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reativity is not something that is given to you, taught to you or supplied to you. It is the 

unlocking of your own innate potential to imagine, generate ideas and make sense of 

your world. It is awakened by the opportunity to explore, to experiment and to learn in 

environments which nurture and value creative agency, creative enquiry and creative 

experience. 

The understanding of childhood and the place of children in Ireland has shifted in recent 

decades. Much has been done to recognise that children are not simply 'un grown-ups' but 

citizens with rights, responsibilities and who deserve a state that values and supports them. 

Unfortunately there remains within our national discourse a belief that children are simply 

bundles of needs. There remains an unwillingness to see them as locations of boundless 

potential. For example, some still view children's education as a place for teaching instead of a 

place for learning and some view children's health as a place for treatment instead of for well-

being. Why else have we called our first ever national policy framework for children and young 

people, "Better Outcomes, Brighter Futures"? Have we so instrumentalised childhood that our 

headline aspirations for children are better outcomes and brighter futures, rather than better 

experiences and brighter lives? 

To manifest better childhoods it is necessary to plant more creativity into them.  Of course, I 

doubt you could find anyone who would argue for less creativity in childhood, but creativity as 

a word has been devalued. Its use in phrases like 'creative accounting' and 'creative differences' 

regularly demean its value. The power of creativity needs to be reasserted. 

To ensure that all children can unlock their potential, they need to born into a nation that values 

creativity and understands it a core ingredient in the lives of all citizens. A narrow definition of 

creativity as something that is confined to particular individuals, age ranges, communities or 

opportunities reduces its potency. 

A wider definition recognises that creativity is a process rather than an outcome. Creativity is 

not the same as innovation and its benefits move far beyond economic success and business 

development where it is so often placed. Creativity is a more deeply felt, more personal and 

more enriching phenomenon than is currently expressed both in public discourse and in public 

policy. 

In fact, policy may never be able to adequately capture the value of creativity. Any policy we do 

devise will struggle to keep up to technological and social advances. Creativity resists narrow 
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definitions and the harder we try and hold onto a static definition of it for policy making, the 

quicker it will allude us. 

Instead I propose that we take three key aspects; creative enquiry, creative agency and creative 

experience and ensure we make them central to Irish childhoods. These three interlocking 

elements can be used to frame creativity within childhood. They do not represent a complete 

framework for examining or evaluating creativity but their presence can serve as key indicators 

of a stronger place for creativity in Irish childhood. 

Creative enquiry is a natural state throughout childhood for many. It is the ability to observe and 

experiment when the outcome is not yet known. It is often an innate and instinctual position for 

babies and children. Psychologist Alison Kopnick expressed it eloquently when she said "babies 

and young children are like the R&D division of the human species". 

Of the three elements proposed - agency, experience and enquiry - this one is perhaps the most 

obvious. Nonetheless, its inclusion is important as it partially addresses the inequality with 

which creativity is burdened. If enquiry is so natural within childhood, how is it that the stages 

of creative enquiry are not yet more widely recognised? 

Elements of enquiry, such as observation and hypothesis, are seen as core ingredients of success 

in the sciences, but their role in creativity is much less valued. Enquiry and experimentation 

coexist and to exclude either from the development of creativity is to withhold a core process 

from our creative selves. 

Enquiry is nurtured by giving children and young people the opportunity to take creative risks 

and to present them with opportunities where there is no draft outcome or indeed no outcome at 

all expected. Enquiry can be nurtured for and of itself not merely as a stage of a wider process. 

For example, teaching someone drawing skills is often predicated on showing them first how to 

see an object and disentangle it from the wider contexts and meanings we assign to objects. 

What if we acknowledged that learning to see is just as creative as learning to draw? 

We need more and better longitudinal research into the role that creativity plays in childhood, 

starting with its inclusion within the existing national study of children in Ireland. To truly value 

creative enquiry we need to consistently enquire about creativity. 

Children are natural creators who revel in their naturally felt creative agency. A young baby is 

attracted to mark making and toddlers are drawn to noise makers. This instinct to make 

something that is apart from ourselves drives our creativity and is abundant in the early years. 
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Creative agency is, of course, linked to other natural facets of childhood like learning and 

experimentation, the everyday activities of trial and error which characterise particularly the 

early years. That is not, however, to say that they are the same thing. 

Creative agency is at risk of being structured out of childhood by the limited value assigned to 

creativity specifically within education. Often within education, creativity is viewed as 

primarily either a means of self-expression or an avenue with which to build other more valued 

skills. Where self-expression is the goal, as it often is for example within time tabled art 

activities, agency, although granted to the participants, is often limited by poor resources and 

understanding. How often do we see a visual art experience limited to a photocopied sheet to 

complete or colour in? How often is the experience of music confined to a standardised 

response frame? 

The physical provision of spaces that encourage creativity in schools is often poor. In other 

disciplines, particularly sport, we accept that physical spaces are necessary and conducive to 

good experiences but often creative experiences are not afforded the same status. Likewise 

within teacher education the status and provision for creativity is currently a small element. A 

broader inclusion and examination of creative agency must be included within teacher 

education. To recognise and support creative agency, teachers themselves must engage in 

creative experiences throughout their training and professional development. 

The controlling of agency within narrowly prescribed confines of art form, methodology or 

paradigm limits the potential of education. Much has been written recently about the place of 

creativity in business success. See for example, Ed Catmull's book Creativity, Inc. about the 

culture at Pixar animation. It can be argued that the type of creative culture so valued at 

companies like Pixar is built on the return of creative agency to the individuals who work there. 

Wouldn't it be better if it was never removed in the first place either in work or education? 

The final aspect is creative experience. When creative agency and creative enquiry are in place, 

they form firm foundations for engaging and high quality creative experiences throughout 

childhood. 

Somehow within arts and cultural practice a false dichotomy has emerged with regard to 

creative experiences for young audiences. The young person's experiences of events such as 

performances and workshops are wrongly plotted on a scale of passive audience member to 

active participant. On the audience end of the scale we may have a child attending a traditional 

theatre performance as a member of the audience, and on the other we may have a child creating 
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a sculpture piece in an entirely self-led experience. The assumption that one requires greater 

creativity than the other is the false basis for this dichotomy. 

Presuming that there is greater creative experience in participatory settings diminishes the value 

of an intense individual and solo creative experience. For example, reading is a naturally 

creative act, encouraging as it does the reader to create an imagined fictional world inspired by 

the author. It is no less and no more creative than collaborative theatre making, yet its value is 

often diminished by its personal and private nature. The narrow emphasis on creative 

experience limits the possibilities for creativity and increases the likelihood of poor quality 

work for younger audiences. 

As long as enquiry and agency are embedded in an experience it will stimulate creativity. 

Experience breeds creativity but that creativity is not increased by the addition of a participatory 

element that confines, limits or controls enquiry and agency. For example, there is nothing more 

likely to diminish the experience of reading a book as the production of a standardised book 

report. 

A robust and skilled cultural sector can deliver exceptional creative experiences for young 

audiences. Public and private financial support to arts, cultural and creative projects should be 

recognised as investment in those experiences and the creative potential of its young citizens. 

Cultural provision which celebrates personal creativity based on agency, enquiry and experience 

is the right of all children and young people. Ireland has the highest proportion of young people 

under the age of 25 in the European Union. We have a responsibility to construct a place for 

them that enables their innate potential to be fulfilled. 

Everyone should lead a creative life. We need to trust that the creative process enriches our lives 

- especially the lives of our youngest citizens - and that in turn enriches our society. Creativity is 

simultaneously robust and fragile, private and shared, valued and demeaned. It should be 

nurtured and treasured as it unlocks the potential of all our citizens. 
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