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Meet the author



As someone who is fortunate enough to earn a living through writing, I’ve always been fascinated by the creative process. But it wasn’t until I became a parent that I realized how incredibly creative we all are as children, and how slowly, as we grow, we begin to lose that natural curiosity, playfulness and freedom of thought which enables us to look at the world in an entirely new way every day.


We don’t have to lose these abilities. I hope to give you some insights and ideas as to how you can help your child to develop their own unique imaginations and creative talents. When you do, you will be giving your child a gift which will enhance their lives in so many different ways. What you’ll also find is that, in order to encourage your child’s creativity, you’ll need to be imaginative and open to all kinds of new (and silly, and messy) experiences yourself.


I hope you and your children enjoy yourselves as much as my children, their Dad and I did while we were trying out the ideas ourselves.


 


Victoria Wilson, 2010
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1: Only got a minute?



All children are naturally creative, but studies reveal that it’s possible to increase creative ‘IQ’, particularly in young children. Here are a few things you can try right now to boost your child’s curiosity and imagination.


First of all, make a space in your home where your child can sit to read, draw or make things. This space, while safely supervised, should be away from the prying eyes of anyone who happens to pop into the house, and where your child doesn’t feel ‘watched’. Putting a box of books and paper and pens in the corner of the living room, or even giving them their own spot at a table or on a kitchen counter can be enough. If they feel safe and they feel the area is ‘theirs’ you’ll find they settle there more happily, and then the magic can start.


Make some food pictures. Use raw peppers, spaghetti, baked beans on toast – anything you like. This has the advantage of being something you can build around mealtimes so it doesn’t take up precious time, and you’re also breaking some rules (don’t play with your food). Occasionally breaking minor rules is a good way to encourage your child to be a bit more imaginative and to be more daring when coming up with new ideas.


Get your children to create a sun or rain dance. You’ll bring music and fun into the house, and also get them to combine concepts (weather and music) that don’t necessarily go together, helping to inspire imagination.


Dress up as a character for tea. Get the whole family involved. You can’t expect to inspire creativity if you don’t act as a good role model and join in.


Finally, make a point of noticing the less obvious ways your child is creative (often this is when they are being very naughty). Do they find unusual ways to get into the biscuit tin? Do they bend the truth slightly to make a story more interesting? Obviously, don’t encourage bad behaviour, but when you can, point out to them when they’ve done something creative and praise the ingenuity.





5: Only got five minutes?



There are hundreds of games, activities and things to do, tailored to your child’s age and interests, which are designed to encourage them to think more freely and imaginatively. Here are a few you can try to start with.


First, make sure you have somewhere to play music your child loves. For example, set up a stereo in the living room or their bedroom (you can probably get one for free at www.freecycle.com, plus some music to go with it). Make sure there’s a little bit of room to dance near the stereo.


Then paint a song. Give your child some paper and crayons or paints and ask them what colours they think go with the song, or what feelings and things the song makes them think about. Get them to put it down on paper. Mixing up ideas like this, imagining sounds as colours, shapes and ideas, really helps to fire imagination and break down barriers to creativity.


Start a scrapbook and/or scrapbox. Make it a tradition to give your child a new one every birthday, Christmas or New Year. Children love to collect things, whether it’s leaves or stones from the park, or tickets to the zoo. Help them to write a little story, draw a picture, or stick in photographs or postcards after a big day. It will help them to reinforce memories and it will be their own creative project too.


Have car sing-a-longs – to music they like or to the radio – but fill in silly words in the chorus. Making singing funny, and hearing you singing, makes children less self-conscious about singing and music. They’ll be so interested in getting you to sing the right word, or thinking up a funnier (ruder) one of their own, that they’ll forget anyone’s listening to them sing.


If you haven’t already got one, make a dressing-up box. Properly made costumes are actually less fun for children than mum’s old oversized shoes and scarves and cardboard swords as they’re less adaptable to different games. Find old beads and hats to put in the box. If you have a box already, a short, fun game (which helps you clear out old junk) is to go around the house to top it up.


When you have to do chores, getting your child to copy you is a good way to get them to role-play and have some fun, while getting on with things. While you’re vacuuming, for example, get your child to copy, or vacuum their own little area, or playhouse, or give them some cloths and sponges to spruce up their pretend rocket or café, while you’re cleaning the kitchen or the car.


Another five-minute task which can encourage creativity is to clear a shelf or some wall space to display particularly special stories, pictures, or things your child has collected or found. Choose things which your child has put a lot of time or thought into, rather than selecting things you yourself think are ‘good’ or ‘pretty’, as it is a way or rewarding effort, without being judgmental about the results of those efforts, and this will encourage your child to try new things and to enjoy what they are doing without the fear that it won’t turn out perfectly.


Finally, check your child’s schedule. Ensure they have enough quiet time and a space they feel safe and secure in, where they can do creative things they dream up by themselves. Sometimes, the best thing you can do to nurture creativity is to give your child the time, space and security to do their own thing.





Introduction



Most parents are well aware that nurturing creativity in children is a ‘good thing’, without really understanding why this is the case.


To put it simply, encouraging creativity helps your child develop a range of cognitive and life skills which will help them throughout their lives, regardless of which career or lifestyle they choose to follow.


Well-established research reveals that fostering children’s creativity from very early on can help them to achieve greater academic and professional success in later life. For example, one study at Yale University revealed that the measure of a young child’s creative abilities was more accurate in predicting exam success as they left school than a simple measure of their IQ. Drs Dorothy and Jerome Singer of the Yale Child Study Centre have also carried out several studies which reveal that young children who indulge in imaginative and creative play go on to become more successful in terms of expanding their vocabulary and in tests measuring mathematical abilities and other cognitive skills, than children who are less engaged in these activities.


What these psychologists and others have also discovered is that a child’s early life – particularly the first seven years – is the most effective period in which parents and teachers can cultivate a child’s creative potential.


As a starting point to fostering the creative abilities which every child possesses, parents and carers need to use their own imaginations to broaden their understanding of what creativity actually is.


All too often we automatically think of ‘creative activities’ as getting out paint pots, sticking down pictures or making models from empty egg cartons. Perhaps we might sometimes extend that to reading or musical activities.


But by limiting our concept of childhood creativity to the tried and trusted methods of painting, stories and crafts, ironically we are falling into the trap of being very unimaginative ourselves; and it’s a limitation which can alter the course of our children’s lives.


In this book, the aim is to reveal to you hundreds of different ways in which you can stimulate your child’s imagination and encourage them to think in new, exciting and individual ways. Included are ideas to make your home a more creative environment, alterations in the daily routine, as well as a host of games and activities tailored to children of different ages, from newborn to six years old.


As well as giving a basic understanding of the latest studies into children’s creativity, the book will also provide basic golden rules to fostering creativity, unravel the false myths we often believe about creative ‘types’, as well as identifying the common habits that can kill creative potential.


You will also learn why creativity can help your child to develop greater social skills and why it builds academic success.


Moreover, the book will examine whether it is true that some children are simply more creative than others, and how psychologists measure creativity in children.


Perhaps the most important message in this book, however, is to convey just how dramatically you can alter your child’s life and future by adopting some of these ideas. Whether your child is the kind of logical and ordered child who lines up toys neatly on shelves or a free spirit who paints the walls in all the colours of the rainbow, there are ideas in the book to inspire all personality types and ages from newborn to school age. Be prepared to reap the rewards, not just in terms of school tests. It’s likely you will begin to watch your child form better relationships, overcome challenges more confidently and simply become happier.


Perhaps the best part of all about unlocking your child’s creativity though, is that you’ll need to use your own imagination to unlock your child’s creative potential, and that in itself can make life more fun and inspiring for the whole family.


As leading psychologist and expert in creativity Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi puts it in his book Creativity: Flow and the Psychology of Discovery and Invention, (HarperCollins, 1996):


 


Creativity is a central source of meaning in our lives. Most of the things that are interesting, important, and human are the result of creativity. What makes us different from apes – our language, values, artistic expression, scientific understanding, and technology – is the result of individual ingenuity.


 


When we’re creative, we feel we are living more fully than during the rest of life. The excitement of the artist at the easel or the scientist in the lab comes close to the ideal fulfilment we all hope to get from life, and so rarely do.


Put simply, creativity makes all our lives more magical and meaningful.
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How does nurturing creativity help my child?


In this chapter you will learn:




	what creativity is


	how creativity is measured by psychologists


	how enhanced creativity can improve child development, well-being and happiness.





This chapter will explain what creativity is, and why it’s often expressed in very different ways from the artistic, musical and theatrical activities that are traditionally associated with creative talent. You will also discover how creative abilities vary, and the ways in which psychologists go about measuring a child’s current level of creativity.


Finally, there will be a summary of everything you and your child stand to gain from following the tips in this book to enhance their creativity. You’ll discover how studies have revealed that encouraging creative thinking and behaviour not only improves children’s cognitive, social and physical development, but hugely improves their levels of happiness throughout their lives.


What is creativity?


Think of creativity, and we think of painters, poets and composers. And yet creativity is not simply the ability to draw a beautiful picture or play a perfect sonata on the piano.


More importantly creativity is the process, not the actual product. It is the generation and development of an original idea or thought, and the mysterious spark of inspiration which makes a piece of music or a new invention truly remarkable. Leonardo Da Vinci may have demonstrated enormous technical skill in his portrait of the Mona Lisa, but it is her cryptic smile, and the mystery which lies behind it which makes this painting the masterpiece which has stood the test of time.


Of course, it’s unlikely that your child will come up with original ideas and solutions that no one has ever thought of before. No doubt other children have decided to paint the sky purple or wear their bobble hats on their toes in the past, but they are demonstrating creativity simply by dreaming up something new and original to them, or in that particular situation. Sometimes creativity is about asking questions no one has thought to ask before, challenging the things that the majority of us take for granted, and then having the curiosity and passion to seek out a novel solution. At it’s simplest, creativity is all about individual response and expression – not following the pack or obeying the norm.


ARE ALL CHILDREN CREATIVE?


Just as some children are naturally fast to learn a language or to develop physical skills such as walking and running, children also have varying levels of natural creative ability from an early age. Having said this, however, psychologists believe that all children possess huge amounts of creative potential. What can often happen is that the potential is suppressed, rather than nurtured, often by very well-meaning adults. Consequently, it is very important for parents and carers to understand the creative process in all its different forms so we can help our children to maximize their creative potential.





Insight


As Pablo Picasso said: ‘All children are artists. The problem is how to remain an artist once he grows up.’





Here we explore some myths and facts about creativity.



MYTHS ABOUT CREATIVITY



Myth 1: You have to be artistic to be creative


What’s important to understand straight away is that you can find that magical spark that causes us to create something new and original in all professions, walks of life and day-to-day activities.


Creativity is about the ability to express yourself and to dream up ideas and questions which are groundbreaking and original. And it’s not just artists, musicians and writers who possess this gift.


In science, for example, creativity is vital if experts are to break out of the boundaries of what we know and discover more about how the world works. Isaac Newton demonstrated amazing creative spark when he asked the legendary question ‘Why does that apple fall to the ground?’ It took a truly original thought process to question an ordinary, everyday occurrence which had been taken for granted for centuries.


Albert Einstein argued that ‘imagination is more important than knowledge’. In his development of theories which dramatically altered our understanding of the universe and provided new insights into the birth of the universe and time travel, he demonstrated the truth of his statement beautifully.


The mathematicians who broke the Enigma code, the prehistoric inventor of the wheel and the first astronomer who dared to imagine that the world was round, all demonstrated remarkable feats of creative talent simply because they challenged assumptions, asked unusual questions, and thought about things in a very different way to the way that people had thought about things before.


Creativity has also helped us to make huge leaps forward in other areas too. In sports, this is true quite literally. In 1968, an athlete called Dick Fosbury attempted the high jump by throwing himself headfirst and backwards over the bar. This creative approach to an athletic event, although perplexing for many spectators, enabled him to win a gold medal and established his technique as a universal one for all future high jumpers. Although dramatic, this is certainly not an isolated example of the value of creative skills in sports. In football, for example, the best players are frequently described as excelling in ‘creative play’. This is demonstrated clearly by the footballer who can neatly pass the ball to a teammate by aiming at a spot his opponents had not anticipated, or the manager who can introduce an innovative tactic to increase the team’s chances of scoring goals.


Whether your child is an architect, nurse or car salesman of the future, encouraging them to think and behave in a creative, imaginative way from their earliest years will help them to achieve greater professional success as adults.





Top tip


In every line of work, from cleaning floors to running a multinational business, the ability to create new solutions to problems and to dream up new ways of doing tasks will help you to do that job better.





 





Insight


Some of the world’s most successful businesses were launched on the back of innovative ideas which transformed the way we do everday things. A classic example is James Dyson, who invented a vacuum cleaner which didn’t need bags.





Myth 2: Creative people are geniuses


Think of creative people and most of us think of Mozart, Picasso or possibly Einstein. We tend to think of people who have revolutionized our way of thinking and produced groundbreaking work that has changed the way the world works.


But on a less grand scale, most of us demonstrate some creative expression in our everyday lives. When you put together a brand new outfit for the first time, when you try a new route to get to work or throw together what’s left in the fridge to make a new recipe, you’re being creative. Sometimes our efforts at creativity are unsuccessful: the outfit looks terrible, you get stuck in traffic or the dinner is dreadful. But it is this sprinkling of daring and imagination that adds colour and novelty to our lives and helps us to break free of boundaries and constraints that limit us. Every so often we discover a beautifully flattering new suit, we find a way to work which is 15 minutes faster than our previous route, or we make an amazing new dish. Not only do we make our lives a little better, but we gain immense satisfaction from the creative process involved in doing so.


This is even more true for young children who are seeing the world with new eyes. Many adults think it is silly behaviour when a child asks why we wear socks on our feet, or spends hours happily throwing pebbles into a puddle so they can see how far the ripples move. But it is this childlike ability to look at things in new ways, to ask the questions no one else has thought of and to challenge the assumptions that adults no longer question which define the essence of creativity.


Myth 3: Creativity is a gift you are born with


To some extent this is true. Psychologists have been attempting to define and measure creativity in children since the 1950s and during that time they have made many discoveries. Perhaps the key discovery is that creativity and other forms of intelligence are independent of each other. A child who scores well in IQ tests will not necessarily score well in tests designed to measure creativity, and vice versa. The classic study which illustrates this was carried out in 1962 by Dr Jacob Getzels and Dr Philip Jackson, authors of Creative Intelligence (John Wiley & Sons), where the researchers found that IQ is not an accurate predictor of how creative a person is. This is particularly true in very clever children. The research found that if a child has an IQ of 120 or more, IQ was a very unreliable predictor of how creative someone is. This is not to say that someone cannot be very clever in the traditional sense and also creative – simply that averagely intelligent children can be highly creative, whereas highly intelligent children are not necessarily very creative.


The study has been replicated many times and is widely accepted by psychologists in the field of creativity. Whether creative talents are due to nature or nurture is the subject of debate. As with most things, the current thinking is that it’s a blend of the two. Some children seem to be outstandingly creative from a very young age. Studies, such as those by educational psychologist Dr Frank Williams, author of Creativity at Home and School (Macalester College Press), have proved convincingly, however, that the way parents and teachers respond to children and the environments children spend time in hugely affect how creative they become. You certainly will play a very big part in how creative your child will become.


Myth 4: Creative people are absent-minded dreamers


The typical stereotype of a creative person is often that of someone who is slightly out of touch with reality, absent-minded and forgetful because they are constantly daydreaming.


There’s a little bit of truth in this. Studies of highly creative people reveal that even as adults they tend to daydream. The stereotype is often reinforced because the creative process tends to involve periods when we dream and wonder about different possibilities, followed by a period of intense focus as a solution begins to take shape, where the creative person shuts out others and is likely to appear to be distracted and absent-minded.


But equally, studies also reveal that highly creative people also tend to be very self-disciplined and persistent. In his study of creative people, psychologist Dr Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi found creative people tend to combine playfulness with discipline. This is a key quality if someone is to move beyond the phase of dreaming to pulling thoughts together coherently and developing ideas so they can take shape and form and be expressed clearly. It’s particularly true for people who are persistently creative, or who do creative jobs. They need to be able to develop ways of utilizing random ideas that flit into their heads. Many creative people are also very good at analyzing problems and discovering beautifully simple solutions. An urban myth which illustrates this well is that of the Russian scientists in the space race. The story goes that while NASA spent millions designing anti-gravity ballpoint pens that would work in space, the Russians simply sent the cosmonauts up with pencils.





Top tip


Sometimes the most sensible and most pragmatic children are actually incredibly creatively gifted.





Are some children more creative than others?


In a word, yes. Just as some children are quicker to walk or say their first words, some children are naturally more inclined to think in a creative way. Classic signs are that they’ll connect seemingly random objects in a story, dream up strange new creatures to paint or think of numerous, very inventive games to play with the cardboard box that recently housed the new expensive toy you just bought them. Psychologists have spent decades researching creativity in children, and now there is a consensus on how to measure it and how to encourage it so those scores increase.


HOW IS CREATIVITY MEASURED?


The main term that psychologists use as a measure of a child’s current scope to dream up ideas and think in an original way is something known as ‘ideational fluency’. In simple terms, this is a measure of the quantity and quality of new ideas a child can come up with and how flexible their thinking is. This is tested in brainstorming exercises where children are asked to come up with different responses to different stimuli and questions. For example, preschool children may be asked to suggest as many things as they can think of that are round, or to come up with a list of different ways you can use a newspaper. The ideas the children come up with are measured in terms of number, originality and elaboration. Although scoring is complex, and there are several commonly-used tests, the general theme is that children who generate the highest number of original and elaborate ideas and those who are most flexible in their thinking are scored as being the most creative.





2-minute test


Ask your child to name as many things as they can that are red in 2 minutes. Answers such as cold noses, the sun at bedtime and daddy’s face when he’s running suggest a child is more creative than answers such as buses, traffic lights and strawberries, because they are more unusual and original.





However, just as psychologists know that we can increase our IQ through study and practical exercises, every child has the ability to increase and develop their creativity.


The Torrance Test of Creative Thinking


The most widely used test of childhood creativity is the Torrance Test of Creative Thinking, devised by Dr E. Paul Torrance. The test comes in two main forms, the Figural TTCT and the Verbal TTCT.


The Figural TTCT, thinking creatively with pictures, is most appropriate for use with young children and can be used from around the age of four or five. Children are asked to do three exercises involving pictures which measure the following five characteristics: fluency, originality, elaboration, abstractness of titles, and resistance to premature closure of the exercise.


The verbal TTCT is suitable for children aged six and over and in this test children are presented with imagined situations or objects and given the opportunity to ask questions, to improve products, and to ‘just suppose’.


For example, a child may be asked to ‘just suppose’ that people could fly to the moon and to talk about some of the things that might happen if this were the case.


If you would like to try these tests on your child, you can order the tests online at www.ststesting.com/ngifted.html, or contact a local educational psychologist in your area. You can find a psychologist in your area at www.educational-psychologist.co.uk.


There are also some examples of the Figural and Verbal TTCT online at the University of Indiana Website at www.indiana.edu/~
bobweb/Handout/d3.ttct.htm
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