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Fostering Creativity in the Early Childhood Classroom 

Mary K. Smith la 

Most early childhood teachers would tell you that creativity is important; and that creativity should 
be considered an integral part of every early childhood classroom. Yet, too often, it is slighted in 
some areas or limited to being a part of art education. How can creativity can be nurtured and devel- 
oped in all cognitive and social aspects of an early childhood classroom? The key to this fostering 
of creativity is for each teacher to examine his or her own filters that can help to foster, or hinder, 
as the case may be, creativity in that classroom setting. By examining adult attitudes, classroom 
atmosphere, and children's activities and materials, and adjusting, where necessary, to incorporate 
certain positive elements for creativity, early childhood educators are more likely to establish a trust- 
ing, flexible, and safe environment that allows and stimulates the creative process in an atmosphere 
of respect. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Scott and Andy were playing in the housekeeping area. 
Suddenly Andy threw the fake fur piece on the floor and 
told Scott that there was a skunk and they should get 
ont. The two boys proceeded to evacuate the area while 
pretending to call the fire department to come and help 
them. The teacher was working with another child close 
to this scene. She told the children that they had proba- 
bly better move due to the skunk. More children got 
involved in the adventure. The original boys asked the 
teacher if the fire department was the right place to call. 
The teacher replied that she had never encountered the 
situation before, hut if the fire department didn't 
respond, they might want to try the Humane Society. 

This story is an entertaining example of  the value of  
play in the early childhood classroom. But it is more than 
that. The story is also an example of  children being cre- 
ative; and it is an example of  children being encouraged 
to be creative. Why is  this important? 

Most  early childhood teachers realize the impor- 
tance of  educating the whole child. These teachers are 
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supported by the developmental guidelines published by 
the National Association for the Education of Young 
Children. These guidelines state that a curriculum of  
exploration and integration addresses the physical, emo- 
tional, social, and cognitive aspects of  a child 's  education 
(Bredekamp, 1987; Haiman, 1991). Yet, the whole child 
in that early childhood classroom can never really be 
served unless the issue of  developing creativity is also 
considered. Without considering creativity, a unique part 
of the individuality of each child is slighted. Thus, a key 
question for early childhood teachers to ask is "What is 
creativity for young children, and how can teachers in 
early childhood classrooms foster it?" 

Creativity is the process of being original, sponta- 
neous, and/or unique. The child, using previous knowl- 
edge, sees or acts upon selected appropriate new rela- 
tionships (Edwards & Nabors, 1993; Meador, 1993; 
Isenberg & Jalongo, 1993; Whitson, 1994). The child 
uses all information available to arrive at this new way of  
thinking or acting. In fact, the child 's  awareness is 
heightened in general (Fowler, 1990). To illustrate, the 
child who turns the fur piece in the housekeeping area 
into a skunk and evacuates everyone is bring creative. He 
has taken his knowledge of skunks and extended that to 
the new setting of school where skunks would not likely 
be found. Likewise, a child, who draws a picture of  the 
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Fig. 1. The painter. 

painting contractor as a message for his mother to return 
the painter's call, is being creative (Figure 1). Combining 
knowledge of what the painter looks like and the knowl- 
edge of  how to take a message, the child uses his crayons 
to make the picture of the painter as a unique way of 
communicating--without written words-- the  news of 
the painter's call to his mother. 

From the example of the boys and the skunk, as well 
as from the example of  the child noting the painter's call, 
cognition and skills are necessary because these serve as 
the base for creativity. However, the child does not actu- 
ally cross over into creativity without taking some dis- 
tinctive steps (Whitson, 1994; Tegano, Moran, & 
Sawyers, 1991). To take those extra steps, children must 
find themselves in an environment that not only supports 
this effort but, more importantly, encourages it in specif- 
ic ways. Some teachers might be looking for a formula to 
make creativity happen. A formula like that cannot be 
given. What can be given are some ways of thinking, or 
facilitating strategies. Central to these ways of thinking 
or strategies will be the early childhood teacher who real- 
izes and believes that creativity is not narrowly defined 
as a part of art education, but is, more broadly, able to be 
found and nurtured in every area of  learning. Teachers 
cannot make children be creative. However, the teacher 
can provide a classroom that displays the appropriate 
attitude, the appropriate atmosphere, and the appropriate 
activities and materials for those children who wish to 
explore or demonstrate creative expression. These three 
ingredients--appropriate teacher attitude, appropriate 
classroom atmosphere, and appropriate activities and 
materials--which will be the focus of the rest of this arti- 
cle, can foster creativity. The absence of  them can hinder 
creativity. The choice is really up to the teacher. 

CREATIVITY CAN BE FOSTERED BY 
THE TEACHER'S ATTITUDE 

An attitude of  trust is paramount to developing cre- 
ativity. Adults must trust that children will choose activ- 
ities that will interest and engage them; and that children 
will self-regulate those choices without a lot of  adult 
imposed regulations (Whitson, 1994). Most early child- 
hood educators have been in a classroom where the 
teacher uses a planning board for the children to decide 
what area they will each work in for the next worktime 
period. This practice has the potential of  limiting a 
child's thinking to just one area or aspect of the learning 
environment, particularly if every child is required to do 
the same task at that center. Further, many times children 
are asked to stay for a specified amount of  time in order 
to "finish" that center before moving on to another 
choice. Surely, some of that practice is needed by teach- 
ers for accountability; but too much of  it could hamper a 
child's potentially creative side. Now, think of  a class- 
room without a daily planning board or without require- 
ments for a certain number of centers to be visited or 
"completed" during worktime. This setting would allow 
each child to stay with a task for as long as he or she 
w i s h e d l o r  even continue the task when others have 
stopped working. The teacher is, in effect, telling the 
children that each of  them is invited to go beyond the 
minimum amount of work or investment. "Getting done" 
is not the focus. The focus is on these children becoming 
competent decision makers, as well as on these young 
decision makers exploring fully and engaging in what 
interests them (Kamii & Devries, 1978). Engagement in 
a chosen activity fosters creative expression. Why? If  a 
child knows that he was trusted to choose the activity in 
which he now finds himself engaged, he will also know 
that he will be trusted, if he wishes, to take a common or 
everyday activity and carry it to a new level (Whitson, 
1994). An extension of this trust is demonstrated when 
the teacher elects to "teach to the moment" about some- 
thing children find intriguing (Haiman, 1991). Trust, 
engagement, and extension are evident in this scene: 

Worktime was taking place after a group lesson on fire 
safety. Quite suddenly, half of the class met over in one 
comer of the room. The children had the scrap box with 
them. They were using the scrap paper to make fire 
badges for themselves; and they were splitting up into 
teams to check for fire hazards in the room. They were 
also making drawings of the play area and dividing that 
area up so that they could check the playground for safe- 
ty when they went outside later. 

These children absolutely went beyond the mini- 
mum expected, and their engagement led them into acre-  
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ative way of expressing their combined knowledge. 

Consider the result if  the teacher insisted that each child 

go back to the center area in which each had been work- 
ing. Children, experiencing a situation similar to the one 
above, learn quickly that their interests are important; 
and that they are trusted to make decisions about what 
they choose in which to invest their t ime and inquiry. 

Now, someone might suggest that in the real world, 
children must do certain work during certain times as 
well as stop work at certain times. Of course, sometimes 
that is true, but many times the subject matter or the stop- 
ping point is an arbitrary one chosen by the adult who 
has decided it is time to work on a particular idea or to 
move on simply because that was the original plan. When 
schedules cannot be changed to accommodate productive 
engagement, work can be saved and, therefore, respected 
until the child can resume the work. 

There is, however, another important consideration 
regarding that sense of  trust described in the scene of  the 
children working on fire safety. That trust is not just  
immediately known by the children because trust is in 
the mind of the teacher. Communicat ion of  this sense of 
trust by the teacher to the students is critical. First, a 
teacher must be able to clearly state permission to try 
something new. Second, that teacher must state what it is 
that the children accomplished by the unique process or 
by the achievement of  some form of  novel work. Young 
children do not necessarily have the terms readily avail- 
able to them to describe what is going on when they are 
thinking or working creatively; but children can be grad- 
ually helped and encouraged to learn to put these ideas 
into their own words. Third, that teacher must verbally 
give value to what is taking place (Segal & Segal, 1994). 
This does not mean a gushy display of  enthusiasm, but 
rather a simple positive statement that can establish a cli- 
mate of  value. This climate is then made more meaning- 
ful when the communication interaction moves from 
teacher-to-student to student-to-student. This interaction 
is critical. Children should have access to each other and 
have permission to collaborate or discuss projects with 
which they are involved. Learning with and from peers 
should be seen as highly valuable. Children should be 
able to mingle freely, to display work that they wish to 
share, and to invite others to see and discuss the work. 
These concepts of  interaction and collaboration among 
students can be seen in the following example: 

The children had just had a group lesson from the art 
teacher. Many of them were working on the activity 
which involved making flowers with small pieces of tis- 
sue paper wrapped around a pencil so that the pieces 
would stand up when glued onto the paper. Other chil- 
dren were working in the housekeeping area, the block 

area, or on other independent choice activities. The 
teacher noticed that Alex had crushed his tissue paper so 
that it had a flat appearance. When she asked him how 
he had discovered that technique, Alex launched into 
telling her about his "accident"--he lost his balance and 
crushed his work. He, quite dramatically, knocked his 
head with his palm and said that he was sure then that 
his work was mined until he looked at it again. That sec- 
ond look made him decide that he liked it that way! 
When the teacher asked Alex if he would like to share 
the discovery of his technique with the other children, 
he used some of the teacher's descriptive words along 
with his own to describe his discovery and his feeling 
about it. Children stopped working and listened to him. 
Two other children joined in with comments about 
something that they had learned by experimenting with 
the tissue. Several children walked around to look at the 
various works in progress to get ideas. 

Much of the above example would have been lost if 
the children had not had access to each other. Obviously, 
a ground work of  trust had been developed and commu- 
nicated to the students by the teacher long before this 
day. Such rich scenes do not just  happen in a vacuum. 

Someone might say that teachers do not have time 
for all this communication. That is true if  they do not 
make time for it in their day. This does not mean adding 
it in like one more thing to do, but simply not crowding 
each day by "making sure that those kids are busy" every 
minute. A little flexibility with the day can go a long way. 

C R E A T I V I T Y  C A N  B E  F O S T E R E D  B Y  
T H E  A T M O S P H E R E  OF T H E  
C L A S S R O O M  

Children benefit creatively from an atmosphere that 
is relaxed and based on common sense and respect. That 
atmosphere tells children that they can test an idea as 
long as it falls within the confines of  safety and appro- 
priateness (Segal & Segal, 1994). The classroom climate 
communicates to students that it is all right to take a risk 
and make a mistake. No one can be permitted to "put 
down" another person for an unusual  answer  or 
approach. Everyone should have time to explain what it 
is that they are trying to say or do. Students should be 
able to brainstorm about the positive parts of any 
attempt. Lists can be made of  what was learned from the 
attempt. Children learn from doing and children learn 
to be creative from trying creative things. 

According to Scott (1991), children need to develop 
their internal sense of  worth before they will  take risks. 
Therefore, the atmosphere needs, also, to be one of  self- 
governance in regard to discipline. Earlier, trust was 
addressed in regard to w o r k - - n o w  apply the same issue 
of  trust to discipline or prosocial  behavior. Children can 
be taught or given models of the ways of being prosocial. 
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Then these tools of  prosocial  behavior can be used to 
allow children to "take care of  themselves" without an 
adult watching their every move. Yes, children will make 
mistakes but they can correct these mistakes and modify 
the results of  these mistakes without an atmosphere of  
consequences and retribution as you can see from this 
scene that took place after recess: 

The children had been outside with the paraprofession- 
al. When they came in, the paraprofessional told the 
teacher that Andy had thrown a rock at Tommy. Luckily, 
it had missed. When the teacher sat down with the class 
to discuss the situation, Alex said that she didn't need to 
do that. He said that they just did what they would have 
done with her--the boys had talked about the problem. 
Their talking showed them that the running game they 
were playing was too hard for Andy; and he threw the 
rock when he got frustrated. The boys had then come up 
with a way to play that would keep the game fun for 
everyone, yet would make it easier for Andy; and, Andy, 
in return, had agreed not to throw rocks at his friends. 
The boys, with the paraprofessional's backing, told the 
teacher that they had all agreed and had successfully 
tried the new plan for the rest of recess. The teacher 
declared the matter closed and outlined for the class 
what the boys had achieved 

These boys had learned that they could take care of 
themselves and solve their own problems in an equitable 
and agreeable manner. The internal motivation for self- 
regulation that each student will have in such a setting 
will help develop self-confidence and, therefore, the 
comfort  to take a risk regarding creativity not only in 
problem solving but in all aspects of  the classroom. 

After reading the story of the boys and the rock 
above, someone might strongly suggest that a rule was 
broken; and that a consequence for breaking that rule 
should be given. Of course, you need classroom rules but 
some classrooms have too many, and place all the control 
completely outside of  the child. Further, sometimes con- 
sequences are imposed so often that they become mean- 
ingless. The focus becomes one of remembering and 
adhering to all the rules rather than on learning how to 
get along, and on how to solve problems. Common sense 
has to be the focus. Creativity will not be fostered in a 
classroom that is a free-for-all place that is loud and out 
of control. Who could think well enough to have a cre- 
ative thought in a setting like that? But neither will cre- 
ativity be fostered in a room where all the control lies 
with the adult, and where conformity is the norm. 

Because creative children may exhibit behaviors 
that will be different from other children, the classroom 
climate needs to reflect an atmosphere of respect for each 
person and each person's  individuality. Al l  children may 
be curious or sensitive, but a creative child may be those 

and more. A creative child may be unusually quiet or 
talkative, may have a strongly developed sense of  humor, 
may do things considered odd by others, may be outspo- 
ken, or may be every bit a nonconformist (Meador, 1993; 
Tegano et al., 1991). Even though a creative child might 
be considered unusual, a pervasive atmosphere of  respect 
should help everyone (teacher included) to think of  that 
child as unique in some positive sense. An atmosphere of 
acceptance must be in place so that children displaying 
unusual tendencies along with their creativity do not 

become ostracized or the recipient of negative behavior 
and/or words. Consider this situation: 

Adam was a first grader in a multi-age classroom of first 
and second graders. He was a highly gifted child who 
was reading on the high school level as well as being a 
creative computer programmer in the class. Adam was 
also so highly disorganized that his messes often spilled 
over into areas belonging to classmates. One day, a 
small group of second graders approached Adam and 
said that they would be willing to help him organize his 
materials in order to help him, and the class in general. 
Adam gratefully accepted the offer; and worked right 
along with the organizing group. 

The teacher had looked ahead to what might happen 
and used a proactive approach by talking about and role 
playing similar situations, thereby preparing all students 
for both sides of  such a situation; and by teaching and 
modeling for them them tools of coping with such reac- 
tions (Segal & Segal, 1994). The teacher might have 
given Adam a consequence for his disorganization or 
chided the students for anger they might have directed at 
Adam for the mess in their areas; but rather than using 
rewards or punishments to handle such situations, the 
teacher worked toward setting a tone that says everyone 
respects each other, helps each other get through the dif- 
ficult moments as quickly as possible, learns from those 
moments, regroups, and goes on with life. 

CREATIVITY CAN BE FOSTERED BY 
THE CLASSROOM ACTIVITIES AND 
MATERIALS 

Activities based on the interests of  the children are 
conducive to fostering creativity. Young children are 
capable of telling what they know about a topic of inter- 
est, what they want to know, and how they want to 
explore the topic (Haiman, 1991; Scott, 1991). A toy or 
nature sample brought to school by one of  the children 
may cause the other children to display a spontaneous 
interest or curiosity. This is the time to explore that inter- 
est or curiosity; and let the interests drive the curriculum 
rather than let the curriculum drive what children can do. 
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Fig. 3. Columbus and his boat--the other two sank. 

Fig. 2. Dimend Bartasorus. 

Certainly, teachers often have curricular guidelines 
to follow, however, almost any topic can be tied to some 

element of the standard curriculum, and can offer the 

promise of a new slant on the old. Both students and 

teachers may experience creativity in such a setting. 
Teachers who value and act upon these ideas give chil- 

dren a sense of ownership in the work. Ownership leads 

to investment and engagement. Engagement leads to cre- 

ative behavior. Examine this story about Jenny and her 
dinosaur: 

The children were asked to draw a favorite dinosaur and 
tell why it was their favorite. Jenny spent a great deal of 
time and used a great deal of detail in drawing a 
"princessasorus" complete with crown as well as scaly 
skin. She had a story to tell about this creature. When 
she was at home, she extended this by drawing a 
"Dimend Bartasorus" (Diamond Brontasaurus) for her 
teacher (Figure 2). 

Jenny spent more time on this project because she 
had an investment with her imagination. She did follow 
the instructions, and she is still within the confines of the 
curriculum for "dinosaurs"--she just  went further, com- 
bined some ideas, and ventured into something new. 

Activities should also be open-ended. Rather than 
giving a strict model of what the product should be, dis- 

cuss the product that you and/or the students want and 
then let them have reasonable control over deciding what 

materials they want to use or how they want to approach 

the product. If the materials are available to the children, 

they can get the ones they want at any time. Further, for 

young children, the product is not as important as the 

process by which the product was achieved. Some chil- 

dren may even want to abandon the product before it is 
finished. Teachers often view the product as a reflection 

on their teaching, rather than what it really i s - - a  con- 

crete reflection of the child's work and work process. 
Therefore, in such a process-oriented classroom, supple- 

mental materials are important, but maybe not as impor- 

tant as the child's thought process while working on the 

product. Consider David's thought processes: 

The children were making cut paper and crayon pictures 
of the voyage of the three boats of Columbus. David fin- 
ished his work with one boat and a picture of an uniden- 
tified person. When the teacher asked him about his 
work, he told her that the person in the picture was 
Columbus; but there was only one boat because the 
other two had sunk (Figure 3). The teacher accepted his 
work readily. 

No, David did not complete the project exactly, but 

the assignment was done to his satisfaction and his ver- 

sion of reality. He had done the basic task with, obvious- 
ly, some extra thought processes if he could explain his 

work in the manner he did. His "supplemental" materials 
were not concrete. David's "extra" materials were in his 

mind, and consisted of the mental manipulation of ideas. 

As for those optional concrete materials, teachers 
may feel stressed to "find" or provide them. However, 

one has to ask, how can children try the unusual if they 
never see or have the opportunity to work with anything 
unusual? Families can be a convenient and willing 
resource for donating or locating unusual materials. 

Parental involvement has another plus-- this  involvement 
gives parents more opportunity to notice and value cre- 
a t iv i ty-especia l ly  if the child can convince them as to 
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why certain "junk" would be considered outstanding 
material at school. 

Classroom activities should be planned in such a 
way that an ample amount of uninterrupted worktime is 
given for investigation and discussion. Creativity will not 
develop in a vacuum. The main idea is to have children 
who have the time to see new concepts or extensions in 
the materials they have, rather than have children who 
need new materials to be stimulated. At first, the teacher 
can be the model by showing or telling about some 
extensions. Later, the children can take over this role, as 
Laura and Katie did: 

Dming worktime, Laura and Katie spent the better part 
of an hour sitting with the newly hatched chicks. They 
had an appropriate running conversation with each other 
during this time. They then approached the teacher with 
a song about chicks that they had created. The song was 
based on a familiar one that the children had learned 
about dinosaurs blat it had been changed by the girls to 
incorporate what they knew or had learned about the 
chicks. The song was printed on the computer for the 
girls to use as they wished--for sharing, for a play, or 
for adding pictu~:es for a story. 

The girls were allowed to stay as long as they 
wished at the chicks, rather than being asked to leave 
after a certain amount of time or to leave in order to get 
another center done. This gave them the time and the per- 
mission to think of the chicks in a new way, and in com- 
bination with previous knowledge. 

Finally, activities, processes, and products should 
be the intrinsic reward for learning. External rewards 
cause the shift of importance to go from the learning to 
"What do I get?" and cause creativity to drop off (Kohn, 
1993). Why would a child want to invest time and inter- 
est in something after a reward was given for a minimal 
accomplishment? The focus should be on the description 
of what is taking place or has taken place--and what was 
learned. Again, the teacher takes the lead in establishing 
this, but the children will follow. 

CONCLUSION 

None of these classroom scenes are spectacular in 

any way. They are simply examples of what can happen 
to begin or continue to creative process. These samples 
are not ends in themselves but stepping stones to more 
creative ideas. If teachers can identify in themselves, and 
alter or eliminate, the filters that prevent or hinder chil- 
dren from trying something new, then creativity will have 
a greater chance to be fostered. Teachers may be more 
encouraged to modify or remove those filters if they keep 
in mind that "the creation of  new ideas does not come 
from minds trained to follow doggedly what is already 
known. Creation comes from tinkering and playing 
around, fi'om which new forms emerge" (Wassermann, 
1991, p. 135). 
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