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A B S T R A C T

There is an abundance of literature highlighting the need to focus on enhancing students’
creativity in higher education. However, currently there is a gap in awareness of evidence-
based initiatives being employed in institutions to address this need. The debate on how to
best characterise creativity has not yet reach consensus therefore, we present a protocol for
a new review that will identify the characteristics of the frameworks as well as the tools
being used by educators to formally develop students’ creativity in higher education. It will
also provide insight into how these educators are defining creativity. This knowledge will
enhance understanding of how creativity, a necessary skill for 21st century learners is being
harvested, valued, and described in higher education.

© 2017 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Creativity has been regarded as one of the crucial skills in the toolkit of the 21st century learner and indeed key to
effective learning in higher education and beyond (Jahnke, Haertel, & Wildt, 2015; Nissim, Weissblueth, Scott-Webber, &
Amar, 2016; Rampersad & Patel, 2014). It has even been described as ‘the cultural capital of the twenty-first century’
(Sheridan-Rabideau, 2010, p. 54). While creativity has been noted as a significant skill across the life-span, Livingston (2010)
reported that creativity is an essential skill for students to harvest in higher education as it has a direct link to the
development of “content knowledge and skills in a culture infused at new levels by investigation, cooperation, connection,
integration and synthesis” (p. 59). Given the high level of agreement on its importance, the question remains; what are
higher education institutions, and the educators within doing to foster, nurture and develop student’s levels of creativity. On
one hand, there is the positive idea stated by Tosey (2006), who commented that higher education institutions cannot avoid
creativity, as they harbour individuals ‘who are constantly using their ingenuity in interaction with others’ (p. 33). There is
also evidence that creativity is a specific requirement in terms of day-to-day teaching practice where the intention of
learning is to;

“generate ideas and possibilities, invent ways of exploring problems, complex situations and systems [or] combine ideas
and things in novel ways” (Jackson & Shaw, 2005, p.105).
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These ideas imply that creativity could be considered part of the fabric of higher education. However, the challenges
associated with enhancing students’ creativity in higher educaton have been widely acknowledged in the literature. These
range from the rigid management practices in higher education which stiffle creativity (MacLaren, 2012) to designing
assessment strategies that can relaibly assess creativity (Cowan, 2006). Of course decisions concerning assessment depend
primarily on whether the educator takes the position that creativity is fundamentally product oriented (Amabile, 1983;
Elliott, 1995) or process oriented (Johnson-Laird, 1987) and lack of consenuss on this matter adds to the challenge. Kleiman
(2008, p. 212) has commented that if experiences of teaching creativity could be placed on one continuum, fulfilment-focus
would sit at the upper end while constraint-focused would sit at the lower, which reflects the negative perceptions of some
academics teaching creativity in higher education. This negativity has been associated with the fact that creativity and the
creative processes can challenge established teaching and learning strategies, as well as the institutional ethos.

1.1. Understanding creativity

Creativity has long been a topic of interest within psychology and its cognate disciplines, with particular attention paid to
this concept in the latter half of the twentieth century, especially in relation generating theories of creativity (for example;
Kris, 1952; Mendelsohn, 1976; Mendick, 1962). Today, the term creativity is employed in many different contexts with an
increasing recognition of its value in numerous domains including technology, business and entrepreneurship (e.g., Cooper,
2000; Zimmerer & Scarborough, 2008). This emphasis has been extended to higher education with many studies recognising
its value within third level institutions (Garrison & Kanuka, 2004). Contemporary work is regularly championing creativity,
citing it as a crucial skill for the 21 st century (Greiff, Niepel, & Wustenberg, 2015). Links have been made between levels of
creativity and other valued skills including critical thinking (Dwyer, Hogan, & Stewart, 2014), as well as communication and
innovation (Kratzer et al., 2004).

However, since the turn of the 21st century, creativity has become more pervasive as a construct, there are many
inconsistencies in the definitions adopted (Batey, 2012; Meusburger, Funke, & Wunder, 2009). Creativity has been described
as ‘maligned, neglected and misunderstood’ (Azzam, 2009, p. 22). This is reflected in a diversity of intuitive conceptions of
creativity, with individuals adopting different views as to what is meant by creativity (Gluck, Ernst, & Unger, 2002). Within
higher education, much debate has surrounded whether creativity can be taught (Livingston, 2010; Jackson, Oliver, Shaw, &
Wisdom, 2006). Smith (2006) suggests that while society has a view of creativity as a talent, shown by some, other research
is suggesting that creativity is perhaps developed through a teachable process and

‘ . . . colleges and universities can work to create curricula, pedagogies, cocurricular programming and a general
institutional environment to support creative development’ (p. 24).

The lack of agreement on whether creativity can be taught or not shows confusion in the field which is compounded by
the lack of consensus of what creativity involves and how this might be influenced by contextual factors.

Attempts have been made to establish what academics themselves understand as creativity. For example Jackson and
Shaw (2005) report certain themes in definitions including originality, innovation, transfer and adaptation of ideas. Using
qualitative analysis Kleiman (2008) observed five categories of views of the creative experience: that which is constraint
focused, process focused, product focused, transformation focused and fulfilment focussed. Rather than trying to reach
consensus on how to define creativity, it may be more advantageous to examine themes or characteristics associated with
how it is understood in different contexts. Efforts to identifying approaches that will enhance student’s levels of creativity
have been made (e.g., Jeffrey & Craft, 2004, Loveless, Burton, & Turvey, 2006) however, as of yet there has been no one
method espoused for its effectiveness in increasing students’ levels of creativity in higher education. This again relates to the
idea that creativity practiced in higher education is deeply situated. Given the contextual and ecological influences on
teacher’s approaches, strategies, environment and thinking, identifying principles to aid effective design would be
considered a worthwhile exercise.

1.2. Why conduct a review on creativity

Through the review, frameworks being used by educators and practitioners in higher education will be identified,
examined and deconstructed in order to generate a clearer understanding of those tools, frameworks and their associated
characteristics. Loveless et al. (2006, p. 4) refer to Craft (2000) in their description of a useful theoretical framework for
recognising and developing creativity as ‘an interaction between characteristics in people and communities, creative
processes, subject domains and wider social and cultural contexts’. By examining these frameworks we can inform evidence-
based practice in higher education. Scoping studies are used extensively in health research to build bodies of knowledge
based on practice and evidence. Education should follow suit, as these types of studies can have implications for practice at
individual, institutional and global levels.

The increase in multidisciplinary approaches and methodologies stemming from cognitive science can shed new light on
the meaning of creativity which is why an analysis of contemporary research is merited. Gaspar and Mabic (2015, p. 599–
600) remind us of the prominence of creativity in the majority of European strategic reports on higher education, including;
EUROPE 2020 (European Commission, 2010). Publications Office of the European Union. and), EUA (2011). Smart People for
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Smart Growth and the Lisbon Declaration (2007) � Europe’s Universities Beyond 2010, and yet the stark reality remains that,
as educators, there is very little information on best practice in existence.

There have been a small number of reviews that have been conducted that expressly focus on developing students’
creativity, however, these have been carried out in particular subject areas; for example, nursing (see Chan, 2013; Duhamel,
2016) or music education (Running, 2008). Following his review, Running (2008) suggested that further investigations are
warranted to ascertain whether creativity can be taught or not at higher education. It would appear that questions associated
with definition (or description) and effective approaches to teaching creativity have been asked for decades. Currently, no
review exists that can offer insight into initiatives that have been employed across a range of subject settings. Conducting a
scoping review will contribute to a greater understanding of the characteristics of creativity in practice across different
contexts in higher education. It could also be used to inform further knowledge gathering in relation to pedagogic practice,
for example by means of larger-scale, quantitative investigations. Building on the protocol analysis in this way would lead to
an enhanced understanding of practices of creativity in a broader range of educational contexts, beyond an analysis of
published literature.

Through an understanding of the frameworks employed and associated definitions, it is possible to gain insight into how
creativity is being thought about and taught as a 21st century skill in higher education.

1.3. Review objectives

The primary objective of this review is to establish how creativity is being formally developed in higher education in order
to inform practice by (1) identifying the frameworks and tools being used by educators to explicitly develop student’s levels
of creativity (2) identifying the characteristics of creativity that these educators associate with their frameworks.

Table 1
Six stages for a scoping study (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005) with recommendations from Daudt et al. (2013).

Stage Recommendation

1.Identifying the
research question

1. Conduct considerable research about scoping studies to ensure an appropriate match between the scoping
methodology and the research interest. Consider the methodology’s objectives, boundaries, and the types of
research that it can best support.
2. Link the purpose of the research with the research question and attend to suggestions to clarify concepts
within the research question.

2. Identifying relevant studies 1. Remain flexible to revise the research question and/or search terms.
2. Build both a multidisciplinary and inter-professional team. Include someone experienced with scoping
studies and suitable stakeholders if possible.
3. Choose a small suitable group from the larger research team of qualified researchers and professionals with
enough breadth of expertise for this stage to ensure timely completion of the study

3. Study selection 1. For large research teams, take a three-tiered approach to study selection. Divide entire team into smaller
teams with responsibility for equal portions of the selected studies. Ask each person to review his/her selected
studies for inclusion or exclusion. Have each small team compare its results. If disagreement, involve a third
reviewer.
2. Assess the quality of studies to be either included or excluded for charting. Quality can be assessed using
validated instruments

4. Charting the data 1. Conduct a trial charting exercise and group consultation to determine if adjustments should be made to the
chart (variables being measured) and to ensure that the research team is charting consistently.
2. Create a comprehensive chart, involving both high-level data and micro-level data, in order to capture a rich
set of data.
3. Hold frequent meetings to ensure effective communication about consistent charting. Hold additional longer
meetings when necessary.
4. For large research teams, take a three-tiered approach to charting the data. Divide entire team into smaller
teams with responsibility for equal portions of the selected studies. Pick different team members from stage #3.
Ask each person to review his/her selected studies for inclusion or exclusion. Have each small team compare its
results. Have one independent reviewer read and chart all studies. Have independent reviewer compare his/her
charting with the charting of all other team members. Discuss any discrepancies.
5. Improve data management by assigning each study a unique identifying number to avoid confusion.

5. Collating, summarising and
reporting the results

1. Engage a small working group from the larger team to make meaning out of the data and to make choices
about the data on which to focus.

6. Consultation exercise 1. If there are stakeholders (e.g., policy makers and allied researchers) who were not part of your research team,
engage in a consultation process with them. Consult stakeholders only if the actual scoping study results are
germane.
2. Recognize that the inability to share a scoping study’s findings with stakeholders may be an indication that
future research must be done beyond the scoping study in order to make a meaningful contribution to
professional practice.
3. Systematic engagement with practitioners in established networks of interest, such as, JISC mail Imaginative
Curriculum Network or the Creative Network.
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2. Methods

2.1. Study design

The study design will entail a scoping review rather than a systematic review. This form of review has been described as
increasingly popular for synthesising research evidence (e.g., Levac, Coloquhoun, & Brien, 2010; Daudt, van Mossel, & Scott,
2013). A scoping review has been selected owing to the breath of the research objectives underpinning the present
investigation. As distinct from a systematic review, the aim of a scoping review is to map “key concepts, types of evidence,
and gaps in the research related to a defined area or field by systematically searching, selecting, and synthesising existing
knowledge” (Colquhoun et al., 2014, p. 1294). As such scoping reviews tend to focus on the breath rather than the depth of
evidence (Prihodova, Guerin, & Kernohan, 2015). One formal approach to guide a scoping review for broad research
questions has been the six stage framework originally proposed by Arksey and O’Malley (2005) and developed by Levac et al.
(2010) and Daudt et al. (2013) (see Table 1). Davis et al., (2009), have described this framework as ‘an interpretative scoping
literature review methodology’ (p.1388). These researchers explain that this method is effective for use when the review will
focus on studies that have disparity in their findings. In advancing the efficacy of the framework, Levac et al. (2010) provided
comprehensive additions to the scoping framework by retaining the main headings suggested by Arksey and O’Malley
(2005), and providing a more detailed guidance for researchers on how to operate at each stage. This work was advanced
even further by Daudt et al. (2013) who proposed further recommendations, outlined in Table 1 below, which will be used for
guiding this scoping review.

Originally, Stage 6 was suggested to be an optional stage, whereby experts in areas connected with the research question
are invited to review and comment on the stages of the study to ensure it is being effectively executed and progressing in an
un-biased way. Both Levac et al. (2010) and Daudt et al. (2013) highly recommend that this stage be included in the process
and it will be retained for the present review.

2.2. Search strategy and source selection

A search strategy was designed in collaboration with an information search expert from the college library. There are
parameters established for the study that will influence the extent of the search. Specifically; only studies published since
2000 will be considered based on the connection between creativity and 21st century learning. Also, only studies available in
English will be considered, (as that is the only language of the researchers) and only studies in peer-reviewed journals will be
considered. A systematic search will be conducted on the following electronic collections and databases; EBSCOhost
Psychology and Behavioural Sciences Collection, ScienceDirect, Education Research Complete and Web of Science (Science
and Social Science Index). Searches of Titles, abstracts and keywords will be conducted by AE and RM using the types of
search terms indicated in Table 2.

2.2.1. Study inclusion and exclusion criteria
Given the breath of the search terms outlined above, we expect that a broad range of papers will result. Aside from the

parameters outlined above other inclusion criteria have also been identified. As the primary objectives of this scoping review
concerns the identification of frameworks for creativity enhancement and their associated characteristics, both qualitative
and quantitative research will be considered. The research must have been conducted in a higher education context with
students either as part of a module or as a standalone module. We are not excluding studies based on specific subject area.
Finally, to be considered eligible, the papers under review must state in their own words that the aim of the research was to
enhance students’ levels of creativity.

2.2.2. Article selection process
The team of researchers have been identified and have expertise in relation to searching ability and methodological

understanding. In line with the recommendations of Daudt et al. (2013), the researchers will work through the six stage
framework outlined earlier in Table 1. In order to ensure that the framework for reviewing is being used appropriately, we
will also ensure regular structured meetings are scheduled to maintain a clear focus on the aims and objectives of the review
and to provide an open forum to allow for ongoing dialogue between the team to ensure that researchers maintain focus in

Table 2
Sample of search terms for the ERIC database.

Step Search terms

1 To identify relevant research through title and all text in order to generate a wide range of responses
creat*(framework OR tool AND develop* OR college OR higher education OR third level OR university OR tertiary)
2 creat*(approach* OR initiative AND develop* OR enhance OR increase OR college OR higher education OR third level OR university OR tertiary)
3 To identify relevant research through title and abstract in order to refine range of responses
creat*(framework OR tool OR approach* OR initiative AND develop* OR enhance* OR increas* OR college OR higher education OR third level OR
university OR tertiary)
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terms of the evidence and data they collect. It will be necessary for the researchers to have an ability to identify frameworks
which have implicit characteristics as well as those that have been explicitly developed, therefore the need to support on-
going dialogue is envisaged. This further supports our use of the six stage framework (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005) as rather that
forcing researchers to operate rigidly, ‘it is based on an iterative, conceptual and interpretative approach’ (Davis, Drey, &
Gould, 2009; p. 1388). An extensive search of databases will be conducted in order to identify all eligible studies. The
reference sections of all eligible studies will also be searched to identify any other literature not sourced through the online
search strategy.

2.3. Data extraction and synthesis

Studies will be identified initially by screening the Titles and abstracts and in circumstances where it is not possible to
make a decision based on the title and/or abstract, the full text will be reviewed. It is expected that searching will be iterative
and checks will be built into the process to ensure that the inclusion/exclusion criteria are being implemented consistently.
One such check will be to have the allocated researchers review a sample of their selection and to follow this with a wider
team meeting to ascertain the appropriateness of the studies. Once the results of the search are imported into EndNote,
duplicates will be removed. The remaining studies will be independently reviewed by two researchers to ensure they meet
the inclusion criteria, which is a valuable step in the process highlighted by Arksey and O’Malley (2005). Once these
researchers have reviewed the papers and have made initial decisions in relation to inclusion and exclusion (or studies to be
further reviewed) they will meet to discuss their decisions. At this point, a third researcher will arbitrate any lack of
agreement or outstanding decisions.

2.3.1. Charting
The recommendations of both Arksey and O’Malley (2005) and Levac et al. (2010) and Daudt et al. (2013) recommend

charting the data using a charting form. In their paper Arksey and O’Malley (2005) compare this exercise to a ‘narrative
review’. From the perspective of a scoping review, the main purpose of charting is to develop consensus on what information
should be extracted from each study. These researchers offer a broad framework for charting which will be adopted for this
scoping review. Specifically, they suggest that information should be recorded on;

� Author(s), year of publication, study location
� Intervention type, and comparator (if any); duration of the intervention
� Study populations
� Aims of the study
� Methodology
� Outcome measures
� Important results

(p. 16 �17)
Given the specific outcomes of the present scoping review, there will be adaptations made to this chart to allow

characteristics of creativity and the elements of the framework and tools used to be captured. We are also very mindful of the
influence of context and ecological dimensions of the process by which creativity is considered in different educational
practices. Where possible, an examination of contextual dimensions of the studies will be recorded. In line with further
recommendations offered by Daudt et al. (2013) two researchers will use this form to extract data from the first 7 studies, as a
means of a trial charting exrcise. This enables an early check to be performed on consistency and relevance. Once this has
been established and any changes considered, the remaining researchers will commence data extraction.

Given the likelihood that both qualitative and quantitative data will emerge from this study, data synthesis and analysis
will be conducted using both ‘a descriptive numerical summary and a thematic analysis’ (Levac et al., 2010; p. 6). The results
of this process will be used to inform the consultation process which is likely to include stakeholders from higher education,
industry and researchers in the area of creativity.

Before the final write-up, we will conduct a consultation exercise which is designed to gather the views and opinions of
stakeholders that are interested in the topic, but are not directly involved as a member of the research team. By incorporating
this stage, we are provided with alternative perspectives on our approach and findings, which will add value to our review.
The consultation team that envisage will consist of two members of the academic community who teach in higher education
contexts, along with a recognised researcher in this area. We also feel it is useful to incorporate the views from stakeholders
outside of the academic community. Therefore we will also invite members of the business community to be part of the
consultation panel. These representatives have been identified as working in business domains that are considered ‘creative’
and ‘innovative’.

3. Discussion

Creativity is being touted as a vital skill for the 21st century. However, as of yet, we have not reached agreement on key
aspects of creativity development in higher education. In fact the same questions that have been asked in the past are being
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asked again today; ‘Is creativity a gift, or can it be developed? Can it be learned? Can it be taught?’ Running (2008). As there is
a lack of consensus on the characteristics of creativity or the most effective ways to improve it, this protocol has been
developed following many discussions and debates with academics and researchers in relation to the efficacy, relevance and
value of creativity to education. The results from this review will identify how educators have been thinking about, talking
about and focusing on the development of students’ creativity.

4. Proposed timeline and researcher involvement

It is anticipated that this scoping study will be completed within 14 months, the schedule of activities is outlined in
Table 3 below.
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