
F
ive years ago, “The Creative 
Campus: Who’s Number One?” 
appeared in the pages of this jour-
nal—challenging college presi-

dents, provosts, deans, and other leaders 
in higher education to critically examine 
whether their policies and programs fos-
tered creativity and innovation in their 
classrooms, labs, and studios. The implicit 
provocation was that perhaps creativity 
was instead ignored, marginalized, or un-
intentionally suppressed by organizational 
structures, deeply embedded routines and 

old habits.  Responses to the article were 
energetic – with some campus leaders 
claiming to have found the secret formula 
and declaring themselves to be “creative 
campuses” and others seeking guidance 
about how to place creativity at the center 
of campus and academic life.

But, in the intervening years, while the 
idea of the creative campus has animated 
an increasing number of campuses and pro-
grams, it remains only a series of ad hoc 
experiments that have yet to grow into a 
“movement.” Can the idea of the “creative 
campus” provide the larger field of higher 
education purchase over difficult 21st cen-
tury challenges? We contend that emerg-

ing insights from these experiments, new 
research about creativity, and changing la-
bor and market forces confronting colleges 
could “tip” this phenomena into something 
much more significant in the history of edu-
cation reform. 

The wide-ranging nature of these experi-
ments around academia and creativity has 
been particularly striking.  While readers 
often jump to the conclusion that “creative” 
is a synonym for the arts, leading programs 
focus on the creative process that threads 
not only through art and design, but also en-
gineering, computer science, entrepreneur-
ship, and the arts and sciences.  These ex-
periments might take the shape of a physical 
space—like RPI’s Experimental Media and 
Performing Arts Center; multidisciplinary, 
problem-focused project centers, like Stan-
ford’s d.school or Harvard University’s The 
Lab—both forums for idea experimentation 
and development; or academic programs 
like the University of Michigan at Ann 
Arbor’s interdisciplinary creative process 
course, Vanderbilt University’s Creative 
Enterprise and Public Leadership Program, 
and Wake Forest’s Program of Innovation, 
Creativity and Entrepreneurship.

Many of these “experiments” tap into re-
cent research suggesting that creativity is 
not simply a product of personality or indi-
vidual psychology, but rather is rooted in a 
set of teachable competencies that include 
idea generation, improvisation, metaphori-
cal and analogical reasoning, divergent 
thinking that explores many possible solu-
tions, elaboration, counterfactual reason-
ing, visualization, and synthesis of com-
peting solutions (see Winner and Hetland’s 
Project Zero; Root-Bernstein, 1999; Keith 
Sawyer, 2006; Mark Runco, 2007 for more 
detailed lists of creative processes).  Cre-
ativity also requires an ability to commu-
nicate and persuade (Simonton, 1990) and 
the skills and leadership to execute creative 
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projects and harness diverse, 
specialized expertise (Long Lin-
go and O’Mahony, 2010).  Rex 
Jung from the University of New 
Mexico concludes that these 
competencies can be purpose-
fully nurtured: “Those who dili-
gently practice creative activities learn to recruit their brains’ cre-
ative networks quicker and better” (Bronson and Merryman, 2010).

Developing and refining these creative capacities seems to be ex-
actly what 21st century undergraduates need and want. In an ongo-
ing national study of creativity and the academic choices of un-
dergraduates, Vanderbilt’s Richard Pitt and Steven Tepper found 
that 84% of sampled undergraduates say creativity is an important 
or very important skill to develop in college (compared to 61% 
who say being able to solve quantitative problems is important or 
very important). As many as 54% say that pursuing careers that 
allow them to be creative is important or essential. Northwestern 
University associate professor Eszter Hargittai has studied college 
students’ Web use and has found that an impressive 34% create 
their own websites and blogs; 27% create and post their own music 
online; and 22% post their own fiction or poetry. With new digital 
technologies, open source networks and a proliferation of highly-
skilled amateur artists, scientists, designers, and inventors, we are 
witnessing a renaissance in creativity and culture that universities 
can ill afford to ignore (Tepper and Ivey, 2007).

Measuring and quantifying creativity has historically been prob-
lematic, limiting the ability of leaders to effectively design and 
assess creativity initiatives.  Yet research by a leading psycholo-
gist, Robert Sternberg—now provost and senior vice president at 
Oklahoma State University—has changed that equation. Creativity 
can be measured. Sternberg, through his Rainbow Project, devised 
a test that uses analogies, open-ended stories and pictures, and di-
vergent thinking tests (all standard assessment tools) to measure 
creativity.  It turns out that knowing whether an incoming freshman 
is creative is a more reliable predictor of freshman academic suc-
cess than more traditional measures like SAT or high school GPA.

Yet, even if these findings suggest that creativity is an essential 
aspect of student identity and motivation, and that it can be taught 
and measured, why should university leaders spend time reorganiz-
ing their institutions to nurture and develop creativity when they 
are also confronted by so many other pressing demands – cutting 
costs, meeting ambitious fundraising goals and scholarship needs, 
managing federal oversight and accountability, retaining talented 
faculty, and improving community relations?

First, there is a growing consensus that America’s future economy 
will be increasingly based on creativity, or what writer Daniel Pink 
calls “high touch” and “high concept” skills. Many existing high 
tech and white collar jobs – like basic computer programming, ac-
counting, database management, routine scientific work – will be 
exported abroad in the coming years. To stay competitive, America 
will need to draw on its ability to tell stories, create visually com-
pelling messages and designs, come up with new ways to organize 

and synthesize information, 
and invent new programs and 
businesses to solve compli-
cated social problems or tap 
emerging markets. As Ellen 
Lovell, president of Marlboro 
College recently wrote, “a key 

mission for higher education is to be providers of this creative cap-
ital” (Lovell, 2009).  Business leaders are demanding these skills.  
A recent IBM poll of 1,500 CEOs revealed that “creativity” is 
thought to be the number one leadership competency of the future.  
And while there will always be jobs in service industries, many of 
the highest paying jobs—as well as the jobs that students say they 
are most interested in—will be in the creative sector.
 
Here is the wake up call:  We have students who arrive on our cam-
puses brimming with creativity and curiosity.  They are digitally 
savvy, highly expressive, and they like to get under the hood and 
figure stuff out – whether redesigning video games or developing 
new approaches to address poverty in their communities.  They are 
active learners and problem solvers.  These students will enter a 
world and an economy that demands these skills and talents. And, 
standing between their personal experiences and the expectations 
of a new economy is an outdated system of teaching and learning. 
Leaders at traditional colleges and universities must ask the dif-
ficult question: “For these students and their families, what exactly 
is the value of a 4-year face-to-face education?”
 
The escalating costs of higher education are forcing parents, stu-
dents, accreditors and elected officials to ask themselves the “val-
ue” question.  And, for-profit universities, like the University of 
Phoenix and Kaplan University, are arguing that they can provide 
a better value for the money, more efficiently and conveniently, 
than traditional research universities and liberal arts colleges.  And 
many students are convinced.  Anya Kamenetz, a reporter for Fast 
Company magazine, has written about the for-profit university 
model. She says about 10 percent of students in America are now 
enrolled at these online universities.

Can the notion of a creative campus – where students and facul-
ty work together, face-to-face, to solve problems, improvise, and 
experience non-routine ways of learning and engaging with one 
another – be an antidote to the narrowly conceived “Convenience 
University”? Based on our experience in the field and our own re-
search, we believe the answer is yes, but only if the efforts are 1) 
student-focused, 2) broadly defined, 3) intentional, and 4) system-
atic. 

1. Student-focused. The greatest challenge facing many creative 
campus initiatives is sustainability. What comes next after a visit-
ing artist departs, a speaker series concludes, an interdisciplinary 
seminar disbands, and grant money for creative projects dries up? 
If it is to endure, a creative campus initiative must become a central 
part of students’ learning and living. Under the leadership of Arts 
and Science Dean Carolyn Dever, Vanderbilt University has sys-
tematically anchored its initiative across aspects of the student ex-
perience: a four-year extra-curricular Scholars program, residence 
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halls, academic programs focused on creativity, course innovation 
grants, freshman programming, and campus wide student-focused 
competitions, events, and conversations. Joe Trimmer, Director of 
Ball State’s Center for Creative Inquiry, has developed a student 
driven “immersive learning” program around creative inquiry and 
problem solving: “Perhaps for the first time in their college career, 
students are encouraged to take significant risks and work with 
other students, who work and think differently from each other, 
to create something for the community.”  Trimmer’s program has 
become a key aspect of the strategic plan for the university and a 
defining feature of the Ball State brand. 

2. Broad definition of creativity. Many creative campus initia-
tives define their purpose and organize their activities around em-
bedding arts in campus life. For example, Wesleyan’s remarkable 
“Feet to the Fire” sustainability initiative, funded through a Doris 
Duke creative campus grant, was driven by the desire to more fully 
realize the potential of the performing arts to enliven classrooms, 
foster conversations, and enrich student experiences. Yet as Rose-
mary Magee, Vice President and Secretary of Emory University 
and chair of the Creativity: Art and Innovation Initiative, discov-
ered, “Non-arts faculty questioned this singular perspective, argu-
ing that creativity is as much the domain of science as it is of the 
arts.”   And recent research on the creativity of undergraduates sug-
gests that there is an entire spectrum of “little c” creativity hap-
pening outside studios and labs. Many students forge their creative 
chops when they are planning events, leading student organiza-
tions, working with children, volunteering in the community, en-
gaging in playful conversation with roommates, traveling, and par-
ticipating in religious activity (Pachucki, Lena and Tepper, 2010). 
To be successful, then, creativity initiatives must be thoughtful of 
the definitions they use and the collaborations they invoke—mak-
ing sure to recognize the creative process driving not only the arts, 
but also innovation in the sciences, media, technology, business, 
and social life. 

3. Intentional. Nancy Cantor, Chancellor and President of Syra-
cuse University, presciently noted, “…[The creative campus] must 
be done intentionally to be large, expansive, and inclusive. It must 
be done in ways that lead to collaborative connections that can be 
sustained, not to the one-offs, short term projects that are inspiring 
and eye-opening but not always sufficient grounded in the world 
and ambitious enough in their expanse, to create the civil infra-
structure of the creative campus/community.”  Being intentional 
may require changes to deeply-held institutional structures includ-
ing admissions, faculty teaching, tenure, boards, academic credit, 
and major requirements. It also requires forging and piloting new 
“evergreen” systems that can be rigorously assessed for impact and 
sustained over time.

4. Systematic. Synthesizing, building and documenting knowledge 
is the next step facing us.  We need to develop best practices for de-

veloping creative capacities and rubrics for measuring and teach-
ing creativity.  We need websites, interdisciplinary journals, and 
convenings among university leaders, scholars, and practitioners.  
Such collaborations are already underway. Faculty members at the 
Five Colleges of Ohio (Denison, Kenyon, Wooster, Ohio Wesleyan, 
and Oberlin) are working together on a Teagle Foundation grant to 
develop rubrics for teaching and evaluating creativity. The Andrew 
W. Mellon Foundation sponsored a national meeting in May 2008 
that brought college presidents, provosts, and deans together with 
scholars, arts leaders, and foundation officers to evaluate creative 
campus projects and research. Wake Forest University’s Program 
for Creativity and Innovation held a conference on creativity and 
innovation in 2009 and is planning a meeting on teaching creativ-
ity. We might also look to our international colleagues for insight, 
such as the March 2010 Higher Education and Creative Economy 
conference in the UK funded by multiple universities. 

The creative campus movement can also learn a great deal from the 
success of the Writing Across the Curriculum movement (WAC), 
which began in the 1970s and “tipped” in the early 1990s to become 
a systematic reform effort.  The movement was based on a strong 
body of scholarship documenting both the process and outcomes 
of effective writing-improvement programs.  And, a community 
of practice emerged from the annual National Writing Across the 
Curriculum Conference (begun in 1993), several interdisciplinary 
journals, and the online WAC Clearinghouse (see Bazerman et al., 
2005, for a complete history).
 
We will be so bold as to proclaim that the 21st will be the cen-
tury of the creative campus.  Many institutions are already nib-
bling at the edges of this vision and will successfully carve out a 
market niche – promoting and realizing their own unique brands 
of creative campus.  But a sea (“C”) change requires overcom-
ing skepticism and fragmentation with credible theory, compelling 
experiments, and rigorous research and assessment.  If we do this, 
we can build a movement to inspire campuses to become creative, 
stimulating and unpredictable places – a seamless web between 
how students and faculty live and how they learn, between experi-
ence and knowledge, between the creative practices of scientists 
and those of artists, and between solving puzzles in our classrooms 
and solving puzzles in our communities.     

A condensed version of this article can be found at: http://chroni-
cle.com/article/The-Creative-Campus-Time-for/124860/
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