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“I discuss the subject of creativity 
with considerable hesitation, for 
it represents an area in which 
psychologists generally…have feared 
to tread” (Guilford 1950). Thus 
opens J.P. Guilford’s landmark 
1950 presidential address to 
the American Psychological 
Association. Guilford, in his 
remarks about intelligence being 
a multidimensional construct, 
identified creativity as a vastly 
neglected domain of human 
capability, and he sought to 
rectify that. In preparation for 
that 1950 speech, he searched 
Psychological Abstracts and discovered 
only 123 resources related to 
creativity. Conversely, in a search 
of the 21st-century equivalent of 
Psychological Abstracts, I found over 
5,000 articles; I found more than 
4,000 book titles in Amazon.com’s 
online book section—many books 
not yet even publicly available! This 
contrast demonstrates that today 
we can readily access numerous 
resources about the now very 
popular topic of creativity. Many of 
these resources originated in the MOVERS

(and how to move it into  
a new neighborhood)
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United States the great country it is. 
Then:

In response to a mandate from 
the [U.S.] Congress (Public Law 
91-230, Section 806), a study 
was conducted on the gifted 
and talented which consisted of 
five major activities: review of 
research, analysis of educational 
databases and the development 
of a major database, public 
hearings to interpret regional 
needs, studies of programs in 
representative states, and review 
and analysis of the system for 
delivery of Office of Education 
programs to benefit gifted and 
talented children. (Marland 
1971, abstract)

This research was conducted because 
of an addition to Public Law 91-230, 
section 806, which is also known 
as the Elementary and Secondary 
Education Act (ESEA) of 1965, 
which over the years has morphed 
into the No Child Left Behind Act 
(NCLB 2002) of today. In the 1971 
report submitted to the presidents 
of the U.S. Senate and House 
of Representatives, a primarily 
volunteer advisory panel of eleven 
researchers from coast to coast 

created a new definition for high 
ability/potential learners. Their 
definition was:

Gifted and talented children 
are those identified by pro-
fessionally qualified persons 
who by virtue of outstanding 
abilities are capable of high per-
formance. These are children 
who require differentiated edu-
cational programs and services 
beyond those normally provided 
by the regular school program 
in order to realize their contri-
bution to self and society.

Children capable of high 
performance include those with 
demonstrated achievement and/
or potential ability in any of the 
following areas:

1. General intellectual ability

2. Specific academic ability

3. Creative or productive 
thinking

4. Leadership ability

5. Visual and performing arts

6. Psychomotor ability 
(Marland 1971, 8)

domain of the education of gifted 
and talented students. How that 
focus came to be—and why we should 
encourage creativity in all students—
are the topics of this article.

Blame It on the Government
First came the 1957 launch of the 
Soviet Sputnik I satellite, which 
started the space race and heralded 
a new era in American education. 
This event served to focus attention 
on preparing a new generation of 
mathematicians, scientists, and 
technological innovators to move 
the United States ahead in the 
space race and beyond. In 1958 
the first large-scale funding of 
gifted education began, thanks to 
the National Defense Education 
Act. Then came the Civil Rights 
Act of 1964, intended to bring 
about equality to all people in this 
country, and that meant equity in 
education for all types of learners, 
including the gifted and talented 
(NAGC 2008), who were then, as 
now, considered the human capital 
who could help make and keep the 
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Is What’s Good for the Gifted 
Good for Everyone?
Now that we understand why 
and how a focus on creativity 
initially came to exist as an 
offshoot of gifted education, we 
need to examine whether the 
focus on creativity should remain 
there or branch out into more 
general directions. In a manner 
of speaking, yes, the focus on 
creativity in gifted education 
is appropriate, as what’s good 
for identified gifted students 
is good for everyone. However, 
that focus on creativity only in 
the context of gifted students 
must have limitations. While 
we obviously cannot expect 
students to work at levels beyond 
their capacity in core academic 
disciplines, educators should 
set the expectations’ bar high 
and then, by including creative 
opportunities and curriculum, 
help all students at least attempt 
to reach their personal best. We 
should also provide opportunities 
for identified gifted and talented 
students to work with one 
another to support their specific 

intellectual, social, and emotional 
needs, but we need to introduce 
such affective components into all 
educational opportunities. What 
could possibly be bad about making 
all classrooms psychologically 
safe places and basing all student-
teacher relationships upon mutual 
care and respect?

When we consider the federal 
definition of giftedness, which still 
stands except for the psychomotor 
aspect (which was eventually 
removed from the definition), 
we are being inclusive of a wide 
range of human talents and 
endeavors, and not just academic 
or intellectual abilities. These 
other domains include creativity, 
productivity, leadership, and the 
visual and performing arts, which 
should be nurtured in all schools 
for all students, as well as in the 
home, but often are not.
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What could possibly be bad about making all 
classrooms psychologically safe places and 
basing all student-teacher relationships upon 
mutual care and respect?

MOVERS

This definition was not just for 
purposes of identification, but also 
to push back against an egalitarian 
society’s resistance to expending 
additional governmental resources to 
educate a select group to their highest 
potential.

Because this study represented an 
area of concern for both the federal 
and the nonfederal sectors and 
offered the U.S. Office of Education 
the opportunity to study an 
educational problem with nationally 
significant long-term implications 
for society, it was determined that 
the study should be conducted 
directly from the Office of Education 
(Marland 1971, 19).

To my knowledge, this was the first 
time creativity came formally into the 
national conversation about gifted 
education, but it certainly wasn’t 
the last. In 2002, when NCLB was 
passed as the reauthorization of the 
ESEA, a new federal definition for 
gifted and talented students emerged:

Students, children, or youth 
who give evidence of high 
achievement capability in areas 
such as intellectual, creative, 
artistic, or leadership capacity, or 
in specific academic fields, and 
who need services and activities 
not ordinarily provided by the 
school in order to fully develop 
those capabilities. (NCLB 2002)
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What Happened to Play in/as 
Learning?
I have taught in public schools, 
some amazing ones, in fact, so 
I know what infusing creativity, 
play, drama, music, and movement 
into lessons can achieve. Doing so 
results in deep, rather than rote, 
learning. This infusion leads to 
the joy of a job well done and fun 
in the doing. It allows the teacher 
to go to school daily knowing this 
day will be unique and possibly 
even wonderful because of what that 
teacher has planned based upon 
deep content knowledge, excellent 
facilitation skills, and knowledge 
of the students. But today, working 
daily with college students interning 
in public schools, I hear about some 
pretty amazing happenings there, 
and not usually for the good.

In recent years, the pressure of 
high-stakes tests under NCLB has 
often resulted in a constriction 
of the curriculum and how that 
curriculum is delivered to students. 
Concerns about students not passing 
these tests has led many educational 
administrators to subtract academic 
freedom from teachers’ repertoires 
and to direct said teachers to use 
rote scripts and super-detailed 
pacing guides that tell teachers not 
only what to teach, but, also, how, 
when, and where. Most often, these 
scripts and guides are low-level 
material that is not motivating to 

students, is boring for teachers, 
and certainly does not allow for 
creativity on anyone’s part. Making 
every lesson of every day based upon 
the ubiquitous six-step (or other) 
lesson plan (hook students, tell 
them what you’re going to teach, 
model the lesson, guided practice, 
independent practice, and then 
repeat, repeat, repeat as needed) 
results in a stultifying day of 
worksheet after worksheet in many 
schools.

Gone is the belief that well-trained 
teachers can deliver excellent 
lessons, that student development 
should determine instruction, 
and that creativity—students’ and 
teachers’—has a place in school. Too 
often, now, I hear from teachers, “I 
don’t have time to be creative”; “I 
get in trouble from my principal if 
my students are too loud/not sitting 
at their desks without fidgeting”; “I 
have to teach directly to the test.”

How to Become More Inclusive 
in Non-Academic Domains
Why should we infuse creativity 
and other non-academic content 
and dispositions into teaching 
and learning? How can we bring 
creativity, movement, and the 
arts into our everyday educational 
practice while simultaneously 
improving learning?

With the advent of mandates 
such as the Common Core State 
Standards and the set of Learning 
and Innovation Skills identified by 
the Partnership for 21st Century 
Skills, we are now supposed to 
bring creativity (back) into the 

classroom. That said, not everyone 
has a doctorate in gifted and creative 
education; indeed, few teachers 
have had more than a mention of 
these topics in their pre-service 
training programs. Therefore, 
many classroom teachers may not 
know how to include creative aspects 
in their teaching and encourage 
creativity in their students. Here 
are a few simple-to-implement ideas 
that can help both educators and 
students be more creative. (The 
information in square brackets in 
this section refers to citations in the 
list of recommended resources.)

The first way is simply to change 
how we do what we do every day. We 
can provide the basic structure many 
students need, but alter the delivery 
of information—surprise students 
and help them become more flexible 
thinkers. By purposefully providing 
ambiguity and then encouraging 
creative inquiry and discovery 
learning, we can help students learn 
with our guidance, not with our 
telling them what to learn and how 
to do it.

Next, we can teach Arthur L. Costa 
and Bena Kallick’s 16 Habits of 
Mind [n.d.] to encourage creative 
achievement [Flint 2013], including 
finding humor, taking responsible 
risks, thinking interdependently, 
gathering data through all the 
senses, and more. These are life 
skills from which all children can 
benefit, not only those labeled as 
gifted and talented.
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Only in schools do we separate 
people by ages, and subjects into 
separate silos, so use the real-world 
technique of approaching subjects 
from a multidisciplinary perspective 
to get more work accomplished in 
less time. Mixing movement, drama, 
and music with academic content 
turns virtually any lesson into high-
interest, engaging learning. For a 
win-win situation, add to the mix 
older students working with and 
inspiring younger learners.

Universal Design for Learning 
[CAST 2013] can help us change 
things up and give students choices 
about how to learn curriculum 
content and how to demonstrate 
their learning. By providing these 
multiple means of expression (how 
we present information to students), 
multiple means of student action 
and expression, and multiple means 
of engagement, we can help all 
learners take advantage of their own 
strengths.

As educators, we can leave space 
in the curriculum for real-life 
work or, better yet, use authentic 
problems and challenges to meet 
curricular needs. Regardless of 
grade level, students love these 
types of challenges. Community 
Problem Solving (CmPS) could 
be used to integrate real-life work 
[Future Problem Solving Program 
Int’l 2013], or we can provide 
other authentic service-learning 
opportunities.

We can mindfully teach to the 
whole child by teaching at the 
top of Bloom’s Taxonomy for the 
cognitive domain and being sure to 
include elements from the psycho-
motor and affective taxonomies. 
Interestingly, at many universities 
pre-service teachers only in the 
physical education, health, and fine 
arts education programs are taught 
about all three taxonomies. Fortu-
nately, information about each of 
these domains is readily available 
online and can be used for our own 
professional development. When 
teaching and learning are inter-
esting and high-level and we let 
students engage socially and move 
more, we encourage better work 
and have fewer classroom manage-
ment issues.

By differentiating processes, 
environment, and products in ways 
that work for us and our students, 
we can improve learning outcomes 
when engaging students’ interest 
[Tomlinson 2000]. Differentiation 
is not just for elementary students! 
Teaching secondary students and 
educators in multiple ways can help 
them be better prepared for both 
postsecondary education and the 
workforce.

A Caution about Creativity
Here’s the funny thing about 
creativity—creative thinkers, 
regardless of gifted status, probably 
embrace and enjoy opportunities 
to be creative. If, however, learners 
have never experienced these 
opportunities or had creativity 
figuratively beaten out of them, 
they may find creativity threatening, 
even when they become educators 
themselves.

If students, classroom teachers, or 
school librarians have been told 
there is always one right answer 
(convergent thinking) and that 
everything must be done “by the 
book,” those people may find 
creativity threatening and think 
of themselves as not being capable 
of creativity. Becoming creative is 
a process for some, and one that 
needs to be coaxed, cajoled, and 
nurtured into existence. We need 
to help our students and colleagues 
understand why creating, problem 
solving, and divergent thinking are 
important, as well as how to teach 
and do them. One way I discuss 
creative open-ended assignments 
with my students and colleagues is 
as a walk of faith—that students have 
to trust me to do my job, which is to 
support them and help them do well, 
and that I will, in turn, trust them 
to do all that I know they are capable 
of. Because learners may never have 
heard such words from a teacher 
before, they may initially approach 
the idea with skepticism before 
eventually coming to accept it.

A Country without Creativity?
In a post-smokestack age, the 
United States has only one way to 
avoid a declining standard of living, 
and that is through innovation. 
Advancements in science and 
engineering have extended life, 
employed millions, and accounted 
for more than half of American 
economic growth since World War 
II (Rosenberg, Landau, and Mowery 
1992), but advancements are slowing. 
The nation has to enlarge its pool 
of the best and brightest science and 
math students and encourage them 
to pursue careers that will keep 
the country competitive (New York 
Times 2013).
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Having read these views on the 
future of the United States, I am 
inclined to agree; infusing creativity 
is not just a matter of personal 
preference but also a matter of 
national importance. The time has 
come to undo the damage we have 
done to the past few generations of 
students and educators and to bring 
up new ones in a better way.

We need to accept and believe that 
creativity is not just for gifted and 
talented people; it is for everyone. 
A long-held understanding is that 
there is a threshold above which 
creativity and intelligence are not 
correlated; it follows that “creative” 
and “genius” do not necessarily 
always have to go together. This 
threshold is approximately at an 
IQ of 120, whereas people are 
typically identified as moderately 
gifted at or above an IQ of 130. The 
fact is, creative dispositions can 
occur in just about anyone, and 
these dispositions include a strong 
commitment to a personal aesthetic; 
an ability to excel at not only 
solving problems, but in finding 
and defining them; mental fluidity; 
flexible thinking; a tolerance for 
ambiguity; a willingness to take 
appropriate risks; objectivity; and 
intrinsic motivation.

Lori J. Flint has 

a PhD in educational 

psycholog y/

gifted and creative 

education and is 

a board member for the North Carolina 

Association for the Gifted and Talented. 

However, she advocates for students of all 

ages and abilities, especially the underdogs. 

She continually strives to get creativity into 

the curriculum and to keep it there!
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While every human being may not 
excel in all six of these arenas, many 
will be good in several of them and 
certainly deserve the opportunity 
to try to be creative. Bringing a 
little more organic creativity into 
the schools, homes, and workplaces 
in our country just may change the 
way we all think about learning and 
working and create a new type of 
life-changing literacy (Piirto 2014).

Author’s note: Many thanks to mentor and 
colleague Jane Piirto for steering me in the 
right direction for this article.
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