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Thinking, Making, Doing, Solving, Dreaming: conceptions of creativity in learning and teaching in higher education

Creativity surrounds us on all sides: from composers to chemists, cartoonists to choreographers. But creativity is a puzzle, a paradox, some say a mystery. 

                                                                               (Boden 1991) 

Introduction
Creativity has now entered the discourse in higher education, as part of a wider policy agenda that situates creativity alongside other agenda items such as enterprise, entrepreneurship and innovation. But creativity is an elusive and complex notion, with many aspects and facets, and it may evade the sort of definition, categorisation and compartmentalisation required to integrate it fully into the curriculum frameworks and assessment regimes that are currently in place in higher education. 

This paper, after a contextualisation of the subject, discusses the findings from a research project that set out to explore the variation in the way academics, across a range of arts, humanities and science disciplines, conceptualise their experience creativity in relation to their pedagogic practice. There were two parts to the project.  The first consisted of an online questionnaire about the conceptions and experiences of creativity in learning and teaching in higher education. The second part, and the main focus of this paper, was a phenomenographic study based on in-depth, semi-structured interviews with a selection of respondents to the online survey. Phenomenography focuses on the limited but qualitatively different number of ways in which individuals experience, perceive, apprehend, understand, and conceptualise various phenomena “through their own discourse” (Tan & Prosser, 2004:269), and it explores, identifies and orders the layers of meaning between the various categories and their relationship to each other (Akerlind, 2002, 2006).
It is important to state at the outset that in seeking to constitute the range and structure of the variations in the conceptions of creativity in learning and teaching amongst a group of academics, there is no intention to claim transferability or generalisability of the findings. The validity of these findings lies in their interpretive coherence and rigour, and in their ability to persuade.

The Defining Problem

In the introduction to the book Beyond Productivity: Information Technology, Innovation and Creativity  (2003), written and published by members of the American National Academy of Sciences, and which examines the dynamic intersection of information technology with the world of the arts and design, the section on creativity opens as follows:

Creativity is a bit like pornography; it is hard to define, but we think we know it when we see it.

(Mitchell et al, 2003:7)

Various reviews of creativity (e.g. King and Anderson 1995, Dust 1999, Craft 2001, Loveless 2002, Mumford 2003) illustrate that there is no one definition of creativity that can be agreed upon. Though there may be no single, ‘hold-all’ definition of creativity, there seems to be a general coalescing of agreement amongst creativity researchers that creativity involves notions of novelty and originality combined with notions of utility and value. This is certainly reflected in the set of definitions, from creativity researchers (Boden, Gruber & Wallace, Lubart, Martindale,  all 1999) that Mayer (1999:449) collected. Whilst those researchers tend to share a background in psychology, which reflects the dominance of psychology in the history of creativity research, the following definitions are worth noting as they are written from an educational rather than psychological perspective:
Creativity is imaginative activity fashioned so as to produce outcomes that are both original and of value.                                                                                           
(NACCCE 1999)

Creativity constructs new tools and new outcomes – new embodiments of knowledge. It constructs new relationships, rules, communities of practice and new connections – new social practices 

 (Knight 2002:1)

Those two definitions reveal rather different conceptual approaches to creativity, and this research project set out to explore some of those conceptual variations amongst a group of academics across a range of disciplines. There are a relatively small number of research studies that have focused particularly on the perceptions of creativity held by academics (e.g. Gioia 1995, Fryer 1996, McGoldrick 2002, Oliver 2002, Jackson & Shaw 2005).  Jackson & Shaw (2003) contend that “at the highest level of abstraction there is a good degree of consensus as to what being creative means in any context” and in his guide to creativity in the curriculum, Jackson provides the following definition:

Creativity involves first imagining something (to cause to come into existence) and then doing something with this imagination (creating something that is new and useful to you). It’s a very personal act and it gives you a sense of satisfaction and achievement when you’ve done it.

(Jackson 2002a)
As part of a wide-ranging series of studies, papers and events on the theme of creativity that were undertaken under the aegis of the Imaginative Curriculum Network, Jackson and Shaw (2003) compiled the results of what they referred to as “many conversations in workshops, interviews and email surveys” and produced a list of the most common ideas academics associate with creativity. There were :- originality,  being imaginative, exploring for the purpose of discovery, doing/producing new things (invention), doing/producing things no-one has ever done before (innovation), doing/producing things that have been done before but differently (adaptation, transference), and communication. Jackson and Shaw point out that the list, though interesting in itself, required operationalisation and contextualisation in order to understand its significance, and they refer to the studies of McGoldrick (2002) and Oliver (2002) who both asked UK academics the question ‘what does being creative mean when you design a course?’. Jackson and Shaw synthesised the responses to that question into the following list: 

creativity as personal innovation – something that is new to individuals. This is often about the transfer and adaptation of ideas from one context to another

creativity as working at and across the boundaries of acceptability in specific contexts: it involves exploring new territory and taking risks

creativity as designs that promote the holistic idea of graduateness – the capacity to connect and do things with what has been learnt and to utilise this knowledge to learn in other situations

creativity as making sense out of complexity, i.e. working with multiple, often conflicting factors, pressures, interests and constraints

creativity as a process of narrative-making in order to present the ‘real curriculum’ in ways that conform to the regulatory expectations of how a curriculum should be framed.

                                                                 (Jackson & Shaw 2005)

In this synthesis Jackson has begun to outline the forms of variation that might constitute academic conceptions of creativity. What follows provides another perspective on the same phenomenon.
A Conceptual Map
The responses to the online questionnaire provided a wealth of useful and interesting data including the title of this paper, which is based on the five verbs that appeared most frequently, and the descending order in which they appeared, amongst the 1100 words and phrases that the 69 respondents to the questionnaire used to describe creativity. However, the central part of the research consisted of the in-depth, face-to-face interviews undertaken with 15 of the respondents to the questionnaire, and the rest of this paper focuses on the findings from those interview. The material from the online questionnaire formed what Marton and Booth (1997) define as a ‘pool of meaning’ that 
….contains all that the researcher can hope to find, and the researcher's task is simply to find it.  

            (Marton and Booth, 1997:133)
What initially emerged from that ‘pool of meaning’ was a list of over forty possible different variations in conception of the experience of creativity in learning and teaching. There then followed an intensive, iterative process in which those categories were distilled and reduced whilst maintaining the range, if not the number, of variations. Eventually five main categories of description, describing qualitatively different ways of understanding creativity in the context of learning and teaching, were constituted, and they focused varyingly on the experience of creativity as

· a constraint-focused experience

· a process-focused experience;

· a product-focused experience;

· a transformation-focused experience;

· a fulfilment-focused experience
The five key aspects of variation are depicted in the following diagram, or ‘conceptual map’ (Diagram 1).  The map is an attempt to depict not only the variations in the conceptions of creativity constituted by the source material but also to portray those variations in a way that captures the fluid and complex nature of their relations.  
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It is important to stress that this research, despite having gone through several stages to reach this particular stage, is still emergent and requires further analysis and distillation in order to depict – ideally in the form of  complex simplicity known as the ‘outcome space’ – both the hierarchical and relational aspects of the variations that have emerged during the course of this research. The diagram above is an emerging ‘outcome space’ in which the constituent parts are present but not yet fully formed or composed in relation to each other.

In phenomenographic research, with its focus on identifying and depicting variation, it is usual for a ‘key variation’ to emerge and for a clear hierarchy of that variation to emerge.  For example, in Akerlind’s (2004) study of academics’ experience of teaching, she found a key variation from a primarily teacher-focused experience to a primarily student-focused experience. In the case of academics’ experience of creativity in learning and teaching, such a clear hierarchy of variation is more difficult to detect. There is a sense, though one can be accused of avoiding the problem, that any attempt to ‘capture’ creativity in a carefully and logically arranged grid of horizontal and vertical axes that represent increasing levels of inclusivity or awareness, is bound to be less than satisfactory, and may only serves to illustrate Prentice’s (2000) description of creativity as ‘slippery and complex’. 

However, within this hesitant ambiguity, some findings, patterns and relationships have emerged – to a greater or lesser extent. In particular, there are the five key aspect of variation that if placed on a continuum of inclusivity would almost certainly have creativity as a constrained-focused experience at the ‘lower’ end, and creativity as a fulfilment-focused experience at the ‘higher’ end. It is also clear and logical that creativity as a process-focused experience ought to precede creativity as a product-focused experience, though that itself is problematical as it is clear from the findings that there is a conception of creativity-as-process that is not linked to product.  However, by far the most complex problem is where to place creativity as a transformation-focused experience, as it appears to be not only a central to the experience of creativity, but also appears to situate itself both in and between the other four categories.

Each category is described in more detail below, with a brief illustration of key aspects of the categories through verbatim quotes from relevant interview transcripts. 
Creativity as a constraint-focused experience
A number of the interviewees provided what may be termed a ‘reverse view’ of their experience of creativity in learning and teaching, describing it in terms of constraint or as a form of resistance to compliance and orthodoxy. Where creativity is perceived through the lens of constraint, it appears in several forms e.g. creativity in learning and teaching constrained in order to enable student creativity; creativity in learning and teaching constrained by the organisational or institutional systems; creativity in learning and teaching constrained in order to meet the expectations of the students.

This excerpt, provided by an experienced academic, illustrates creativity constrained to enable student creativity. 
I guess that the kind of processes that I’m teaching are processes that were once creative for me……in the sense that I’ve defined it. but are no longer creative. So  I’m teaching students……I’m giving them the fruits of what I’ve experienced in my own creative processes…… So I suppose that although teaching is not particularly creative for me, I’m giving the students tools so that they can be creative.  

Creative fulfilment for this lecturer is gained through engagement in ‘my own creative process’, (in this case professional work in the performing arts), and teaching is perceived as ‘not particularly creative’. However, what clearly emerges is a concern with the students’ learning, and enabling the students’ creativity. The same lecturer later said:
It’s been very interesting to talk in this way. I guess I have been more concerned with the constraints as a result of this. I think I’m also aware of the importance of the need to keep my toe in the water of professional practice. Because I can see how one can become institutionalised in one’s understanding of creativity. And how you slowly adapt to the rhythm of the three hours. 

The next excerpt, provided by a young, relatively inexperienced lecturer, illustrates their personal creativity as constrained by the system in which they operate, and in which their lack of experience and the need to maintain their position renders them relatively powerless to engage creatively as a teacher.

I don't access my creativity enough…… within that assessment framework…. within any hierarchical framework.  When I perceive it's authority I feel restricted, I feel frightened, I feel that I’d better ask and …and do what people have usually done.  I find it frustrating, and I’m pretty good at getting angry about it (shouts) “This is a waste of time, I wish we were doing this instead of making them write essays…” but I'm not prepared to go up to the person in charge and say “ what if we don't do essays anymore with this group?”  I'm sure I could do a lot more than I allow myself to do

However, the perception of the ‘system’ as constraining creativity is not restricted to the young and relatively inexperienced. It is also a view expressed by this highly experienced, eminent, close-to-retirement, professor and pro-vice chancellor: 

I think that in terms of pedagogy and teaching and learning, particularly in departments that recruit large number of students, I sense a considerable amount of frustration that it is not possible to carry through the number of ideas people have.  It is not just a workload issue, I readily concede that it is partly a cultural issue……I think that the culture is inimical to the working out of a lot of bright ideas. My general conclusion would be that I am surprised that there is much of it about as there is because I think that the climate is pretty hostile.
The third variation within this category is one in which creativity is constrained in the endeavour to meet the students’ expectations. Thus the lecturer is caught between a keenly felt obligation to fulfil those expectations – thus constraining their own creativity –  and the desire to be more creative but concerned about and constrained by its possible consequence:
(The students) are expecting something very different to what I’m delivering already.  And I’m not really very cutting edge. But they would very much like me to say “please do your homework and have it in by Friday”, and to call them if they don’t do it. And they would like me to tell them facts for them to write down, and they’d like me to ask about the facts they’ve written down. It’s like how school used to be when I was at school. And I am restricted by that because I want to fulfil their expectations…..in some ways. But I would be happy enough to offer them something they’d never seen before if I felt they would give me some sense that it’s going all right. And for safety’s sake at the moment I’m not doing anything but treading water on that course…taking other peoples’ materials…and the fact that (the course) is new is a restriction.
As well as the constraint or even suspension of creativity, creativity as a reaction to that constraint also emerged as a strong theme.
You don't want to do it the way everybody else has done it. You've got to do something alternative to that, you've got to be creative. 

So I’ve always……I don’t like to be pigeonholed… I don’t enjoy doing something if it is so constrained. I want to try and break the boundaries a bit. I’m just like that I suppose. 
The initial response to this ‘constraint’ category was to exclude it from the findings, but further thinking about this led to a decision to include it on the basis that perhaps there is a binary aspect to the phenomenon of creativity i.e. its existence relies – to a lesser or greater extent – rather like matter and anti-matter, on the presence of its opposite. 

Creativity as process-focused experience
In this category, creativity is conceived as a process-focused experience, in which there are clear conceptual variants i.e. those processes that lead to explicit outcomes or products; those that lead to implicit outcomes; and those that are not necessarily linked to any outcome.  The ‘making of new connections’’ has also been placed within this process category, although it stood isolated in what appeared, for a long period during the analysis, in a category of its own, and could justifiably be placed also within the product category. It contains, as this excerpt illustrates, elements of both process and product, and demonstrates how creativity can slide between ‘looking’ (process) and ‘finding’ or ‘creating’ (product):

I am always looking for different ways to make connections between things. And I think if you're looking for ways to make connections between things, if you find new connections, then, in a sense, you know, the creativity is manifesting itself in something. So I don't know whether the creativity is in the looking, or the creativity is in the finding.  

The following excerpt illustrates the process of building a course with two explicit outcomes: the course itself, and the student’s learning.

I guess I see a course as this body of work at the end , and you contribute all these different parts to it. And so….. I see it almost as a work of art. And this product is the end. And it has these different pieces to it. And it's about, to me, developing the different pieces that worked together the best way. So the student comes out of it at the end actually learning something. 

Whilst the outcomes were explicit in the previous excerpt, in this excerpt the notion of an outcome is still present, but it is far less explicit or tangible:

I think when you are creative you always produce something.... it’s just that that is sometimes lost…..it’s not always assessed. It’s treated as an outcome. It may be an outcome in that someone understands something better. I mean there were all sorts of things I learnt a lot when I was a student that I never got asked an exam question about.  But they were things that were valuable to me in different ways. So yes they always produce products but they are not always the products which are taken into account.  

And in the following excerpt there is a strong sense of engaging in a process for the sake of the process itself, and in both this excerpt and the previous one, engagement in that process is perceived as valuable – in terms of personal value - and fulfilling.
I'm somebody who sometimes doesn't need to move on to making real the idea. One of the enjoyable parts of my job is sitting with students while they talk about what they want to put on their essays. And I help them to put that into some kind of structure. Help them to think about where they might get some examples. And it's lovely, creative and I don't think about having to write the essay! And even for the frustration of rewards I’m quite happy really just to play around with the idea. Strangely. It's not always linked to a product. 

The notion of engaging in a process with the intention of producing a tangible outcome lies at the heart of the current education system. However,  as Saunders (2003) points, out,  it is extremely difficult in education – due to the number of variables at work - to draw a clear, definitive ‘line of determination’ between an engagement in a particular activity and a particular outcome.  The idea of a student “actually learning something” i.e. achieving a learning outcome, is a familiar trope in higher education, and in terms of conceptualising creativity fits easily into the outcome-focused environment that is now ubiquitous in higher education. But that was only one of three variations in the way creativity as process was conceptualised. In the other two variations creativity as process is conceived as leading to implicit or intangible outcomes and, in the other, the process is not linked to any outcome.  Whilst the latter may appear illogical i.e. all processes must lead to some form of outcome, and seems perhaps counter-intuitive, it points to a recognition that creativity sometimes requires an acceptance of a lack of structure and direction e.g. ‘playing for the sake of playing’.

Creativity as a product-focused experience
In this category the primary focus is on the production of either something that is simply new and original, or the production of something in which notions of novelty and originality combine with notions of utility and value. The view of creativity in learning and teaching as a product-focused experience that was not linked directly to notions of value and utility emerged strongly from the interviews.
Some thing that’s new. Whether it’s a new thing, artefact, or new approach to something …I see that as creative. 
I see creativity as the ability or tendency of an individual or group, either intentionally or unintentionally, to utilise what they have or know to produce something new and original, ultimately to sit outside the norm.

The creation of something new or original might ranges from something relatively modest to something that is truly groundbreaking or paradigm shifting, and also ranges from a ‘democratic’ notion that “we are all creative” to the notion of creativity as the province of the great individual or individual genius.
The tea lady is creative. The tea ladies are always finding a better routine for doing it. The cleaners are creative. We’re all of us creative……. And also we tend to fall back on the ‘great man’ idea of history. You know, van Gogh was creative, which he clearly is, but so is the little old lady down the corner who sits in Ambleside doing watercolours.
At the modest end of the creative continuum, there is certain hesitancy about describing the experience.

Because although it wasn’t anything earth shattering, it was something that I thought up myself. I think my definition of creativity regarding me is hard to separate from originality. And whilst I know theoretically that they are not the same thing, because I don’t think I am particularly creative, or particularly original…….I tend to conflate the two…..so I suppose it was coming up with that division (of course delivery), and knowing that I hadn’t consciously got it out of the book or seeing other people teach, that this was my way into the material. And then from then on it got easier to structure things around it. I’d got hooks to hang things on. 

At the other end of the continuum, the view emerged that creativity in learning and teaching needs to involve or consist of something significantly new or original:
Well I suppose there is a kind of unique moment…….When you think God this is a better way of doing it. Or, why didn’t I think of this before? That’s the kind of ….and so there is something new….there is a novelty in it……”I should have done this before but I didn’t”. And, you know, why not? And you kick yourself for not doing it before.  That defines it in a sense. 

I  see  creativity as the ability or tendency of an individual or group, either intentionally or unintentionally, to utilise what they have or know to produce something new and original,  ultimately to sit outside the norm……This sounds like a Kuhnian shift. 
Also in this product-focused category, creativity consists of a combination of novelty and originality with value and utility.  It is not sufficient for a creative action or outcome simply to be new and/or original: there has to be a sense or recognition that the action or outcome has some utility and value. 

I think creativity isn’t a common thing. I think it is a rare thing, otherwise I don’t think it is…..if it were that common it wouldn’t be valued, and I think it is valued, and I think the fact that it’s valued implies that it doesn’t manifest itself all that often. And therefore it doesn’t manifest in a lot of learning and teaching.  I think (creativity) comes from those moments where….you’ve got to do more than just pour yourself into it. You’ve got to pour yourself into it to some useful end.
I think there is creativity in all the things I do as an academic. And I think the limitations are making sure you have something that you create that works. Is worth doing. 
In the same way that it appears logical to link creativity-as-process with an outcome, it appears logical that creativity-as-product ought to be linked to utility and value. However, what emerges from the findings is that whilst there is an explicit and, to some degree, implicit recognition that value and utility have a role to play in creativity-as-product, there is still a strong attachment to the notion that creativity is primarily about the new and the original.   This is supported in one of the findings from the analysis of the responses to the online questionnaire. Respondents were asked to provide words and phrases that they associated with creativity. The 66 responses provided over 1100 words and phrases, of which less than 10 included anything explicitly associated with utility or value.   One might conclude that, as an initial response, people do not instinctively associate creativity with utility and value. 


Creativity as a transformation-focused experience
Whilst a concern with process and product might to be expected in any exploration and discussion of creativity, some of the most interesting material to emerge from the interviews involved what I have termed the ‘Transformation’ category, which is encapsulated in this excerpt:  
I think there is either an act, or an activity, or a thing itself which is changed in some way…. in some sense. Because if it wasn't, if it was the same as it was before, I don’t know what it was meant to be creative. Creativity suggests to me change......It's my instinctive response.  

In this category creativity in learning and teaching is experienced as an engagement in a process that is transformative either in itself, or is undertaken with the intention (implicit or explicit) of being transformative. Engagement in such a process may derive from the desire to change (intrinsic motivation) or as a response to a change event (external motivation) – whether intended or unintended.  It is in this category that encountering and exploiting chance and risk-taking  appear as important factors.

And I’d love to be in a situation where we could develop programmes that plugged into that (creativity) a lot more. I don’t think students would flock into it. It’s asking a lot of them. It’s asking them to engage with us rather than keep their eye on the class of degree at the end and how easy it is to get there. But it loses sight of the fact that it’s a transforming experience for them, going along the road. Because I don’t think many of them see it that way. 

A significant number of the interviewees identified the role serendipity and opportunity played in their creativity in learning and teaching, and it was striking how frequently the unprompted phrase ‘I stumbled across something’, or words to that effect, appeared in a number of interviews, of which this excerpt is typical: 
I think everyone of those innovations is a result of me  as partly stumbling, partly thinking about it,….. but everyone of them has been creative, I identify each one of these as creative episodes. 

There was a purpose in the fact that I wanted to become a better teacher. But how I did it on the way….. some of it I consciously sat down and figured out. Some of it I stumbled upon. So it was kind of both. 

There was a certain amount of serendipity surrounding the thing. I stumbled across some literature about learning journals in creative writing. 

Whilst the role of chance, in the guise of ‘stumbling’ upon something is important element, it needs to combine with the ability to react positively and exploit constructively the opportunity that has arisen:

So the creative part, I guess, is stumbling upon it and realising that it might have value. 

I've stumbled across lots of things, but you don't act upon them. But a combination of stumbling upon it, and then thinking this has a particular use, and then pursuing that little bit. So it's not just stumbling upon it, it's finding that the thing has a use.
The frequency and consistency with which the opportunity to exploit the consequences of  ‘stumbling upon something’ played a critical part in the various self-narratives of creativity in learning and teaching has clear significance for those interested and engaged in learning and teaching.  Firstly it is important to realise that there are several distinct but linked elements in this. One is the ‘stumbling’, and another is the ability or opportunity to exploit it. As the last of the interviewees (above) states, people stumble across things all the time but rarely act:  “So it's not just stumbling upon it, it's finding that the thing has a use.”  Then beyond finding the thing has use, one needs to be able to engage in an action that exploits – in the best sense of the word – that situation.  
This leads on to two other important factors that appear in these narratives of creativity: risk-taking and confidence. Whilst it has been established for a long time that risk-taking is an essential element in any creative enterprise, the narratives also reveal a strong focus on the importance of confidence.

I hadn't thought about (developing students’ creativity) before. I had considered that it is very important to develop their confidence. Which could then lead to creativity. But with no confidence to stand on your own you can't be creative. Because you…… you just can't. I think there has to be some confidence there.  
I’m one of those boring people who thinks creativity requires – in most people – a massive amount of very solid technique to be secure enough to grow. And I haven’t got that because I don’t do enough of it and I haven’t got the training. 

Also in this transformation category is the concept of risk and risk-taking.  A strong sense of ‘nothing ventured, nothing gained’ emerges from the interviews,  as well as a keen awareness of the dangers and frustrations of working in risk-averse environments.

I think it’s the thing that really creative people live all the time with, because I think they take risks. I think you don’t get creativity without taking risks. The risks are only intellectual or whatever...it’s still the freedom to do it. The people who can’t be creative are the people who can’t dare step outside of the safe zone. 

How do you get outside? You know, it's risky. Because if you step too far outside the box you tend to be regarded either as an eccentric or someone who simply isn't trying. You know, as if you're deliberately trying to be subversive or something. Not conforming.  

There is a cliché in the literature on organisational change that change is necessarily unsettling. The same is also true of creativity as a transformative process. It is perhaps this particular aspect of creativity – as a positive yet disruptive, disorienting force - that has the potential to disturb and even threaten educational and pedagogic structures, systems and processes. 

I think of processes that you can design which aren’t prescriptive or proscriptive and which allow for the unexpected. Processes which sabotage your own clichés,  that place you in a state of unknowing, which necessarily push you through a period of disorientation. 

Creativity as a fulfilment-focused experience
In this category, the experience of creativity is linked strongly to notions of personal and professional fulfilment. In his definition of creativity following his own, many conversations about creativity in education Jackson (2002b) wrote that “It’s a very personal act and it gives you a sense of satisfaction and achievement when you’ve done it”, and it is clear, from the interviews undertaken, that the themes of fulfilment and freedom run strongly through the way academics conceptualise creativity. This view is epitomised in the following excerpt:
I suppose…in some senses…relating (creativity)  to teaching that closely…if I just did something because it was novel and interesting to me, but didn’t result in the students learning any better, then that would be rather selfish in my point of view. It might make my life a bit easier….turning up to lectures….this course again….and, yes, I’ve got bored with this so I’ll change it…..keeps me happy. And sometimes you do do things like that. But at the same time,  if it didn’t work, you’d stop doing it again. You’d drop it out. You’re always looking for something which does at least as well as the previous method of doing it. Hopefully it would do it rather better. When I did the case studies on that course it really did seem to catch the imagination of the students. They really.…you could tell the course was buzzing. In fact…..actually…it was the first time in my life I had to tell the class not to work so hard. I’ve never had it before or since. But that year it just…everything caught alight. It was fabulous.

That the excerpt above was provided by a senior lecturer in accountancy – a subject not normally associated, except ironically, with creativity – is a clear testament to the ability of a creative engagement to provide a powerful sense of satisfaction and achievement.  What also emerged from the interviews was an acknowledgment that creativity involves a personal commitment or investment:
I think being creative is putting something of myself into what I'm doing. Not being creative is just reusing old things. Whether they worked or not. You are just reusing them for the sake of time. So it's a personal investment. 

I actually feel the same way about (re-designing my course)  as I do about drawing, or playing the clarinet, or music or something else. I feel excited about building something. And I am interested and I get stuck into it and can't put it down for hours and hours and hours, or  days and days and day.

The experience of creativity as a fulfilment-focused experience emerged initially as what seemed to be a relatively minor category of variation. But through the repeated re-visiting of the interview data, it became clear that it was a powerful and important element in the way in academics experience creativity. There are echoes here of Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs, in which self-actualisation or fulfilment is at the highest level of the hierarchy.
Towards some conclusions
Notwithstanding the emergent nature of this research, several conclusions can be drawn from the existing findings. Amongst the more significant of these is the complexity and richness in the way academics perceive their experience of creativity in learning and teaching and their enthusiasm for and interest in it. The centrality of creativity-as-transformation, and the importance of creativity in relation to personal and/or professional fulfilment, poses a series of challenges to the current focus on creativity in higher education.  The findings suggest that there is much more to the experience of creativity in learning and teaching than simply ‘being creative’. Furthermore, the results indicate that a focus on academics’ experience of creativity separated from their larger experience of being a teacher may encourage over simplification of the phenomenon of creativity, particularly in relation to their underlying intentions when engaged in creative activity.

What emerges from this research is that the focus on issues of definition that so concern the creativity researchers, is of little concern to those who are engaged with and interested in creativity in learning and teaching. There is a obvious fascination with creativity, but it is also clear from the findings that creativity is not part of the daily academic educational discourse, and that part of the evident interest in participating this research stemmed from the fact it provided a rare opportunity to talk about creativity in relation to learning and teaching. As one of the participants said: “it’s been very interesting to talk in this way. I’ve never really thought about it in these terms”. 
The potential significance in these findings is that academics need to be perceived and involved as agents in their own and their students creativity rather than as objects of, or more pertinently, deliverers of a particular ‘creativity agenda’.  The transformational power of creativity poses a clear challenge to organisational systems and institutional frameworks that rely,  often necessarily, on compliance and constraint, and it also poses a challenge to approaches to learning, teaching and assessment that promote or pander to strategic or surface learning. 
Another potentially significant finding is that whilst for the institution (and even the government) creativity is the means to an essentially productive (and profitable) end, for those engaged at the whiteboard, engaging in creative processes and producing creative outcomes is very much about personal and professional fulfilment, and escaping from or at least resisting the constraints and frustrations of daily academic life. 
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