards, and require thoughtful products that allow 
students to show what they know. In the creative classroom, 
teachers encourage students to become independent learners by 
using strategies such as the gradual release of responsibility model 
(Fisher & Frey, 2008).

Creativity is not just for low-performing schools; using 
creative strategies and techniques helps all students think deeply 
and improve achievement. Creativity is not only for disengaged 
learners; it is motivating for all learners. Creativity is not just 
for students in the arts; it is for students in all classrooms in all 
content areas. Creativity is not just for high-achieving students; it 
supports struggling students and those with special needs as well. 
Creative thinking is not just for those students who are good at 
creative thinking; it is for all students. Promoting creativity in the 
classroom is not just for some teachers but for all teachers.

Exploring the Creativity Concept
Just what is creativity? Although creativity is often synonymous 
with having original ideas, definitions of the word differ. Whereas 
Robinson defined creativity as “a process of having original ideas 
that have value” (Azzam, 2009, p. 22), Gardner felt that creativity 
as a human endeavor does not have to be novel or of value (1989). 
Amabile (1989) defined a view of creativity as having expertise in a 
field along with a high level of divergent skills. And although some 
researchers hypothesize that creativity is separate from intelli‑
gence, others claim a relationship between creativity scores and 
IQ scores (Kim, 2005).
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In addition, perceptions of creativity reflect cultural 
differences. Westerners generally think of creativity as novelty 
and emphasize unconventionality, inquisitiveness, imagination, 
humor, and freedom (Murdock & Ganim, 1993; Sternberg, 1985). 
Easterners, on the other hand, think of creativity as rediscovery 
and emphasize moral goodness, societal contributions, and con‑
nections between old and new knowledge (Niu & Sternberg, 2002; 
Rudowicz & Hui, 1997; Rudowicz & Yue, 2000). Both cultures 
value product creativity (Kaufman & Lan, 2012).

From a practitioner’s point of view, although creative 
thinking is not defined solely by divergent thinking, it is associated 
with divergent thinking—and divergent thinking can be taught. 
Divergent thinking requires students to think of many different 
ideas as opposed to convergent thinking when there is only one 
right idea. Both are necessary for creativity: a student uses diver‑
gent thinking to generate different solutions to a problem or chal‑
lenge and then uses convergent thinking to decide which one will 
provide the best results.

Students need to know and understand what creativity is 
so that they target their responses appropriately. Creativity is not 
just about elaborate products; it is also a way of thinking. When 
students hear the teacher say, “I want you to use creative thinking 
when you . . . ,” they should know that the teacher is looking for 
many ideas, different kinds of ideas, detailed ideas, or possibly a 
one-of-a-kind idea. Shared vocabulary and meanings are import‑
ant if teachers want creativity to work.

Understanding Characteristics of Creative Students
Csikszentmihalyi (1996) described two types of creative people: 
“big C” creative people, those who are eminent in their field or 
domain and whose work often leads to change, and “little c” peo‑
ple, who use their creativity to affect their everyday lives. Many 
students do not think of themselves as creative; they believe that 
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creativity is beyond their reach and think creativity is something 
that very few people engage in. They think creativity is only about 
big C people or students who excel in the arts. When students 
realize they don’t have to be a big C person to be creative, then 
creativity becomes accessible to them. As a result of this newfound 
realization, students feel less pressure to come up with a one-of-
a-kind idea and become willing to engage in day-to-day creative 
thinking activities and undertake creative products. They create 
realistic expectations about themselves regarding their ability to 
produce creatively. The more students are willing to use creative 
thinking, the more engaged they become.

Creative lessons instill excitement and interest, and as 
students become more engaged, they put out more effort. Dweck 
(2006) noted that students who have a fixed mindset do not believe 
effort and engagement make a difference; they believe they are 
born with a certain potential and it does not change, so they “are 
always in danger of being measured by failure” (p. 29). Students 
with a growth mindset, on the other hand, believe their skills and 
abilities can be developed. These students engage in hard work 
and demonstrate effort. When they make mistakes, they learn and 
grow from them. Students with a growth mindset are much more 
likely to use creativity as a source of engagement.

Creativity can be viewed as a cognitive style or preference: 
just as some students prefer to think critically, using analytical or 
evaluative thinking, and others prefer to use factual knowledge, 
certain students are inclined cognitively toward creative thinking 
and problem solving. In addition to differentiating instruction 
on the basis of student ability, interest, or learning profile (see 
Tomlinson, 1999), teachers also can differentiate lessons based 
on students’ preferred cognitive style. Teachers might assign 
creativity activities to students who prefer to think creatively or, 
better yet, may group together some students who prefer creative 
thinking with those who prefer critical thinking.
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An 8th grade social studies teacher I know was encounter‑
ing behavior problems with one of her classes. She began to dread 
teaching this class and constantly struggled to find activities to 
engage the students. After asking students to rate themselves on a 
scale from 1 to 10 based on the characteristics of creative thinkers 
(see box), she found that 80% of the class considered themselves 
creative. This information was interesting to the students and 
very helpful to the teacher. She changed her lessons to emphasize 
creative thinking and creative products, and her discipline and 
management problems disappeared.

Students Who Think Creatively . . . 

•	 Express ideas other students don’t think of.
•	 Like to choose their own way of demonstrating understanding.
•	 Ask questions that may seem off-topic or silly.
•	 Enjoy open-ended assignments.
•	 Prefer to discuss ideas rather than facts.
•	 Prefer to try new ways of approaching a problem rather than 

accepted ways.

Creating the Classroom Climate
The starting point in the creative learning experience is the 
classroom and the classroom environment. Basic conditions of 
a creative learning classroom include providing a safe environ‑
ment, supporting unusual ideas, providing choice, utilizing cre‑
ative strategies and techniques, encouraging multiple solutions, 
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incorporating novelty, and providing constructive feedback 
(Drapeau, 2011, p. 30). Students who learn in a creative environ‑
ment, are exposed to creative activities and assignments, and 
observe their teacher modeling creative thinking will become 
more creative thinkers (Sternberg & Williams, 1996). A creative 
learning environment that embraces students and engagement 
along with critical thinking and creative thinking skills is essential 
to student achievement (Boykin & Noguera, 2011, 2012; Marks, 
2000, as cited in Jensen, 2013).

The creation of a truly creative learning environment is 
deliberate. Teachers who want to see significant effects from their 
use of creative teaching strategies (i.e., enhanced thinking and 
creative processing) must make teaching creativity intentional 
and explicit (Higgins, Hall, Baumfiled, & Moseley, 2005). In many 
classrooms, teachers introduce or review content but spend little 
time specifically naming the thinking process, describing what the 
process entails, or providing students with feedback as to how to 
improve. Their use of pure discovery and unguided instructional 
approaches is significantly less effective and less efficient than 
instructional approaches that place a strong emphasis on guiding 
student learning (Beghetto & Kaufman, 2010; Kirschner, Sweller, 
& Clark, 2006). Thus, in order to make thinking-skill instruction 
explicit, teachers guide student learning by naming the thinking 
skill in the lesson, describing how to do it well, and providing stu‑
dents with feedback that helps students think creatively about the 
content.

In the creative classroom, students recognize the relation‑
ship between the content they are studying and how they think 
about the content (Anderson et al., 2000). For example, when 
students brainstorm reasons for immigration laws, they need 
to know not only about immigration laws but also what brain-
storming means, and how to do it well. Rubrics or feedback tools 
(see Chapter 7) are essential for assessing both students’ content 
knowledge and their creative thinking skills. Using these tools also 
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helps students see that thinking creatively about the content is as 
valued as content knowledge.

Unveiling the Creativity Road Map
The first stop on the road to achievement is to identify the nonne‑
gotiables. The nonnegotiables consist of the curricular standards, 
the required content, and the skills that are the target of a lesson 
(Drapeau, 2004). Then, the teacher chooses one of four roads on 
the Creativity Road Map (see Figure 1.1) or combines roads to 
intentionally integrate creative instruction with content.

Road 1: Targeting Creative Thinking Verbs
On Creativity Road 1, the focus is on creative thinking 

verbs and verb phrases. To promote creative thinking in the class‑
room, teachers pay attention to the verb in the questions they 
ask. Asking students to “describe the relationship between the 
heart and the circulation system and share the description in a 
paragraph” does not promote creative thinking; the verb describe 
directs students to merely recall known ideas. Utilizing creative 
thinking verbs, on the other hand, accesses creative thinking. On 
Creativity Road 1, teachers use verbs that encourage multiple 
answers, different kinds of answers, unusual answers, or elabo‑
rative answers (e.g., brainstorm, generate, connect, relate, design, 
create, produce, construct, elaborate, embellish, predict, improve).

For example, instead of asking students to describe the 
relationship between the heart and circulatory system, a teacher 
asks students to brainstorm all the many different types of rela‑
tionships that exist between the heart and circulatory system. 
The thinking focus of this activity is on the creative thinking verb 
brainstorm. Students are expected not only to generate known 
ideas but also to stretch their thinking to include new ideas and 
possibilities. Creativity Road 1 is a good starting point for teach‑
ers who are just beginning to use creativity in their classrooms. 
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F i g ure    1 . 1

The Creativity Road Map

Entrance: The Classroom

A safe environment where the teacher supports unusual ideas, provides 
choice, uses creative strategies, encourages multiple interpretations and 
solutions, and provides constructive feedback.

Trip Preparation

Identify standards, critical content, skills, and essential questions

Final Destination: Achieved Goals

Student growth

Road 1: Creative thinking verbs and phrases

Road 4: Creative products

Road 3: Innovation and creative problem solving

Road 2: Creative strategies
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However, it is just the beginning of the journey; creativity in the 
classroom requires more than substituting verbs or a verb phrase 
(“Grab and Go” Idea #1, Chapter 2). Interaction, sparking of ideas, 
and additional strategies are needed to help students produce 
truly creative work.

Road 2: Focusing on Creative Strategies
The second road to creative instruction is to design (or 

redesign) a lesson by using an instructional strategy or tool that 
enhances students’ creative thinking skills. Direct questioning that 
fosters creative thinking may be effective some of the time, but a 
steady diet of direct questioning and whole-class instruction does 
not promote interaction and engagement. Instructional strategies 
that promote more than one answer, different kinds of answers, 
or unusual answers often require group activities to spark ideas. 
Activities that are conducive to creative thinking include:

•	 webbing,
•	 brainstorming,
•	 problem solving,
•	 visualizing,
•	 considering points of view,
•	 transforming, and
•	 symbolizing.

The 40 “grab and go” strategies in this book help teach‑
ers of all grade levels and content areas explore creative content 
instruction. For the lesson on the circulatory system, the teacher 
could enhance the brainstorming activity by having students 
use the “what stands for what” strategy (“Grab and Go” Idea #8, 
Chapter 2) to create an abstract symbol that represents circula‑
tion. The symbol is not the product of the lesson; rather, it serves 
as a prewriting tool for students to use before generating a para‑
graph about the topic (which is the product of the lesson).
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Road 3: Using Creative Processes
Creativity Road 3 focuses on creative thinking in the pro‑

cedures and processes that students use when they are focusing on 
creative problem solving and innovation. These processes follow 
certain steps that may or may not include creative activities but 
always include creative thinking. For example, in the circulation 
lesson, small groups of students might use the creative problem-
solving model (Isaksen & Treffinger, 1985; see discussion in 
Chapter 6) to explore the topic. They begin by thinking of the 
different problems people might encounter when dealing with a 
circulatory medical condition. Once students identify a specific 
underlying problem, they brainstorm different solutions and then 
determine the best solution for the underlying problem. This is 
one example of a step-by-step process that encourages creativity.

Road 4: Applying Creative Products
Creativity Road #4 focuses on creative products. Creative 

products can be simple or sophisticated; they allow for a variety 
of different responses through multiple modalities (e.g., written, 
kinesthetic, visual, verbal) and may incorporate technology. For 
example, a literature unit might include a digital storytelling com‑
ponent (see University of Houston Education, 2014), encouraging 
students to think outside the box to elaborate upon characters, set‑
tings, stories, and insights by creating multimedia presentations 
on websites such as StoryBird and Animoto. For the circulation 
lesson, students could create PowerPoint presentations, posters, 
or a multimedia presentation (e.g., Glogster) to illustrate their 
identification of a particular problem and how they addressed it. 
Creative products may be shared with the class, the school, the 
community, or the global community. They can be small-scale 
projects, but they can just as easily be multifaceted, long-term 
projects that involve people from diverse locations.
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Utilizing Multiple Roads
When trying to go from one place to another, we often take 

more than one road. This is also true with instruction. Teachers 
may decide to use one or more roads in a lesson. The teacher who 
decides to use a creative thinking verb (Road 1) in a prompt also 
engages students in a creative thinking strategy (Road 2) when 
they are working through the creative problem solving process 
(Road 3). The lesson culminates in a creative product (Road 4). 
The Creativity Road Map helps teachers intentionally control the 
type and degree of creativity that occurs in the lesson.

Making Creativity a Habit
Brain research helps us to understand how to improve our cre‑
ative thinking and make creative thinking a habit. The creative 
drive is a result of the interaction between the frontal lobe (where 
we generate ideas), the temporal lobe (where we judge), and the 
release of dopamine (which makes us feel good). Learning cre‑
ates neural pathways in the brain, which are reinforced with use. 
Our brains prefer patterns, predictions, success, emotion, and 
meaning. “If there is no emotional or intellectual connection to 
new information . . . it will be discarded and attention will be with‑
drawn” (Willis, 2006, p. 44). Creative thinking, however, requires 
establishing new pathways and generating new and unusual ideas, 
which is “contrary to the brain’s native leanings” (DiSalvo, 2011, 
Chapter 1). By practicing creative thinking, students become com‑
fortable making new, meaningful connections and thinking of new 
possibilities rather than rely on established neural pathways. With 
enough practice, this new way of thinking becomes habitual and 
automatic.

Our brains are wired for success, which means students 
like to be assured of an outcome where there is only one answer: 
the right answer. This is not what creativity is about. With creative 
thinking, as long as students can defend their reasoning, many 
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answers can be correct. To be able to grow in creativity and fully 
engage in creative lessons—to be able to make creativity a habit—
students need to be able to trust the process.

Students will make it a habit to express their creativity in 
an environment where they feel encouraged to do so. In the cre‑
ative learning classroom, both teacher and students are sensitive 
to diverse needs and respectful of others’ thinking and self-
expression. Creativity will not become a habit in a classroom 
where students are afraid of failure or making mistakes, grade-
focused, worried about being different, or where they experience 
rejection, criticism, or bullying. Making creativity a habit, making 
a difference in student’s performance and self-esteem, is only pos‑
sible when students use creative thinking consistently and contin‑
ually while engaged in authentic tasks with meaningful content in 
a safe environment.

Reflecting on and Extending Chapter Information

1.	 Why is it important to make creativity intentional?
2.	 Creativity is not just about the product; it is a way of think‑

ing. What does this mean to you?
3.	 What type of creativity is already happening in your class‑

room? How can you tell if your creativity instruction is mak‑
ing a difference?

4.	 Do you know which students in your classroom are more 
creative than others? How is this information useful to you?

5.	 What does your vision of a creative classroom look like and 
sound like?
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