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1
Teach about creativity or teach 
creatively in Sweden: does it 
have to be a contradiction?
Sofia Eriksson Bergström, Sibylle Menzel Kühne 
and Marie Lundgren

Early childhood education in Sweden

In Sweden, preschool, after-school care and compulsory schooling from 
the age of five to the age of 16 are governed by national school legislation 
and the national curriculum. All curricula are based on a democratic set 
of values that are outlined before the more subject-related goals are 
written about. Preschool is thus part of Sweden’s education system and 
rests on the foundations of democracy.

The National Education Act (2010, 800) states that everyone who 
works in a preschool must promote respect for the inviolability of human 
life, the freedom and dignity of the individual, the equal value of all 
people, equality between women and men, girls and boys, and solidarity 
between people. The national school system is based on democratic 
foundations. The Act (2010, 800) stipulates that education aims at pupils 
acquiring and developing knowledge and values. Education should impart 
and establish respect for human rights as well as the fundamental 
democratic values on which Swedish society is based. Everybody working 
in schools should also encourage respect for the intrinsic value of each 
person and the environment we all share. In accordance with the ethics 
borne by a Christian tradition and Western humanism, this is achieved by 
fostering a sense of justice, generosity, tolerance and responsibility in the 
individual. Teaching in school must be non-denominational. The task of 
the school is to encourage all pupils to discover their own uniqueness as 
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CREATIVI TY IN EDUCATION14

individuals and thereby be able to participate in the life of society by giving 
their best in responsible freedom. No child shall be subjected to 
discrimination in preschool on the grounds of sex, transgender identity or 
expression, ethnicity, religion or other belief, disability, sexual orientation 
or age, in the child or anyone with whom the child is related, or to other 
abusive treatment (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2018).

Teacher education in Sweden

Teacher education is arranged through different programmes that 
correspond to the different ages of pupils in schools. The Swedish 
education system includes preschool to high school, children aged from 
one year to 16 years. All teacher education is run by individual colleges or 
universities and is regulated according to the Higher Education Act’s 
nationally established Swedish Council of Higher Education in accordance 
with the Higher Education Ordinance. 

These are the main programmes:

•	 early childhood teacher education (preschool);
•	 primary school teacher programme (school year 1–6, age of children 

7–12);
•	 elementary school teacher programme (school year 7–9, age of 

children 13–15); and 
•	 primary school teacher after-school centre (leisure-time teacher).

Since this chapter concerns preschool teacher education, we will explain 
this programme in more detail. The programme includes studies in three 
different areas: preschool pedagogy; educational science; and internship 
education. The internship education is worth 30 credits within the European 
Credit Transfer and Accumulation System, which equates to approximately 
900 hours of study work, and which involves the student teacher, under 
supervision, planning and carrying out activities in a preschool.

The credits are distributed over four shorter periods throughout the 
programme. Preschool teacher education is vocationally oriented and 
aims for the student teacher to develop both a scientific and pedagogical 
approach, theoretical understanding, practical knowledge and personal 
development. In the different courses various forms of pedagogical and 
didactic working methods are studied; for example, by using art, music 
and drama. Children’s linguistic and mathematical development are also 
studied, and in preschool play has a central role in the programme as a 
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whole. The area of educational science contains other fields that are 
important for the profession. It includes, for example, preschool and 
school history, preschool values and curriculum theory, leadership and 
social relations, as well as conflict management. The programme ends 
with an independent paper worth 15 credits.

At Mid Sweden University, preschool teacher education is arranged 
according to a campus and distance model, which means that the students 
conduct their studies in their hometown and only spend certain weeks at 
the campus. The students spend four to five weeks per semester on campus 
and one week varies between three to five days. The teaching is thus 
delivered through seminars, lectures and workshops on campus and 
through distance learning via the internet. The campus weeks contain 
many different activities and elements that are important for the student 
teachers to be able to develop knowledge and skills for the future profession.

The role of creativity in Sweden

The creative process is often described as taking place within an 
interdisciplinary context and as an ability that is stimulated by 
collaboration (Eriksson Bergström, 2021). The aesthetic forms of 
expression are often mentioned in connection with creativity in the 
curricula. Since this chapter concerns preschool teacher education, we 
focus on the curriculum concerning preschool. 

The curriculum for preschool (Swedish National Agency for 
Education, 2018) states that the children’s creativity, curiosity and self-
efficacy should be stimulated, along with their desire to solve problems 
and test their own ideas. The curriculum states that children should be 
stimulated, given opportunities and conditions: 

Children learn through play, social interaction, exploration and 
creation, but also by observing, conversing and reflecting. Children’s 
learning can be versatile and cohesive if the didactical methods 
vary, and the environment is challenging and stimulating and 
encourages play and activity. The education should provide space 
for children’s own initiatives, imagination and creativity. Children 
should be able to switch between different activities during the day, 
both outdoors and indoors and in varying environments. (11)

According to the preschool curriculum, children should be given the 
opportunity to marvel and develop their ability to explore, communicate 
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CREATIVI TY IN EDUCATION16

and reflect. Education should stimulate children to take initiative and 
responsibility, and to enable them to work both independently and 
together with others. Education should encourage and challenge children 
to try out their own as well as other people’s ideas, solve problems and 
translate ideas into action. 

In the preschool curriculum ‘play’ is defined as the foundation of 
development, learning and wellbeing. In play, children get the opportunity 
to imitate, imagine and process impressions. Play stimulates imagination 
and empathy. Play can also challenge and stimulate children’s motor 
skills, communication, co-operation and problem-solving, as well as their 
ability to think in pictures and symbols (Sutton-Smith, 1997). Therefore, 
it is important to give children time, space and peace to invent play, to 
experiment and to experience. Play should have a central and significant 
place in education. The right attitude of everyone involved in education 
and an environment that encourages play, therefore, confirms the 
importance of play in children’s development, learning and wellbeing.

John Dewey’s pragmatic theory has had a significant effect on 
education (Swedish National Agency for Education, 2018). Dewey often 
returned to the value of learners being allowed to imagine and fantasise. 
In his pragmatic idea of education, he allowed the democratic process to 
become the entity on which the entire education system was expected to 
rest. Today, creative skills like imagination and fantasy are often discussed 
in relation to the climate crisis and sustainability. ‘Creativity’ can be 
defined as actions that are based on combinatorial actions that combine 
and create new ones based on past experiences. ‘Creativity’ is considered 
to be discovering and creating something new based on past experiences 
(Vygotsky, 1995).

Caiman and Lundegard (2018) argue for the need of an education 
that supports and stimulates creative processes that can serve as a tool in 
the creation of a more sustainable world. The relationship with 
sustainability education is urgent and, within the framework of democracy, 
learners can participate creatively in the work for a fairer and more 
sustainable world. By creatively dissolving old beliefs and creating new 
thoughts, it will be possible for learners to influence how we live together. 
Democracy and creativity could create prerequisites for one another. 

In this chapter, we define ‘aesthetic learning processes’ as children 
being both allowed to and stimulated to comment and reflect on qualities 
in life and the outside world using their senses and intellect. By integrating 
music, rhythm, dance, drama, arts and crafts in all subjects, Klerfelt and 
Qvarsell (2020) argue that pupils can find and use the form of expression 
that suits them best, and thereby they convey their thoughts and opinions 
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and make themselves understood. In Swedish primary schools, the 
aesthetic subjects (e.g. music, arts and drama) have reduced space in 
timetables to increase the amount of time for the theoretical subjects such 
as mathematics. We must ask whether this is the right measure in a 
dynamic society, as the question of creativity needs to be broadened 
(Selander, 2018). In a changing modern era, a developed creative ability 
is an important attribute (European Commission, 2012). The development 
of knowledge and abilities, such as children’s creativity, can have a major 
impact on how individuals succeed in education (Swedish National 
Agency for Education, 2014).

Unfortunately, you can barely find the word ‘creativity’ in the 
Swedish Higher Education Ordinance, even though student teachers 
must display knowledge about both practical and aesthetic learning 
processes to obtain their degrees. Student teachers must achieve deep 
understanding of how to use play and aesthetic subjects to create 
circumstances for every child to learn and develop. This chapter aims to 
discuss prerequisites and constraints regarding teaching creativity or 
teaching creatively in early childhood teacher education in Sweden.

Case study of teaching creativity in Sweden 

One of the biggest impressions I take with me from this course is that 
I have a completely different view of myself, where I have not 
previously seen myself as a creative person but after reading and 
discussing what the course literature highlights such as creativity, I 
have changed my former view of myself. 

(Jane, student)

In Sweden, early childhood teacher education has developed from being 
a mostly vocational profession to being, today, an academic profession. 
Alvestad (2018) believes that there is less room for playfulness within the 
university and that this is disadvantageous for the thinking person and 
constitutes a danger for society. According to Huizinga (1938), ‘Human 
culture could not exist without this element of play’. The specific case in 
this chapter is about Playworld and Play as Phenomenon and Tool in 
Preschool Education, a course that was run for the first time in spring 2014 
and was held in the penultimate semester of the programme. Early in our 
planning it was discussed how we could create a course that would really 
have an impact on student knowledge and understanding about creativity 
and play; a course where students would not only read about and hear 
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about play but would also be more exposed to and affected by play. There 
was also an effort to create a course that, in an effective and meaningful 
way, would weave together theory and practice so that two aspects would 
emerge for the student teachers. Teaching staff on this course are teachers 
with aesthetic orientations such as drama, music and art, as well as 
teachers with a more theoretical background about imagination and 
creativity. The course aims for the student to develop in-depth knowledge 
and ability for leadership in order to plan and organise for play and 
learning based on the preschool curricula. During the course students 
must also acquire knowledge and skills in documenting and evaluating 
educational activities.

Based on the learning goals, we identified different content themes 
in the planning of the course. Theme 1 is about play as a phenomenon. 
This theme deals with theories of play, different types of play, creating 
environments for play and play as a tool for different subjects, such as 
mathematics and natural sciences. Theme 2 is about children today, 
modern childhood, and the role of play. In this theme, we deal with 
concepts such as institutionalised childhood, children’s right to play, and 
aspects of power. Theme 3 is about documenting, analysing and evaluating 
from different perspectives. This theme deals with techniques such as 
observation and interviews.

The case: Playworld and Play as Phenomenon and Tool in 
Preschool Education

This course can be metaphorically described as a ‘weave’, where the 
threads symbolise different tools that the student teachers can use to 
weave the content of the course into a completely personal pattern. The 
course puts great emphasis on the student teachers’ own responsibilities 
and activities. However, it also challenges the teachers, their view of 
knowledge and the attitude they take towards their student teachers. The 
three ‘threads’ that run throughout the course will now be described and 
the text will then focus on the four elements that form the content of the 
weave. The four elements – workshops; input and lectures; seminars; and 
field studies – will act as examples of situations where the student teachers’ 
creativity can take place and develop. The text contains quotes and 
documentation from 10 student teachers who have participated in the 
course. Below we will start to describe the three didactical threads and 
continue by focusing on different examples of the content in the course. 
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Thread 1: Teams – and roundtable conversations
With the team as a base, the student teachers immerse themselves 
theoretically in the course and go through the course literature, but they 
simultaneously raise issues related to practice to develop a didactic as well as 
a creative competence based on a scientific foundation and proven experience. 
We have chosen to work with student teacher teams because we believe that 
they need collaborative learning alongside individual learning. They will 
soon be preschool teachers who will work in teams; therefore, being able to 
practise and manage differences and conflicts in a team is an important part 
of the experience that they need to gain. From the beginning of the course, 
we teach the student teachers a conversation model that is inspired by action 
research (Rönnerman, 2010). The model allows everyone to speak and be 
listened to. One member of the group takes notes, and each member of the 
group, in turn, says what is on their mind about the subject while everyone 
else listens quietly. During ‘the round’, no one asks questions or offers 
comments. When everyone has spoken, the student teacher who has taken 
notes reads them back to the group and summarises, then questions can be 
asked and comments offered. All teams describe their purpose from their 
individual perspective as well as from a collegial perspective. They formulate 
an individual goal and a team goal. We use questions like the following:

•	 What kind of personal and collegial experience do you want? 
•	 What is the content of the workshop? 

At the end of the course, we return to the roundtable conversations to 
illuminate the student teachers’ learning. We then use questions like the 
following:

•	 How did you reach your focus and goals?
•	 How did the workshop go and why do you think it went the way it did?
•	 What did you learn individually and in what way do you think your 

team worked and developed through the process?

After a while, the student teachers become familiar with the process and 
understand what it means when we ask them to conduct roundtable 
conversations in their teams. 

This way of working within a team means that every semester we 
have student teachers who reflect on their individual development, and 
in this way discover how important it is to say what they think and to 
stand by the collegial reflections that result from the teamwork.
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Thread 2: Process writing
Process writing aims to encourage student teachers to be aware of their 
own learning process and to be able to reflect on their own development 
over time. The writing contains reflections, questions and discussions 
about their individual development as well as the collective team 
development during the course. Writing makes their thoughts visible and 
makes it practically possible to make use of their thoughts and follow 
their own development.

By allowing student teachers to go back to their texts it is possible 
for them to reformulate plans, discover new chains of associations and 
move forward in thinking. Writing can also support the student teachers’ 
thoughts about new contexts, as well as reveal what is contradictory and 
what lacks consistency in the text. The student teachers gain deep rather 
than superficial learning through writing, making writing an important 
learning strategy. One student teacher has stated: ‘I think a lot while I’m 
reading . . . for me, it is absolutely necessary to write in order to remember 
the content and make it mine.’ The student teachers write throughout the 
course, and we call this method of writing the ‘process paper’, which in 
other countries may be termed ‘reflective journals’ or ‘professional 
portfolios’. When the course drew to a close, a number of student teachers 
stated that they had felt at the beginning that it was going to be more 
practical in nature, but had actually found that the course entailed 
extensive writing linked to reflection, analysis and theoretical elements.

Through process writing, both new knowledge and the student 
teachers’ individual development are processed, thereby making their 
progression visible: ‘Knowledge of theories and theoretical concepts 
affects [sic] my approach and how I interpret the play in a nuanced way.’ 
Process writing is informal exploratory writing with the primary purpose 
of identifying and moving forward in thinking about a certain theme. 
More traditional academic writing usually aims to communicate and 
present material for readers. Throughout the course, we state some 
teaching content that the student teachers must write about, while 
simultaneously pointing out that they can write as much or as little as 
they wish. In the final exams the student teachers are instructed to return 
to their process papers and demonstrate their own development by 
relating it to the process writing. We see this writing as an opportunity for 
the student teachers to reflect on the literature read during the course. 
One student teacher put it this way: ‘By writing diary entries and blog 
posts, I have seen many other thoughts and reflections that I have then 
been able to raise and discuss with my classmates.’
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Thread 3: The literature
The literature is chosen carefully to give student teachers as much variety 
as possible in the field of culture, imagination, creativity and play. It 
provides diverse theory and practice. Some of the books are co-authored 
by researchers together with practitioners, some are anthologies, and one 
is a work by Vygotsky (1995). One student teacher expressed: 

For me, it has been a kind of liberation to read this literature and 
discuss it with others as it has partly changed my own view of me as 
a creative person but also the view that I can, for example, safely 
play fantasy games, as I can creatively create something new 
through my imagination based on previous experiences. I am 
grateful for this development and insight as I now realise that I can 
and want to play and create play worlds, both individually and 
together with others, both adults and children.

Having described the three different didactical threads in the course, this 
chapter will now focus on the content, in four parts, which can be read as 
examples of how and in what contexts the student teachers’ creativity and 
playfulness takes place in this course. Thereafter, we will describe two 
different assessments: a practical assessment and a written examination.

Content 1: Workshops
The student teachers experience several practical workshops that focus 
on music, cultural heritage, drama and movement. One overall purpose 
of the workshops is to stimulate student teachers to gain an in-depth 
understanding of aesthetic learning processes and how they can work 
with these. During the workshops, we work consistently with the student 
teachers’ didactic leadership. Many student teachers express that they are 
undergoing a major change through the course in terms of their own 
leadership. For example, we offer a ‘playful leadership’ workshop. This 
session aims to challenge student teachers in conversations and reflections 
based on imagination, creativity, play and storytelling. The focus is on the 
student teachers’ own thoughts, fears and challenges. The following 
questions are the starting point for these conversations and reflections:

•	 What can we learn from the children?
•	 What are the differences and similarities in children’s and adults’ 

attitudes towards play, imagination, creativity?
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•	 What does it take to have the courage to challenge yourself? What 
are the obstacles?

•	 Can the obstacles be overcome and how?
•	 How do you look upon your playful self-image?
•	 If not me, who? If not now, when? If not here, where?

Together with the teacher educators, student teachers are challenged to 
reflect on these issues that serve as support for their own development 
and are given the opportunity to challenge themselves.

Content 2: Input lectures
The course has four overall lectures that connect with each other. Initially, 
in the first lecture, student teachers receive input on play theories that they 
practise by applying them to observations during the internship. The 
second lecture deals with play and peer cultures. They are given input on 
how play negotiations are done between children, what can facilitate them 
and what can make them more difficult. This leads to the third lecture that 
deals with physical environments for play, such as playgrounds and 
environments within preschool and school. Finally, during the fourth 
lecture, we deal with the area of children who find it more difficult to play 
or to get involved in playing with other children. During this lecture, we 
return to the models that have been drawn during lecture 2 to understand 
the play negotiations, but we use them to point out what specifically makes 
it so difficult for some children to play. After the fourth lecture, it is common 
for student teachers to express that they now understand more deeply how 
to respond to children who have difficulty with imagination and play. The 
student teachers often relate this new knowledge to the image we have 
drawn up, they also understand exactly where the difficulties lie in the 
negotiation and transformation between reality and fantasy.

Content 3: Seminars
The course seminars are based on the themes described above. One 
example of a seminar is called ‘Play, Imagination and Creativity in 
Childhood’. The student teachers read Vygotsky’s (1995) book Fantasy 
and Creativity. They answer questions about how Vygotsky defines 
creativity, how he describes the relationship between imagination and 
creativity, and how he explains the difference between children’s and 
adults’ imaginations. The student teachers then choose a fiction book for 
children. Based on instructions, they carry out a literature analysis where 
they answer questions about how play, imagination and culture appear in 
the chosen book. Finally, based on their knowledge of how Vygotsky 

This content downloaded from 193.10.104.4 on Mon, 01 Jun 2026 11:24:39 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



Teach about creativ ity or teach creatively 23

describes imagination and creativity, they make some comparisons 
between the fiction book they have read and their theoretical knowledge 
of imagination and creativity.

During the seminar, there are roundtable conversations where 
everyone can talk about their literature analyses, and reflect and think 
together about the prompt questions. This type of seminar generally 
supports the student teachers in a meaningful way to develop a deep 
understanding of the creativity theories and apply them at a societal level.

Content 4: Field studies
A field study is included in the course. During the first week, the student 
teachers agree, along with their teams, a phenomenon or area affecting 
children’s play and imagination that they are particularly interested in 
investigating. This area of interest is followed by the teams through their 
field study and inspiration days. 

The field study is carried out in four steps and after each step the 
student teachers write their reflections in their process paper. Step 1 is to 
observe children at play. Student teachers receive instructions about what 
they can read in the course literature about observing, techniques to 
observe and other ethical questions that are good to consider before 
observations. The student teachers then visit a preschool and ask for 
permission to observe play. 

In the Step 2, the student teachers will attempt to enter some 
children’s playworld. They are tasked to reflect on whether they can enter 
the game on the children’s terms and think about questions such as 
whether they, as adults, are trying to control the play in some way, such as 
using play as a tool for learning. Before this step, they receive reading 
instructions based on the course literature. After the student teachers have 
participated in the play, they reflect on a number of issues – for example:

•	 When you were in the same play bubble as the children, how were 
your conversations/negotiations expressed? 

•	 What negotiation strategies did the children use? 
•	 Was there power, manipulation and dominance? And if so, in what 

way?

In Step 3, the student teachers have the task of leading play with the 
children. The student teachers then select something from the plan that 
they have written for an inspiration day and try this in a group of children. 
After completing play, a song or a dance, they reflect on what happened 
in their process paper and ask questions, such as:
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•	 How did it go? Why did it go that way?
•	 In what way did I, as a leader, influence the group of children?
•	 What can I learn from this opportunity and what can I change for 

the next time?

To delve into the meaning of the concepts of child perspective and children’s 
perspective, the student teachers will interview one or two children in Step 
4 of the field studies. When all the steps have been completed, the student 
teachers must present orally the analysis of their field study. Their 
reasoning, which should be written in the process papers, should relate 
to relevant research and literature as well as to the texts. The student 
teachers should also explain what further research they would like to 
conduct based on what has emerged from their field study. 

The practical assessment: Inspiration day

In the dark hallway a fairy-tale portal glitters, welcoming us into an 
exciting and magical world. A group of ten children whisper and paw 
at each other, and two teachers watch them with anticipation. One 
preschool student teacher dressed as a giraffe suddenly emerges from 
the fairy-tale portal and welcomes the children to a magical jungle 
world. The children, who earlier in the week received a message in a 
bottle from the giraffe, are fully aware that they will now crawl 
through the fairy-tale portal to enter the jungle, where they will 
experience an adventure together with the giraffe.

The vignette above is one example of how creativity is developed among 
the student teachers in their practical assessment. The development of 
these workshops is a process that starts in the first week when the student 
teachers, together with their team, begin to formulate a vision for the 
creativity workshop where children are invited to our campus to 
participate in those workshops. This vision describes what the student 
teachers want the children to learn and experience during the workshops. 
The student teachers formulate a purpose for the workshop from an 
individual and a collegial perspective about what knowledge and 
experience they wish to achieve. 

Because of the distance learning aspect, it is vital that all team 
members agree on the division of work and responsibilities. Together in 
the team the student teachers write a contract to formalise how they will 
meet and through which channels they will communicate. Although it is 
us, the teacher educators, who make the first contact with several 
interested preschools, it is the student teachers who are responsible for 
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further contact. The student teachers create the invitation to a group of 
children in a playful way; for example, with mysterious letters, messages 
in bottles or maps, to create expectations among the children. In the 
middle of the course, we meet the student teachers in a seminar where 
they report on the development of their plans for the workshops. They tell 
each other about their planning and share something they plan to do with 
the children during the workshop. They will also receive feedback from 
teacher educators and fellow students; for example, about how the 
workshop has a common thread, how it ends or how the student teachers 
should greet the children when they arrive. The content of the written 
planning should be related to the course literature. These seminars aim 
to highlight the process for the student teachers and help to raise the their 
awareness of the process. 

At the end of the course, the planned workshop with the children 
is carried out. The student teachers often spend the evening before in 
classrooms, transforming them into the amazing, imaginative 
environments. They use folding walls, light strings, fabrics and mats to 
fill the rooms with ‘magic’. On one occasion pine and birch trees were 
brought into the classroom, and when there was a historical theme, 
antique tools were used as props, with the student teachers in 
period dress. 

On the day of the final exams, the air is heavy with expectation. 
Crowds of children and preschool teachers bustle in the corridors trying 
to find the right way. The student teachers, dressed as pirates, witches, 
fairies, bears or historical figures, meet and guide the children and 
preschool teachers to the right rooms. Each student teacher team meets 
two groups of 10–12 children, aged between four and five years old, for 
30 minutes. Between the two workshops, the student teachers have the 
opportunity to correct and redo, just in case something takes too long or 
too short a time or if something has not worked. At each workshop, one 
teacher is present to observe and offer feedback. At the completion of 
both workshops, there is an evaluation seminar with the teams and the 
teacher who participated in the workshop. This evaluation aims to foster 
student teachers’ meta-reflection of the process and how they experienced 
the workshops. In this seminar we focus on questions such as:

•	 What went well?
•	 What can be developed in the workshop?
•	 What kind of support did you get from the course teachers?
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During this evaluation, everyone gets the opportunity to think about and 
express their own development throughout the course and about the 
collegial development that has taken place in the team. This evaluation is 
based on the conversation model that the student teachers have 
internalised during the course. Everyone is given equal time to speak 
about what they have experienced. This seminar is important to link the 
entire process from start to finish. 

Comments by student teachers after the process of Inspiration Day 
workshops:

Our goal was achieved when we created play worlds and stimulated 
the imagination, according to Vygotsky.

We challenged ourselves with facial expressions and body language, 
we feel more mature and strengthened after this.

The written examination: Independent writing assignment
The written assessment consists of three parts. Part 1 consists of a 
theoretical analysis based on the theories of play that the student teachers 
encountered during the play theory lecture and in the literature. In part 
2, drawing on a case study, student teachers must write a text that relates 
to selected theoretical concepts that have been addressed during the 
course in teaching (lectures and workshops, as well as literature and 
scientific articles). In part 3, student teachers write a meta-reflection of 
their development over the duration of the course. Its structure should be 
characterised by a common thread and context. Student teachers are 
expected to use all the course literature to support their argument. This 
examination aims to connect the entire course for the student teachers. 
In relation to different cases, they apply the practical and theoretical 
knowledge and skills that they have gained. Above all, part 3 forces the 
student teachers to reflect on their development at a meta-level. In this 
part of the writing assignment, the student teachers get great help from 
their process writing (which they now return to), and through which they 
can trace their development and see the new knowledge and 
understanding gained through all the threads and content of the course.
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Critique of the creative approach 

The view of creativity has long been dominated by the fact that it is an 
ability attributed to individuals. However, mounting evidence shows that 
the creative process does not take place only in the mind of a person, 
according to his or her intentions and plans, but is played out in 
interactions with a physical and social world (Meusburger, 2009). 

Researchers highlight that creative processes require a certain 
amount of space for improvisation, experimental thinking and innovation. 
One challenge is to plan for and design structures that stimulate creative 
processes but are within the framework of the assessment practice required 
by the university. Another important factor is that the assessment relates to 
clear learning objectives and criteria. When it comes to the final practical 
assessment (i.e. the inspiration workshops), the teacher educators jointly 
assess the student teachers’ performance based on criteria such as 
implementation, purpose, leadership and the collegial process.

In a variety of ways, we, as teacher educators, have designed the 
course with some fixed structures that create a clear framework within 
which student teachers can act creatively and independently. According 
to Selander (2018), social interaction is one of the necessary conditions 
for human development, creativity is another. Regarding the view that 
creativity develops in interaction between people, we have developed a 
working method in this course in terms of collaborative learning.

While we want student teachers to develop independence, we also 
want them to experience the meaning of being shaped together with 
others. ‘Education requires that the individual both shapes and is shaped’ 
(Alvestad, 2018, 167), and this can happen only when the individual feels 
involved. This is why the student teachers belong to a team where they 
process literature but also take examinations together. The teams are 
intended to work like a space for experimental thinking and improvisation, 
almost like a room to play in together. Together, the student teachers take 
responsibility in their teams, and we encourage them to share 
responsibilities among themselves in a clear way so that no one hides or 
allows others to do the work.

The inspiration day sees the student teachers invite preschool 
groups, with children and preschool teachers, to the university. This is a 
real and intense scenario with real-life recipients, and there will be 
significant consequences if responsibilities are not met. Another of these 
structures is the writing that the student teachers must do throughout the 
course in the form of the process paper, which we described above as one 
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of the threads running through the course. Brodin et al. (2014) believe 
that being stimulated to go against the usual is a prerequisite for creativity. 
As Alvestad (2018) argues, ‘Whether students learn, what they learn, and 
how they learn, is dependent on self-confidence and confidence in their 
own learning process’ (167). It is sometimes hard for the student teachers 
to realise that they are writing these texts for their own meta-reflection, 
not for traditional assessment. 

Just as Alvestad (2018) describes similarities between the act and 
object of learning and the act and object of play, in this course we believe 
that there is an act and object of creativity. The process writing throughout 
the course works as an act of creativity, but there are difficulties with 
university structure that mean that these texts cannot be assessed 
traditionally according to the levels of knowledge achieved. Teaching 
about creativity or teaching creatively, as we have called this chapter, 
demonstrates the dynamism and duality that exists – creativity can be 
considered as an object when we teach about creativity; it can be 
considered as an act when we teach creatively.

The understanding and learning that student teachers achieve in 
this course are, in several ways, derived from their meta-reflection. We 
believe that writing the process papers creates a reflective distance, as 
Mark (2014) calls it. A distance that makes it possible, for example, to 
critically review practices.

In this course, we see the relationship between theory and practice as 
something especially important. One aim is that the seminars should, like 
Wilhelm von Humboldt’s ideals, stimulate the free exchange of critical 
thinking. Humboldt (1767–1835) was the founder of the Humboldt 
University of Berlin. He was the architect of the Humboldtian model of 
higher education. The core idea is a holistic combination of research and 
study enabling students to become autonomous individuals and world 
citizens by developing their own reasoning powers in an environment of 
academic freedom. Study at the university should not provide merely 
professional skills through schooling along a fixed path, but rather allow 
students to build individual character by choosing their own way. He believed 
that education (Ausbildung) and Bildung are opposites in the sense that 
education (Ausbildung) works towards predetermined given knowledge 
goals, while Bildung is the result of a free development process based on 
personal interest. However, education (Ausbildung) is a prerequisite for 
Bildung: ‘with the help of guidance and steering, the student learns to 
tolerate the freedom and loneliness in the search for knowledge that 
characterises bildung at the university’ (Mark, 2014, 11). It is our hope that 
through this course we offer students the conditions for Bildung to take place.
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Throughout the course, theoretical seminars and lectures are 
combined with and related to practical workshops. We require a lot from 
teachers, in the sense that teachers need a wide range of skills, from 
theoretical knowledge to practical aesthetic knowledge. With inspiration 
from the Humboldtian model, we have designed this course for student 
teachers to balance predetermined learning objects with free independent 
creative and critical thoughts. Through the threads of collegial learning 
in teams, the process paper writing and the literature, the course is not 
only about acquiring knowledge or abilities but also about the way in 
which creativity exists within students. It has been our aim through this 
chapter to describe how to design a course where you not only teach 
about creativity but also teach creatively.

Summary of key elements and recommendations

We have outlined a course where we believe in the following key elements 
and recommendations to create conditions for knowledge and 
understanding about play and creativity but, perhaps foremost, we 
believe that those elements give the student teachers courage to have and 
develop free independent critical thoughts within a university context.

•	 Key element 1: use assignments that promote meta-reflection. 
•	 Key element 2: combine individual and collaborative learning. 
•	 Key element 3: combine theoretical seminars and lectures with 

practical workshops. 
•	 Key element 4: promote responsibility by assignments connected 

to reality.
•	 Recommendation 1: use process writing as a tool for 

meta-reflections. 
•	 Recommendation 2: teach student teachers to collaborate by using 

roundtable conversations.
•	 Recommendation 3: there should be a combination of aesthetic and 

theoretical teachers leading the course.
•	 Recommendation 4: work with an ongoing process of one 

assignment that ends in a final examination at the end of the course. 
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A response from the perspective 
of Austria
Manuela Schlick and Christiane Dalton-Puffer 

We have approached the chapter from our vantage point as educators of 
teachers for the subject of English as a Foreign Language at secondary 
level. Even though we are at opposite ends of the teacher education 
spectrum in terms of our pupil age bracket, while we were a little sceptical, 
quite a number of aspects of the chapter resonated with us. First, we share 
the authors’ understanding of teacher education as a journey of personal 
development (Bildung), not limited to training or education (Ausbildung). 

One thing that we reacted to with dismay was to read that creative 
subjects have been removed from Swedish school timetables. Did we really 
understand that correctly? In Austria, despite some pressure towards 
reducing hours, creative subjects such as art and music are still in place. How 
alive and well they are, we cannot judge. Perhaps Austria’s auto-stereotype 
as a nation of dancers and singers has something to do with it? According to 
a policy statement from 2009 (BMBWF, 2009), Austrian schools should be 
places of a ‘holistic-creative learning atmosphere’, in which teachers and 
learners alike can develop and enjoy their personal curiosity and creativity. 
Creativity is defined in its individual and social dimension, as it is ‘not only 
an attitude of the individual but also the result of collaboration and 
communication’ (BMBWF, 2009) and should thus be understood and 
implemented as a cross-curricular and interdisciplinary principle of Austrian 
school education. Accordingly, all school types in Austria include obligatory 
hours for music, the arts, language and at least one foreign language. 

The chapter emphasises creativity in its expression as a collaborative 
undertaking. Perhaps the point needs to be made strongly in order to 
counteract the popular tendency to see creativity as a special and unusual 
trait of individual minds. The Inspiration Day projects described in the 
chapter certainly showcase the collaborative nature of creativity. 

This content downloaded from 193.10.104.4 on Mon, 01 Jun 2026 11:24:39 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



CREATIVI TY IN EDUCATION32

Apart from the dimension of individual versus collaborative creativity, 
the notion of creativity exhibits another tension. We are thinking here of 
the question of whether creativity is something that is particular of or 
restricted to the aesthetic sphere. The chapter clearly comes down on the 
side of the aesthetic-imaginative side of creativity. We would argue that 
there is also a much broader side to creativity that is crucial to being a 
teacher. Acting as a professional means being able to act creatively, that is 
openly and adaptively per definition, because pedagogical and 
methodological decisions are rarely straightforward. In general, 
professionals need to find the most appropriate answer among many 
possible ways of acting, as pedagogical settings are essentially defined by 
numerous conflicting principles and antinomies (Helsper, 2001). If we 
want to educate professional teachers, we must also strengthen their sense 
of autonomy and creativity at the level of classroom decision-making. 

For this part of our comment, our perspective is that of secondary 
teacher education for the subject of English as a Foreign Language. We 
proceed from the general to the specific, commenting on Austrian 
curricula and stated educational goals, on practices of English language 
teaching in Austrian schools, and on English language teacher education, 
before we reflect on the potentials of adapting two formats discussed in 
the chapter. In the Austrian national curriculum creativity is specified as 
a principle of education but interestingly finds little further specification 
in subject-specific curricula. Standardised school-leaving exams have 
temporarily reduced the proportion of creative formats, but at the same 
time competence-based curricula have increased teachers’ freedom to 
choose literary texts, creative tasks and methods. Reflecting on the 
broader teaching context in Austria, schools and pupils can also find a 
very broad range of extracurricular projects, activities and competitions 
in the field of the arts, language and music. These range from creative 
writing competitions staged by radio stations or magazines to video or 
web 2.0 competitions organised by private companies (cf. BMBWF, 2022).

The existing freedom of choice and the range of options need to be 
used and shaped by professional teachers, and we thus agree fully with 
our Swedish colleagues that teacher education is key to promoting 
creative education. In Austrian English language teacher education, 
student teachers study literature, culture and media studies, which can 
provide many options for including creative content and methods in 
English language teaching. Like other Austrian universities, the English 
department of Vienna University has its own student drama group and 
creative writing group. At Vienna, student teachers of English can also 
take creative writing classes. 
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As mentioned above, the rationale of the Inspiration Day resonated 
with us a lot. In Action Research Projects, our English language teaching 
student teachers at master’s level independently design teaching 
interventions for a wide range of contexts, topics and methods (Wipperfürth 
and Mehlmauer-Larcher 2022), the projects being focused on their highly 
individual needs and interests. Student teachers can thus develop a sense 
of ownership of their learning and development (Rainer and Mathews 
2002). It would surely be promising to encourage students more explicitly 
to opt for topics and methods from the aesthetic-imaginative spectrum of 
creative education in English language teaching (e.g. Maley and Bolitho, 
2015) in their interventions. What we found particularly inspiring were 
the two methods of roundtable discussions and process writing. As we 
would argue that creativity in teaching also covers the level of pedagogical 
and methodological decision-making, both formats surely provide 
considerable room for enhancing awareness and openness for the 
development of the individual student teacher. We also liked that only the 
final meta-analysis of process writing was subject to assessment, which 
clearly establishes a ‘safe space’ for learning and exploration.
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A response from the perspective of 
Aotearoa New Zealand 
Sarah Knox

My three-and-a-half-year-old son is learning to spin. ‘Make me dizzy!’ he 
shouts. I worry. In my mind I see him falling and hitting his head, but I 
force myself to sit still and wait for him to stumble to me, laughing. It is 
an experiment, it’s play, creativity in its most raw form. There is no right 
or wrong way of doing it, only a feeling. It is a life lesson of how his body 
works in space and time, with equal parts risk and joy. I can learn from 
this, I remind myself. 

The chapter reminds me that play is a skill, relevant to us all, 
something that can be learned or re-learned and practised. I am prompted 
to consider the language that I use within my choreographic pedagogy. 
Although I use the word ‘play’ frequently at home with my son, I don’t 
often use it with my dance students. However, the notion of creativity is 
always explicit, and playfulness is vital as a dance-making and teaching 
skill. The invitation to play has the same intention in both contexts: 
playfulness leads to creativity, discovery and relationship building. But, 
unlike with my son, creativity can evoke fear for my students in 
choreography class. ‘I’m not creative’, they say as they wade through their 
past experiences, fears and challenges, feeling doubtful that they are 
creative enough – whatever that might mean. ‘It’s just an experiment’, I 
say as I set a new movement task, with the emphasis on the ‘just’ as though 
to minimise the pressure of the outcome. Regardless of the result, the 
experiment, the wrangling of movement, the exploring and stretching of 
a thought, is the valuable part, where new dances and methods of creative 
facilitation are to be found. 

Within Aotearoa New Zealand, pre-service dance teachers hail from 
both dance training and dance education backgrounds. Dance training is 
considered to focus on the mastery of codified steps through processes of 
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transmission and replication. It typically prepares students for professional 
careers in dance performance (Koff, 2000). Dance training usually takes 
place within private dance studios outside formal schooling, as well as in 
post-secondary dance conservatories. By contrast, dance education is 
broader and more holistic than dance training and encourages creativity 
and expressivity for all individuals, regardless of career pathway. Koff 
(2000) notes that self-knowledge, in context and relationship, is the 
primary aim of dance education. Dance education usually takes place 
within Aotearoa New Zealand’s formal school curriculum and through 
dance degrees in universities. Some of the dance student teachers may 
have undertaken study in both areas, and others may have only pursued 
one pathway. The dilemma here is that teaching the dance curriculum in 
schools requires expertise in a range of areas such as choreography, 
performance, analysis and interpretation, culture and, to a lesser degree, 
dance techniques, not all of which feature within dance training. Much 
dance training does little to foster creativity or critical thinking skills. 
Additionally, traditional Western dance pedagogies typically engaged 
within dance training contexts do not necessarily encourage play. 
Consequently, some pre-service dance teachers beginning to teach in 
schools may be under prepared for the realities of their role and the 
necessity to approach teaching with an attitude of curiosity and play. 

On reading the chapter, I question why playfulness is not a more 
explicit feature of my own curriculum in dance studies at the University 
of Auckland; especially as many of our students come to us via dance 
training routes. The questions that the authors propose in the section 
about a ‘playful leadership’ workshop are pertinent to a choreographic 
context where student choreographers are discovering how to reflect on 
their ideas, processes, interests and creative and teaching practices. 
Perhaps if used in dance-making pedagogy, these questions might do well 
to appease some of the pressures of the creative process – for example, 
time limitations, assessment criteria or perceptions of ‘good’ 
choreography. Further, the provocations to ‘observe’, ‘gain entry’ and 
‘influence’ play might be germane to the creative process as useful steps 
for both teaching dance-making skills in the choreography class, but also 
for developing pre-service teachers’ choreographic facilitation skills. 
Choreographic pedagogy requires careful negotiation of the moment of 
interjection, how to question, provoke reflection or offer feedback without 
telling the choreographer what to do creatively. 

I was struck by the notion of a ‘playful self-image’ and how I could 
foster this more for myself within my teaching practice, as well as for my 
students. In addition, the idea of ‘playful leadership’ seems like a useful 
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provocation for choreographers to explore broadly in dance, given the 
scholarship that critiques traditional and authoritarian choreographic 
roles that are often perpetuated within professional and educational 
contexts (for examples see Foster-Sproull, 2021; Gardner, 2007, 2011; 
Knox, 2013, 2017; Lakes, 2005).

The proposal of an ‘inspiration day’ presented in the chapter evokes 
a beautiful sense of possibility, of wonder and creation. I do think the 
choreographic process is akin to this; a ‘Jungle Jim’ of experiments, 
creative tasks are equipment or props. There is only so much that can be 
planned, and like the relational play between teacher and participant, 
collaboration between choreographer and dancer might only happen 
authentically as the process unfolds. I ponder, how is the dance studio a 
playground? Our bodies and ideas are the material. Music is an 
imaginative prompt. These are useful ideas to take with me into another 
year of choreographic pedagogy. 
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A response from the perspective of 
the United Kingdom
Áine McAllister

This chapter sets out a preschool teacher education programme called 
Playworld and play as phenomenon and tool in preschool education. It 
analyses the programme’s fitness to develop the creativity of student 
teachers, so that they can teach play creatively and can teach creatively 
through play. The chapter makes the inseparable link between collaboration 
and creativity and emphasises the role of meta-reflection for developing 
creativity and criticality. I ponder further the direct link between the 
introspective act of reflection and creativity and wonder how we can shine 
a brighter light on the criticality of creativity itself. The chapter offers a very 
clear blueprint for how creativity can be developed collaboratively through 
teamwork, well designed opportunities for roundtable discussion and for 
active and collaborative production between students in workshops. For 
me, in addition to the collaborative nature of the programme content, 
another strength is the field work aspect, as it facilitates student teachers to 
develop play pedagogy with preschool pupils and to reflect on it. On 
inspiration day when the preschool children are the immersed recipients of 
the student teachers’ creative outcomes, it would be good to make more of 
this opportunity to actively involve the preschool children in some 
collaborative playfulness. Both because it would practically evidence 
developments in the student teachers’ pedagogy and because who knows 
what the preschool children’s collaborative and playful contribution might 
add to the knowledge produced.

The chapter emphasises the importance of student teachers’ 
engagement with programme literature and theories of play. It seems to 
draw largely on the seminal work of Piaget and Vygotsky whose 
developmentalist views of the child and play are rooted in European/
colonial values and norms (Tramwell, 2022). The authors highlight the 
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influential role that Humboldtian ideals play in how they facilitate the 
exchange of ideas. A further dimension to the programme might be added 
by foregrounding other views of how one ‘arrives at’ knowledge and of 
the child as more ‘equal to the adult in the co-construction of culture and 
knowledge’ (Lindgren, 2020, 918) through play. Vygotsky tells us: ‘in play 
a child is always above his average age, above his daily behavior; in play 
it is as though he were a head taller than himself’ (1967, 16). For me, this 
supports the notion that Western humanist Cartesian notions have 
imposed reductive and false limits on the child, which becomes evident 
in the play of children. The chapter makes the connection between the 
teaching of creativity and societal sustainability, it explores the centrality 
of play in a child’s learning and recognises the potentially significant role 
of playfulness for society and culture. I think it would be interesting to 
develop the link between play and societal transformation further. There 
might be four ways that could be done: by challenging the foundational 
role of the Western humanist ideals, by further exploring the concept of 
the child, of play and of the child at play from different (decolonial) 
perspectives, by going further to challenge the notion that education is 
about acquiring rather than creating knowledge, and by interrogating the 
false dichotomy between criticality and creativity. 

I am a mother and languages educator in higher education in the 
United Kingdom. This is a system situated in the wider context of a hostile 
political environment for refugees and forced migrants for whom English 
is often an additional language. My own research reveals that the 
experience of these marginalised multilingual language users in higher 
education mirrors their wider experience in a hostile environment. 
Higher education in the United Kingdom fails to recognise the linguistic 
and cultural repertoires of ‘non-standard’ speakers of English and this has 
a silencing, exclusionary impact, oftentimes irrespective of prior 
qualifications or experience (McAllister et al., 2021; McAllister 2022). As 
someone who researches translanguaging as a way of counteracting this 
marginalisation, I maintain a mindfulness of my own ‘unknowing’ in my 
position of relative privilege. As an unknowing adult, I often reflect on 
what there is to learn from children at play and I apply these reflections 
to both my pedagogy and an analysis of my work. Translanguaging is a 
stance that argues for a fluid conception of meaning construction (Tsang 
et al., 2022) and a recognition of ways of knowing that have been pushed 
into the abyss through colonialism (Garcia et al., 2021) – including, for 
example, childhood ways of knowing, such as play. Abyssal thinking also 
rejects childhood ways of knowing. Reading this chapter, I have further 
considered the implications of viewing play as a way of communicating 
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understanding and of creating ‘knowing’ in the context of higher 
education for marginalised non-standard speakers of English who are 
multilingual and whose knowledge is transcultural and unrecognised:

My child shows me the process at the park; how to participate. 
I didn’t research it or show him how play works. 
He climbs the rope, turns to connect, uses his ‘let me help you’ 
dialogue.

This is an extract of a poem that I wrote as part of a collaborative 
autoethnographic poetic enquiry on the impact of collaboration and its 
relationship with creativity (McAllister, 2023). I offer this extract as a 
metaphor for openness and recognising ways of knowing that are not 
usually seen. We can unlearn abyssal thinking if we are open to the 
wonder offered through play.

The programme described offers a model for developing creativity 
and collaboration, not just in teacher education programmes but in other 
teaching and learning modules in higher education in the United 
Kingdom. For example, I think the roundtable and process writing tools 
are directly applicable to pedagogy in the field of languages in education, 
intercultural studies and refugee education. I would consider embedding 
elements of play in these tools to recognise ways of knowing that are 
otherised in this context. In roundtable discussions, is there room for role 
play or theatre methods? How can we facilitate intercultural dialogue 
that creates a space for a range of ways of expression that may be playful? 
In process writing, is there room for forms from different traditions that 
can be playful, such as song or poetry? Essentially the scaffold offered by 
the programme design is a sturdy one, and the chapter sparks ideas for 
me on how that scaffold could be dressed with more nuanced, more 
transformative conceptualisations of play that are more embedded in the 
programme content.
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