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Abstract: In this article we raise two linked questions in relation to positive creativity (creativity that
can help transform the world to a better place): (1) Why does a great deal of positive creativity fly
under the radar? and (2) What can be accomplished to enhance the visibility and frequency of positive
creativity? Building off of the recent CASE model (Capital, Awareness, Spark, Exceptionality Model),
which is focused on creativity that is hidden and overlooked, we unpack some of the reasons why
positive creativity is often ignored in classroom settings. Using this framework as an intervention
tool allows us, conversely, to identify those elements that can be enhanced to make positive creativity
more visible and, overall, more present in education (and beyond).
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1. Positive Creativity in a Negative World

We live in times that call out for creative solutions to a myriad of problems. We are in
the midst of a worldwide pandemic that has killed millions of people. Those who have not
themselves become ill or lost family are still prone to sleeplessness, depression, and anxiety
focused on COVID-19 [1] or its related economic fallout [2]. Around the world, people
worry about everything from climate change [3] to terrorism [4] to systematic racism [5];
even simply reading about these issues by ‘doom-scrolling’ on social-media negatively
impacts people’s emotional state [6]. Political differences are tearing families apart [7,8] as
we continue to see increased violence against women [9] and, in the United States, the need
for regular school shooter lockdown drills [10].

How can modern creativity theory offer insights that might help address this ques-
tion? Creativity is often portrayed as a force for good across different levels of eminence.
Big-C, or creative genius, is an easy argument to make, given that creative genius underlies
any medical or societal advance [11]. Pro-c, or professional creativity, has been described
as a city’s most essential economic resource [12]. Lower levels of creativity, such as ev-
eryday (little-c) and personal (mini-c) creativity [13], can be associated with a variety of
positive outcomes. These include many meaningfully-related benefits, such as enjoyment,
increased feelings of purpose, better reconciliation with one’s past, and a stronger sense of
community [14].

Building off his conception of transformational giftedness [15,16], Sternberg [17] has
called for transformational creativity (also called positive creativity) [18,19]. This concept
is creativity that is undertaken with the goal of making a benevolent and creative impact
on the world. Although it is a simple concept at its core, there are many nuances. Perhaps
the most common (and rewarded) type of creativity is transactional creativity, which is
creative actions that fulfil a social or literal contract. People are creative in exchange for
getting gifted services, scholarships, or employment. Sternberg [17] notes other types,
such as self-transformational creativity, in which a creator transforms themselves but not
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others. Such a dichotomy between the impact on one’s self versus other people mirrors
Forgeard and Mecklenburg’s [20] reciprocal model of prosocial motivation and creativity,
which examines the intersection of the motivation locus (i.e., intrinsic vs. extrinsic) and the
intended recipient of one’s creative efforts (self or others).

In this article, we raise two linked questions in relation to positive creativity: (1) Why
does a great deal of positive creativity fly under the radar? and (2) What can be accom-
plished to enhance the visibility and frequency of positive creativity? Following a brief
discussion of positive (and negative) creativity in education, we build on a recent model of
hidden creativities [21] to unpack some of the reasons why transformational creativity is of-
ten ignored in classroom settings. Using this framework as an ‘intervention tool’ allows us,
conversely, to identify those elements that can be enhanced to make positive creativity—in
the case of students and teachers—more visible and, overall, more present in education as
well as beyond educational settings.

2. Positive Creativity in Education

There are many possible approaches to teaching positive or transformational creativity,
or otherwise implementing it into the classroom. Choi and Kaufman [22] highlighted a
few ways to focus on transformative giftedness that may represent a starting point. They
noted that schools could identify traditionally (or transactionally) gifted students and try
to push them toward a positive (or transformational) approach. Conversely, there could
be measures of transformative giftedness specifically developed to identify students with
particular potential.

What complicates extrapolating these suggestions to positive creativity is that most
methods of identifying or assessing traditional creativity are cumbersome, stagnant, or
limited [23]. Most popular tests are based in some way on divergent thinking [24,25],
which is more accurately a measure of creative potential [26]. The Consensual Assessment
Technique [27] and comparable rating metrics [28,29] are highly regarded but very time and
resource intensive [27,30]. Relying too exclusively on existing methods may be problematic
for a number of reasons; most notably, such measures are intended to assess creative
potential or ability. They are not designed to give any indication of how someone might
implement their creativity—toward good, bad, or indifferent ends. Sternberg [31] has
proposed and is working on a new measure of transformational giftedness designed to tap
into how someone might deploy their intelligence (as opposed to trying to measure their
level of intellectual ability). As deeply flawed as the fields of intellectual and educational
assessment may be [32], we would argue they have advanced further than the field of
creativity assessment.

Therefore, we would suggest an initial place to think about the question may be to
consider how transformative or positive creativity may slip through the cracks in ways that
transactional creativity does not—not to mention negative creativity, which works toward
selfish ends [33] or malevolent creativity, which has specifically destructive aims [34]. Part
of the reason is that the negative trumps the positive in such more mundane realms as the
ongoing pervasive erosion of public discourse on social media [35]. Social and personality
psychologists coined the term ‘negativity bias’ for the general human (and animal) tendency
to give greater weight to negative events or personal traits [36].

It is particularly easy in a field such as education to focus on the many negatives and
the part played by the presence of malevolent creativity. For instance, bullying and dis-
crimination in the school context have received substantial attention over the years [37,38].
Although most teachers and scholars would shy away from using the label of ‘creative’ for
such acts, the internet age has allowed many instances of surprising or novel bullying to be
brought to attention [39]. Teachers themselves have been accused of malevolence when
helping students learn potentially negative skills, such as hacking [40]. The temptation
to focus on the individual attributes of ‘bad teachers’ is strong enough to override most
attempts to consider more structural or systematic failings of the educational system [41].
Bad teaching is also discussed in terms of the many ways in which teachers can stifle
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students’ creativity, despite the concept of schools ‘killing’ creativity being vastly over-
estimated [42]. Better communication of ongoing creativity research, from work being
conducted on education to articulating the nuances of negative or malevolent creativity,
can help dispel some of the myths.

Nonetheless, classrooms—as well as extramural spaces of education—are also the seat
of positive or transformational creativity that rarely gets to be noticed or labeled as such.
On most occasions, these expressions of creativity from students and teachers, who often
struggle to overcome a myriad of micro and macro challenges, are discussed in terms of
improvisation [43]. Making do with what is at hand in new and surprising ways in order
to foster learning is a prime example of creative, improvised teaching. Improvisation itself
has been recognized as a classroom phenomenon [44] and, when used deliberately, as an
important teaching tool [45].

However, such labeling can also have negative consequences. Referring to positive
creativity in school as improvisation continues a long legacy of reluctance to recognize
young students’ expression as ‘creative’ [46]. This hesitancy fosters the belief that creativity
is reserved for adults (or, worse, for geniuses) and it reduces the chance of appreciating
early manifestations of this phenomenon (for a critique, see [47]). In addition, it risks
biasing our perception of the valence of the creativity that occurs in the classroom. If
visible antisocial acts can be labeled as creative but the run-of-the-mill creativity that gives
education its transformative value is not, then these two sides of the same construct are
thereby also conceptualized, studied, and acted upon differently.

One reason behind the development of the Four C model of creativity was to highlight
the importance of every level of creativity. Positive creativity can take place in the classroom
across all levels of eminence, as is highlighted in Table 1.

Table 1. Transactional and Transformational Creativity across the Four C’s.

Level of Creativity Definition Transactional Classroom
Example

Transformational Classroom
Example

mini-c Creative actions or ideas that
are personally meaningful.

A student has an insight that
helps them study and achieve

a better grade.

A student realizes a new way
to explain a concept to a
friend who is struggling.

little-c Everyday creativity that
others can enjoy.

A student wins the school
science fair with a novel idea.

A student leads a school
fundraiser to help victims of

an earthquake.

Pro-c Expert-level creativity that
impacts a field or domain.

A teacher devises a new
curriculum focused on
improving test scores.

A teacher devises a new
curriculum focused on

fostering empathy.

Big-C
Creative genius that lasts for

generations after the
creator’s lifetime.

An eminent scholar proposes
a new way of assessing
student performance.

An eminent scholar proposes
a new way to help fight
inequality in education.

3. The CASE Model of Creativity

We have previously posed the CASE model of creativity in an attempt to bring forward
‘hidden’ or shadow creativities [21]. This framework considers those times when a creative
process or outcome fails to be acknowledged as actually creative, despite having some
degree of novelty and usefulness. What the CASE model points to, therefore, are all the
other important markers of creativity that impact our theories and, most of all, our everyday
practices of discovering and cultivating creative expression. The acronym we chose stands
for: Capital, Awareness, Spark, and Exceptionality. A lack of one or more of these elements
makes it difficult for people to understand themselves as creative and/or for others to
appreciate or even recognize their creativity.

To briefly expand on these four elements: Reduced Capital does not focus on financial
capital (see, e.g., [48]) but rather the social and cultural resources needed to have creative
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work validated. A lack of social networks or cultural tools to promote one’s work can
contribute to it staying in the shadows. Such gaps may range from not having someone
who can finance a creative project to the absence of audiences who could use the creative
outcome. Awareness refers to the creative actor’s own understanding of their creativity. In
this context, people are more likely to label their actions in different terms than creative
even if that would be an accurate descriptor. The consequence here is that they are less
likely to recognize and cultivate their creative potential. The Spark in CASE concerns
the initial creative idea; as such, projects that lack spark are those that follow from and
elaborate, sometimes in highly creative ways, the vision of others. Society contributes to
this misconception that creativity ‘belongs’ to the initiators rather than those who follow in
their footsteps. Last but not least, we have Exceptionality. A creative product may be novel
and meaningful, but if it is too mundane or routine, it again risks being denied the label of
creative. Exceptionality makes creative outcomes and people stand out and, at the same
time, a lack of it pushes into the background those ideas and products that seem ordinary
rather than extraordinary.

What we propose in this article is to consider the issue of positive creativity, particularly
in the way it is discovered and enacted in education, through the lens of the CASE model.
We adopt this framework given the belief—to be further tested, including empirically—that
much of what we call positive creativity is ‘flying under the radar’ of creativity researchers
and educators. The CASE model can offer insights as to why such creativity may be
overlooked and, more importantly, what can be accomplished to enhance its visibility and
nurture its development in the classroom and across other domains of life.

3.1. Lack of Capital for Positive Creativity

Education is a setting in which various forms of Capital play a key role [49]. Economic
Capital, especially its shortages, is generally blamed for making the activity of teachers
more difficult. For example, tight budgets may not allow teachers enough time to cultivate
and recognize the creativity of their students. Private school teachers tend to see their
students as being more creative than do public school teachers [50]. Yet we are equally
speaking about the social and cultural forms of Capital (e.g., access to supportive social
networks and access to museums and other cultural resources), which are also salient given
school missions of socialization and acculturation.

Even in this regard, teachers can have limited possibilities to connect their students to
groups and communities in society that would be useful for their social and intellectual
development. They may have limited access to important cultural resources, such as
technology. Such deprivation can lead to an increase in inequality, especially in these
times with the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic [51]. It is important to note that the positive
creativity of teachers and administrators, particularly in rural or poor districts, has helped
address some of these concerns. For example, there have been cases of school districts
identifying public places that provide free internet access, establishing their own hotspots
on school grounds, and even outright purchasing access plans for families in need [52].

More broadly, these types of shortages and limitations will affect different groups of
students and teachers disproportionally, but they can be expected to impact the creativity
across the board. One good outcome is that we can expect an expansion of creative
expression in online and virtual spaces (for concrete examples, see [53]). A possibly stifling
result is that incidents of positive creativity, including the collaborative and prosocial ways
in which students and teachers helped each other during times of societal turmoil, will
likely become commonplace. Yet such an abundance may lead to these incidents becoming
less visible and, therefore, less studied. Further, there will be increased competition when
it comes to selecting and promoting such creative acts to showcase, sponsor, or develop.
Those creative actions without adequate social or cultural Capital may become ephemeral
and quickly forgotten.
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3.2. Lack of Awareness for Positive Creativity

A lack of Awareness of one’s own creativity is problematic in its own right and may
be the result of low creative metacognition [54]. Nearly half of students ranging from
kindergarten to college undergraduates have been found to notably underestimate their
creative thinking abilities [55]. Yet when creative metacognition is enhanced, one does not
only reap the benefits of being able to maximize one’s creative potential, there are also
other advantages, such as increased task enjoyment [56].

Sometimes, however, what is also missing is an understanding of oneself as someone
who engages in positive acts of creativity. In other words, someone may have low creative
personal identity and not consider themselves to be a creative person [57]. Creative personal
identity, which is linked to creative self-efficacy [58], tends to increase in late adolescence
and early adulthood, or at the time when most people are finished with high school [59].

What might be some reasons underlying a general lack of creative Awareness in education?
One reason is that both teachers and students may become accustomed to guiding

their creativity towards reaching prosocial, valuable outcomes within the educational
setting. For instance, inviting some structured uncertainty in the classroom [60] can be
an innovative teaching technique. It is also a particularly needed tool during pandemic
times, as teachers lose control over so many previously mastered aspects of instruction and
curricula. Embracing a certain amount of ambiguity and improvisation may help teachers
better respond to the needs of their students and continue developing inquiry-based forms
of teaching. Such positive and creative developments do not refer to one specific teaching
exercise or lesson plan, but rather an entire transformation of one’s teaching philosophy
that takes time to be articulated and to be recognized. Many teachers may not explicitly
label such processes as creative, but simply as performing the required tasks in times
of crisis.

Another reason why students in particular may lack awareness of positive creativity is
the fact that they are rarely encouraged to reflect on their actions as creative. The example of
creative learning [61] shows that it is relatively rare for students themselves to acknowledge
their own learning as a creative process. Yet such experiences can lead to transformational
outcomes for both themselves and others.

3.3. Lack of Spark for Positive Creativity

The absence of Spark is one of the most common reasons why school creativity,
especially that of students, tends to remain unnoticed by much of society. Most of what is
covered in the classroom are theories, ideas, and discoveries made by other people. Students
are invited to use their capacity for positive creativity in order to understand, model,
and recreate some of this educational content but rarely to invent their own approaches.
Although the Spark of creativity is part of these acts of interpretation and appropriation of
old material—and, in the case of positive creativity, the end of its use for prosocial—such
forms of expression remain secondary compared to the Big-C creativity of the pioneers
whose accomplishments are taught in school.

Consider the many small steps of positive creativity that lack Spark, which may take
place in the classroom. One student may have an insight about the importance of recycling
that they use to convince their parents to improve their household’s efficiency. Another
student may apply a basic principle of psychology learned in school to try to prevent a
friend from being bullied. A third student may create their own examples based on the
teacher’s explanations in tutoring friends who are having difficulty keeping up with class
content. A fourth student may come up with a new metaphor or analogy between a time in
history and our current political climate. Such examples of positive creativity are only very
slightly original; they are, rather, closer to mini-c [13] in that they are new to the creator.
We argue they are crucial building blocks that lead to larger levels of positive creativity.

Teachers can also be the victims of the same assumed lack of Spark whenever their
innovative teaching styles are grouped under bigger labels such as ‘experiential education’
or ‘problem based-learning’ instead of being celebrated as unique and effective in the
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particular contexts in which they are enacted. Teachers themselves can recognize the
creativity in what they carry out [62], even if others do not. Those who reinterpret the
creative work of others and successfully adapt it in the classroom (or other settings) for the
benefit of the greater good are demonstrating positive creativity.

3.4. Lack of Exceptionality for Positive Creativity

Similar to Spark, above, Exceptionality is what most would consider to be missing
from classroom creativity. Students have typically been asked to copy or regurgitate correct
answers and rely on rote memorization for decades, despite longstanding pleas for higher
order thinking to be better utilized [63]. With the exception of specific groups, such as those
labeled as gifted, there is little expectation of any further skills being utilized. In fact, the
separation between the gifted and non-gifted tends to be counterproductive, particularly
for recognizing creativity beyond the Exceptional, or, for this matter, recognizing the social
aspects of gifted performance [64].

Engaging in positive creativity in an educational context does not need to strive
towards the extraordinary. It is absolutely fine for it to be embedded in mundane practices
and approaches to teaching and learning. Creativity as a habitual practice [64,65] is more
related to Eastern beliefs of creativity [66,67]. Such conceptions also often include the idea
of creativity as a benevolent and helpful tool [68], although we are not suggesting any type
of causal relationship.

If all acts of positive creativity in the classroom, labeled as such, were expected to be
Exceptional, they would be difficult to adapt to new contexts; think, for example, about
teachers devising an extraordinary course but one that is so unique to that teacher’s particu-
lar district, circumstances, or resources that it cannot be repeated or taught somewhere else.
In the medium and long-term, such lack of replication would be detrimental for the trans-
formation dimension of positive creativity [17]. We are not saying that great achievements
in education cannot stand out or be Exceptional. We are rather arguing that we should
be deliberate in creating spaces for less extraordinary and more ordinary creativity that
supports learning, collaboration, and the development of healthy communities of inquiry.
Classroom teachers largely recognize that creativity can and should be an unexceptional
and everyday occurrence [69], so such a position does not need to be an uphill battle.

4. Looking Forward

Let us return to our two core questions: How can we make sure that positive creativity
does not fly under the radar? How can we recognize and nurture positive and transforma-
tional creativity? First, we have highlighted a myriad of ways that positive creativity in the
schools can remain unnoticed both in society and in the classroom. Students and teachers
may be creative yet lack access to social and cultural resources and the awareness of their
own creativity. They may see their individual contributions overlooked because they are
derived from someone else’s original ideas, they occur too frequently, or are too routine.

To nurture positive creativity, we can start by trying to ameliorate these issues. Inviting
people in the community who are Pro-c in different areas can be a way of increasing access
to Capital for students [70]. Many local experts are happy to speak to students about their
jobs or avocations. Although the idea of authors reading to students is one that is perhaps
most commonly accepted [71], there are many possibilities [72]. Why not have architects,
historians, engineers, or librarians discuss how they integrate core school topics into their
lived creative experiences? Many schools have access to founts of tacit knowledge [73],
which can encompass jargon, specialized skills, practical intelligence, and many other tools
that can help students in a variety of ways—among them providing the Capital that allows
their positive creativity to be better recognized.

For Awareness, one strategy would be to work on enhancing students’ creative
metacognition, or knowing their creative strengths and limitations (as well as when to
articulate their creativity; [54]). Students as young as kindergarten have shown some
ability to demonstrate creative metacognition [74]. There has been some research looking
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at what factors contribute to creative metacognition, such as higher cognitive ability [75].
There are some interactions of individual predictors and situational contexts. For example,
people tend to be less accurate when they are asked to evaluate their creative work under
unstructured conditions. However, people who are highly conscientious are less negatively
impacted [76]. It would be useful as well to create interventions that focus on increasing
awareness of positive creativity and try to foster self-efficacy in relation to this particular
form of creative expression.

When it comes to Spark, what needs to be fostered is a greater understanding of how
the roles of both initiator and follower of a creative idea are extremely valuable. Especially
when it comes to positive creativity, the process leading from idea to achievement depends
on the participation of other people and their willingness to support a particular cause.
In social movements, for instance, being able to engage others in the co-creation of a
collective course of action is essential [77]. Given that acts of positive creativity tend to
have a prosocial orientation, the ability to collaborate for the realization of a creative project
ensures its acceptance and durability. Teachers have an important part to play in educating
young people to appreciate and engage in collaborative acts of transformational creativity.
In order to do so, they need to challenge the myth of the lone genius [78,79] and the societal
expectation, at least in Western cultural spaces, that truly creative people are mavericks
who work alone and never follow the creative Spark of others. Last but not least, we have
Exceptionality. Just as above, what is important here is to develop wider, more inclusive
conceptions of creativity—including positive creativity—that recognize and appreciate
both the exceptional and the ordinary, the extraordinary and the habitual [65]. We are not
saying that students should not be introduced to exceptional acts of positive creativity
and the oftentimes exceptional lives of such individuals [80]. These can serve as sources
of inspiration and offer positive role models for them to follow. However, it is important
to reflect on how these cases are framed and whether there is recognition of the fact that
exceptional creative actions grow out of much more mundane actions and interactions and
that it is an entire network of participation that supports their emergence. Demystifying
Exceptionality in creative work supports more inclusive views of positive creativity without
denying the importance or value of Big-C positive creative outcomes or individuals. In
the end, one of the important tasks of educators is not only to foster positive creativity
but to cultivate a deeper understanding of it and the numerous ways in which one can
participate in such transformative acts. Students in particular can feel disempowered and,
as a consequence, disengaged when presented with models they cannot aspire to become
or emulate. Offering them a wider range of resources to help them think about and enact
positive creativity (Capital), an increased cognizance and appreciation of themselves as
creative individuals (Awareness), an interest in collaborating with others to advance a
prosocial creative vision (Spark), and the conviction that ordinary creative acts can lead to
extraordinary consequences (Exceptionality), are all part of advancing a positive agenda
for creativity in an increasingly negative world. Making the CASE for positive creativity
should be a key priority in education and in society.
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