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Introduction 
I am a developmental psychologist working as senior adviser on pedagogical development 
and research in day care institutions, at the Union of Early Childhood and Youth Educators 
in Denmark, BUPL. The BUPL is a union for pedagogues and leaders aiming – both 
politically and professionally – for: 
1. the improvement of the salary, the professional competencies and the working 

conditions of the members and 
2. the promotion of new theoretical and empirical knowledge including the economical 

support to research in the pedagogical-institutional field. 
Motivation
In the last few years the political and economical debate in Denmark has been focusing on 
the necessity of innovation in society to ensure development and growth in the future. In 
relation to this debate the union has decided to focus on creativity in day care institutions 
and in particular on the significance of creativity for children's development and learning, 
as well as for the pedagogues and pedagogical leaders. 
Creativity is an important agenda for BUPL because creativity represents a necessary 
prerequisite for personal, social and societal growth and innovation. Creativity is also 
pivotal since BUPL members, pedagogues and leaders play a central role in promoting 
children and young people's creativity, development and learning.
The union’s political and professional aims regarding creativity are: 
1. Firstly, to reach a public recognition of the ongoing creative processes and activities 

in day care institutions among children, pedagogues and leaders. 
2. Secondly, to document the importance of creativity in childhood as precondition for 

the development of individual, social and cultural innovation and growth in 
adulthood. 

3. Thirdly to improve investments in day care institutions and in the professional’s 
creative competencies to organize pedagogical praxis for and with children.   

Among the main targets, priority is given to initiate and support research on creativity in 
childhood in relation to children’s development and learning, and in relation to the 
pedagogues’ professional attitude and competences. 
The Danish researcher Lars Geer Hammershøj

 

 argues that pedagogues in Denmark 1

traditionally appreciate and favor creativity in everyday praxis, but they do not have a very 
deep professional conception of creativity and why it is important for children’s 
development and learning in pedagogical contexts. In Denmark 90 % of the 1 to 3 year old 
children and 97 % of the 3 to 5 year old children are in day care institutions.

!  Hammershøj, L.G. (2012):Kreativitet – et spørgsmål om dannelse. København, Hans Reitzel Forlag 1



We, therefore, think that we have a unique opportunity to work pedagogically improving 
children's creativity.
Before going more specifically into one of the projects initiated by the union, I would like to 
introduce briefly how BUPL understands creativity. We think that in order to develop 
consistent pedagogical methodologies and praxis, it is important to have an approximately 
common understanding of what we mean by creativity.
How BUPL understands creativity in day care institutions
There is no clear definition of creativity. This is, in fact, defined in several different ways 
according to the specificity of the approach, method and focus of the disciplines, which 
deal with creativity itself – such as for example anthropology, psychology, and sociology - 
and so on and so forth. We know that the term creativity comes from the Latin word 
creare, that means to create, or – in other words – that is to produce something new, 
bringing something to existence, that was not there before. But not everything that is new 
is to be considered creative. Creativity includes a value assumption that the new must also 
be significant and important for others than the creator.
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Within the humanistic research tradition creativity is perceived as a life-sustaining human
potential, which in its essence is about creating life. To bring something that was not 
before to existence, involves personal, interpersonal and object-related engagement in the 
world.
A creative process involves – according to the humanistic tradition – always an intense 
and engaged "meeting", as the psychologist Rollo May

 

 defined it. The meeting may be 3

with an idea, a vision, a material, a sensation, or a dream. It is in those meetings with other 
or with the material and ideal world that human creative potential and capacity become a 
creative act. Children meet the world in a holistic way with all their senses and their body. 
This approach gives the children immediate and direct access to creative processes, 
which are challenging the limits of the here-and-now-given-and-possible.
Creativity is founded in childhood in closely relation to play
It is a common agreement among researchers starting with the works of Vygotsky and his 
followers in the culture historical tradition, that creativity is founded in childhood and has to 
be understood in closely relation to the children's play activity, particularly symbolic, 
imaginative or fantasy play.

 

 According to the assumption of imagination (fantasy) as core 4

element in playcreativity is a very important and central dimension in play. 
As assumed by Pellegrini 

 

 and Bretherthon
 

, play is characterized by a “what if” approach 5 6

to reality, in which elements from the real world are transformed into alternative imagined 
worlds. This “what if” dimension is central to the innovation process, because it generates 

!  Tanggaard, L. (2008): Kreativitet skal læres – Når talent bliver til innovation, Ålborg Universitetsforlag; Amabile TM. 1996. Creativity in 2

Context. Westview Press: Boulder, CO. Argote L. 1999. Organizational Learning: Creating, Retain-ing and Transferring Knowledge) 

!  May, R. (1975): The courage to create. NY, W Norton3

!  Vygotsky, L.S. (1982): Legen og dens rolle i barnets psykiske udvikling – i: Om barnets psykiske udvikling – NNF; Schousboe, I. 4

(1993): Den onde leg. En udvidet synsvinkel på leg og dens funktioner, I Nordisk Psykologi, nr. 2, København; Cecchin, D. (1992): Det 
legende barn. En bestemmelse af legens væsen og dens betydning for børn. København. KUA

!  Pellegrini, A.D. (1984): The Effects on Exploration and Play on Yung Children’s Associative Fluency: A review and Exstension of 5

Training Studies. I Yanchey, T.D. & Pellegrini, A.D.: Child’s play: Developmental and applied. LEA  

!  Bretherthon, I. (1984): Symbolic play. The development of social understanding. Academic Press6



alternatives and produces newness, which challenge the limits of the here-and-now-given-
and possible.Imagination, or more precisely fantasy, is the key element of play and key 
driving force in children's production of alternative mental images, stories and actions 
through combinations and connections. In fantasy-play there are important functions 
related to the combination process of different elements. 
As the Danish play researcher Ivy Schousboe assumes, fantasy allows any element to be 
"taken out" of a given context, "be repositioned" in any new context in any possible way

 

.7
Play is highlighted in pedagogical theory and practice as a privileged space for 
exploration, development of new ideas, meta-cognition and creation.

 

 Play is the activity in 8

childhood, which by its nature requires a large number of creative "meetings" with the 
world, constantly producing new images of reality and new actions. 
The intensity of the “meeting” in play is described by the Norwegian social-anthropologist 
Eli Åm

 

 as an almost ecstatic experience, which implies a strong emotional-cognitive 9

involvement and a sense of devotion, self-forgetfulness and transcendence. 
According to Jerome Bruner

 

 the child in play has a strong tendency to "give in" and "let 10

one self be driven by the object ". 
We think that those assumptions about creativity and play, and in particular the 
interrelation between them, have important methodological implications on the 
pedagogical praxis with children in day care institutions. That is one of the major reasons 
why the Union BUPL has invested in research projects on creativity in pedagogical 
contexts.  
The creative educational organization
The creative educational organization is the title of one of the projects initiated by the 
Union and conducted by the psychologist Vicki Sieling. It is an action research project with 
the aim to investigate and document the importance of educational institutions as space 
for the development of children's creativity. The project investigates day care institutions as 
educational systems organizing creative environments and processes. 
The project is focusing on the pedagogical, methodological and managerial preconditions 
for creativity in early childhood institutions and specifically on how the pedagogues and the 
leadership contribute to the development of children's creative thinking and behavior. The 
research project is still in progress and will be finished in September 2012.
2. The significance of day care services for the development of children's creativity 
Another project recently published is an international literature review entitled The 
significance of day care services for the development of children's creativity, which was 
carried out by Professor in Psychology Lene Tanggaard from the University of Aalborg in 
Denmark. The research review is covering the field of creativity among children in day care 
services, focusing on the effect of day care for the development of creativity in children. 
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The main questions that the Union asked for the research review were: 
1. How is creativity founded in childhood and which relations are there between 

creativity, fantasy and play? 
2. Which roles have day care services in the children’s development of 

creativity? Which significance has sociality and materiality in pedagogy related to 
creativity?

3. Are there findings for the transfer and impact of play, imagination and invention in 
childhood on adult creativity and innovativeness? 

According to Lene Tanggaard’s findings, there is a large amount of general research about 
creativity and divergent thinking or intelligence, but very little that focus specifically on 
creativity in institutional pedagogical contexts; on how child creativity is affected by day-
care; and on whether connections can be traced from the creative child to the creative 
adult.
 
The literature review considers a variety of research studies. These studies deal with 
many of the activities, in which children are engaged in day care institutions which are 
associated with the development of creativity. The activities described include creative 
movement, communication with adults and peers, symbolic play and activities stimulating 
children’s imagination. The research has been looking after documentation of everyday life 
environment in day care institutions and how pedagogical praxis facilitates creative 
processes. 
In relation to the investigation of those issues Lene Tanggaard made an interesting 
distinction between two different perceptions of creativity called 1st generation creativity 
and 2nd generation creativity.
Tanggaard summarizes

 

 these trends in the following table:11

 

1st  generation creativity 2nd generation creativity

“Soft”, not economical “Hard”, economically driven

Singular and individualistic Pluralistic and social based

Spontaneous, natural and intrinsic Disposition and environment 

Art-based Multiple areas and domains

Cannot be taught, cannot be learned Can be taught, can be learned

“Out of the box” “On the border of the box.” It requires rules 
and boundaries

Cannot be measured Can be evaluate

!  Tanggaard, L. (2012) Daginstitutioners betydning for børns udvikling af kreativitet- et forskningsreview. Ålborg Universitet11



• 1st generation creativity is characterized by a view of creativity as a spontaneous, 
romantic, primarily art-based, intrinsic and purely individual phenomenon, which is 
not intended to produce values for others. 

 
 In accordance to this view the Danish researcher Lars Geer Hammershøj describes 
 creativity as an issue of human formation. Creativity is not a capacity or a
  Competency that can be developed and fostered by teaching or by pedagogy, he
  argues in his new book

 

.  According to Hammershøj, creativity is to be understood 12

 as an integrating part of the human process of formation, based on sensuous
     forces. But creativity differs from the formation process being directed toward the
  production of something new and significant. 

Lene Tanggaard research is inspired by the work of the English psychologist Vlad Petre 
Glâveanu pointing out in a recent article in the journal 'Thinking Skills and Creativity'

 

, that 13

Western culture is characterized by a romantic view of children's creativity. We simply 
consider children playing, dancing, singing and drawing as the most ultimate expression of 
creativity at all, he argues, but, in fact, it is just the beginning. According to Glâveanu the 
romantic heritage can subsequently lead us to believe that we do not need to do anything 
special to promote children's creativity.
Lene Tanggaard argues that we are moving from the so called 1st generation’s view of 
creativity as something spontaneous, romantic, intrinsic and purely individual 
phenomenon, to the 2nd generation creativity. 
• 2nd generation creativity perceives creativity as a pluralistic and social based 

phenomenon, which needs rules and boundaries, and is not only performed in the 
field of artistic activity, rather within different areas and domains as well.
Creativity is a capacity developed in interdependence with the environment, 
something that can be learned, trained, measured and evaluated

 

. At last creativity 14

in the 2nd generation approach is intended as a process directed to the production 
of something that is significant for others.  

Creativity can be learned in any particular social community
On the basis of the results of the review, Lene Tanggaard assumes that creativity is a 
fundamental and universal human potential. This is integrated into the everyday social 
practices as an ongoing process springing out of the interrelation between humans and 
the material world.

 

 15
The object and material world play an important rule in the creative process. The material 
involved in creative processes is not just a medium or a tool in the production of newness. 
Materiality is an integrated element and agency in creativity as co-constructor of the 
product. This understanding is pertinent to Rollo May’s assumption that creativity is 
emerging from the “meeting” between the creator and the emerging product.
!   Hammershøj, L.G. (2012): Kreativitet – Et spørgsmål om dannelse. København, Hans Reitzel Forlag, 12
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In the 2nd generation view, creativity is highlighted as something social and collective, 
depending on the environmental conditions, rules and boundaries. Creativity is not a 
natural, innate ability, but an emerging potential that can be developed and taught.
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As a consequence creativity can be fostered through engaging educational learning 
environment with space for reflection, experimentation, symbolic play and improvisation. 
According to this 2nd conception children's immediate creativity can be encouraged, trained 
and refined through activities, which stimulate further creativity. 
The main conclusions of the review and their implications for day care institution 
Lene Tanggaard points out the main conclusions and perspectives of the review and their 
implications for day care institutions as: 
• Safety and trust are prerequisites for creativity and child development.  

Creativity depends on how the day care institution is perceived and whether is a 
safe and reliable place for the children. When the children feel safe, they also 
become more expressive and experimenting. 
The fact that children can share their thoughts and wonder with each other and with 
adults who encourage them constructively to dare new things, moving in new ways 
and getting ideas, fosters their creative development. Self-confidence plays a key 
role in the foundation and formation of creativity. The confidence and self-
confidence that children show, is expression of how creative they are.

• The environmental, physical and material conditions in day care institutions 
play a central role in shaping children's behavior in general and, thus, also for the 
development of their creativity. There is a close relationship between human beings 
and material tools in the creativity process.

 

 According to Lene Tanggaard’s 17

sociomaterial view, creativity implies an awareness of how different environments in 
everyday life do not merely form creativity and create conditions for it but also they 
themselves represent a substantial component of creativity.

• There is a general positive correlation between the development of creativity 
in children and their play activity. But the relation between play and creativity is 
not simple. Play and creativity are linked in a clear but highly complex way. 
The extent of children’s opportunity to play in day care institutions has significance 
for the development of their creativity. Children's creativity is considered the first 
step towards creativity in later life. 

• Creativity fostered in play from childhood can be transferred to adult life 
The review did not find effective evidence for direct impact of play and imagination 
in childhood on adult creativity and innovativeness. However some American 
researchers have studied the relationship between world-play and creativity by 
discussing long-term effects of creativity. They have found that creativity fostered in 
fantasy play from childhood has been transferred to adult life.
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In all likelihood, fantasy play has a role for children’s ability later in life to express 
them selves creatively, get new ideas, see new possibilities, and imagine alternative 
realities. According to Lene Tanggaard, pedagogues in day care institutions can 
and, therefore, must cultivate and encourage children's creativity in their play and 
through pedagogical activities, so that it can affect them later in life.

Assumptions on creativity in day care institutions 
Based on the research’s results, our assumptions so far are that:
• Creativity is a universal human potential, founded in childhood
• Creativity is a capacity that can be developed and learned in social contexts
• Play and fantasy are the milestones of creativity
• Materiality represents a substantial component of creativity 
• Creativity in childhood can be transferred to adult life (innovation)
• 

In addition to the review’s pedagogical implication, creativity in day care institutions is a 
dimension that can break with conventional, stereotypical and repetitive pedagogical 
thinking by introducing authenticity and transformation in pedagogical praxis. 
Creativity facilitates discovering of alternative ways in organizing pedagogical processes 
and contexts for and with children.
A characteristic of play is its occupation with and transformation of the environment in 
which modifiable scripts are created in concordance with the themes, which emerge in the 
activity progresses and developments. The same creative approach can inspire the 
conversion of the physical environment as well as accommodating the pedagogical 
framework, which allows a corresponding flexibility in the creation of relevant and 
meaningful pedagogical surroundings. The environment can be shaped, re-shaped and re-
created in close connection to the current significant pedagogical content. 
A contribution to a definition 
In light of the results of the research we can, with the word of Umberto Eco,

 

 assume that 19

creativity does not mean to produce something new out of nothing. Creativity is rather the 
ability – by intuition, by chance or through a lot of patience – to identify new patterns in the 
existing reality, making new connections between separate elements in the environment. 
In this view particularly interesting is the elaboration of Arthur Koestler’s concept of 
“bisociation”. In his book The Act of Creation

 

, attempting to develop a general theory of 20

human creativity, Koestler argues that the essence of creativity lies in the “bisociation” of 
previously unrelated matrix of thought, which is described as a pattern of activity governed 
by a specific set of rules and codes.
Creativity is then not a pure combination process bringing single separate elements 
together in new, relevant forms as for example Umberto Eco suggested in his article 
Combinatory of creativity. According to Koestler, creativity is about connecting diversities in 
whole and complex matrix of thought.
Searching after a deeper understanding of creativity, we can thus suggest a definition: 
!  Eco, U. (2004): Combinatoria della creativita´. Conference for the Nobel Fondation, Firenze, 15. September 19
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“Creativity is an individual and socially embedded capacity to produce something 
new and significant, by connecting and combining separated elements within 
different matrix of thought or patterns of activity, in new and unconventional ways”.

I would like to end this presentation with an example of creativity in pedagogical praxis 
developed in the extension of children fantasy play, which in my opinion is a good 
illustration of the concept of “bisociation”. It is about play and playfulness at the Italian 
kindergarten Villamarina in Cesenatico, where pedagogues and children invent and 
construct stories that take concrete form in the environment becoming common contexts 
for play, pedagogical activities and narratives. 
Play and pedagogical playfulness - The witch flying in a spaceship 
Once I was visiting from Denmark Villamarina’s kindergarten and I saw a witch wearing a 
pointed black hat flying under the ceiling, sitting inside a spaceship.

 

 Her house and cat 21

hung between light blue clouds on a clothesline fastened across the room. On the floor, 
there was another house covered with painted paper and decorated with flowers, birds 
and animals in all colors that were friends with the witch.
In the adjacent room, a sky with stars, astronauts and planets appeared. On the floor, a 
playhouse formed as a spaceship made out of plastic bottles and properly equipped with a 
computer keyboard and other instruments.  

! 
All the installations were the result of a storytelling that began with several observations in 
the playground of a group of 4-year-old girls. The girls repeatedly played a story about an 
invisible witch who could make magic with her voice. The fantasy-play involved a larger 
number of children and went on for several days. 
The witch-story developed in different ways leading to activities, such as making magic 
with colours, food, and other materials mixed so they gave different results. 

!  Cecchin, D. (2012) in press: Pedagogical Perspective on Play. In Schousboe,I. & Lindquist, D.W.  Play and Playfulness, Australia, 21
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At this point, there was another group of children, mostly boys, who demonstrated great 
excitement about the Star-Wars movie. They played with, talked about, and drew all the 
space heroes. 
The pedagogues made the same process of observation, investigation, storytelling and 
illustration about Star Wars, which took form as a spaceship made out of plastic bottles. 
Supported by the pedagogues, the story went on with this unusual combination of themes 
for several weeks, constantly developing and concretising new ideas and suggestions in 
different ways and with different modalities and materials.
It was very interesting, I think, that the children moving between their different play-world 
made a concrete connection – I would rather say “bisociation” – between the witch-story 
and the Star Wars story by telling that one day, the witch, after all the broom flying, 
became very tired and therefore she thought it was much better to get flying in a 
spaceship.  


