
Vision Statement for a BA in Creative Thinking 

 

“The biggest problems we need to solve now require the expertise of people from different 

backgrounds who bridge the gaps between disciplines. Unless we learn to share our ideas with 

others, we will be stuck with a world of seemingly impossible problems. We can either all work 

together or fail alone.” 

                   -- Jonah Lehrer, from Imagine: How Creativity Works. 

 

The call for proposals for a new BA asked questions like “Do students acquire enough 

and the right kind of knowledge and skills to be successful post-graduation?” And “How 

can we make our BA more distinctive in Canada and North America?” A Bachelor of 

Arts in Creative Thinking would be a way to address those questions. It could provide 

students with a set of highly-transferable skills and flexible learning tools to take into a 

challenging and rapidly-changing world. 

 We also see this BA as a way to reach out to other communities in our city and 

province. Within the university, usually, only very specific forms are considered 

legitimate in either expressing or accruing knowledge. If other forms are accepted, they 

are usually confined to very specific contexts: say, the use of visual images in the Fine 

Arts Department, or poetry in a Creative Writing class. A Creative BA could challenge 

this limiting vision and practice, expanding the ways and means by which research is 

conducted and knowledge is created and defined.  It could potentially open the students 

and the faculty up to new communities and other planes of knowledge, engaging students 

(and instructors) in meaningful relationships with “the whole people,” so that different 

planes of knowledge can be encountered, honoured and engaged.  

 

Why Creative Thinking? 

Innovative, creative work is nothing new to our Faculty. There are great success stories to 

tell of former students like Stephen Kapalka, who credits his U of A writing classes as the 

foundation in creative thinking that resulted in his multimillion-dollar video game 

company, PopCap. Professor Sean Caulfield has done innovative work on the 

intersections of art, science, and technology. Recently, students in Creative Writing and 

Design founded a new literary journal, Glass Buffalo. An Arts degree focused on 
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creativity itself would allow the Faculty to showcase and build upon the innovative work 

already being done here. Such a program, dedicated to new connections between 

disciplines and approaches to learning, research, and scholarship, as well as fostering 

greater academic-community interaction, would stand out among other Arts programs. In 

addition, such a program would help to make the case that the Arts, Humanities, and 

Social Sciences are as vital to the enrichment and growth of the individual and society as 

training in science, technology and business. (This BA would also help address the fact 

that many students won’t necessarily go on to graduate work in their major but will 

change majors, enter other faculties like law and business, or enter the working world 

right away). 

 This BA would encourage students to develop their metacognitive skills, giving 

them opportunities to reflect on what they are learning, how they are learning it, and why. 

How does one learn to recognize and articulate a problem in a discipline, and how and 

where does one look for solutions? How do we define, and possibly redefine, a 

discipline? Students would explore what it means to think creatively not just in art, 

music, drama, and writing courses, but in anthropology, economics, history, linguistics, 

political science, etc., revealing how the same or related paradigms operate across 

discipline boundaries. Creativity itself would thus become a lens or framework through 

which to teach and learn in a discipline, and beyond it. Students would be challenged to 

take a more active role in their education, to design an individualized program most 

suited to their particular skills and goals, and to collaborate with one another to learn and 

succeed. This program would thus help foster independence and leadership. 

 We envision a program that not only teaches students to answer questions, but 

that also provides them with the context and experiences to begin to pose their own 

questions. Additionally students might be allowed multiple ways of presenting their 

learning, which means courses in this BA could be designed that allow freedom to 

express knowledge acquisition and creation through different mediums. The program 

would promote creative thinking, but would also allow for the expression of innovation 

and flexibility in how student learning is assessed. 
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Requirements 

In addition to a regular program of study similar to the current BA structure, though with 

more room for individualized course selection, we envision a new introductory Arts 

course that focuses on creativity in learning and outcomes (see below), as well as at least 

one mandatory course in Art, Drama, Music, or Creative Writing, and one mandatory 

course in Philosophy (or possibly a team-taught course combining several of these 

disciplines). We also suggest a thesis or capping project (see below). We recognize that 

students who plan to go on to graduate work in a particular field will also need to fulfill 

the prerequisites of those programs, and so we have considered that our proposal may be 

more feasible as a major / specialization within an existing BA program. 

 

Introductory Course 

Developing an understanding of one’s learning processes, and learning to use this 

learning effectively: these are important transferable tools that a student needs, both in 

the academic setting and in the working world. Therefore, the emphasis of a course on 

creativity would be not so much on facts and demonstrating subject matter expertise as on 

ways of thinking about and engaging with the subject and connecting it to other 

disciplines. 

 As an alternative to introductory courses that focus on a survey of the basics in a 

discipline, an introductory course in creative thinking could focus on a current theme, 

issue or problem, and be team-taught by instructors from various disciplines within the 

arts and social sciences (and elsewhere; e.g., an expert in cognitive science) who would 

bring their own particular insights and expertise to the course topic. (The instructors 

would also be challenged to find creative solutions for developing and teaching such a 

course).  

 Alternatively, we envision a first-year course in which the student themselves, 

working collaboratively, design the course subjects, methodologies, and goals. 

Knowledge creation would be emphasized as a group process as much as an individual 

one. For this purpose, collaborative spaces whether virtual or physical would need to be 

integrated to allow for easy collaboration for students outside of class time. Projects 

would present the opportunity for the students to teach each other the unique skills they 
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bring to the program, and that can be applied to the presentation, final project or 

“solution” that is the outcome of the course. Students, in other words, can bring 

leadership and life skills, artistic skills and aesthetic sensibilities learned off campus (or 

in other programs on campus) and in effect teach these skills by sharing them with other 

students. (The ability to read and react positively to another person’s idiosyncrasies or 

style is a skill that people can learn and is invaluable in relationships of all kinds.) 

 It’s well-known that businesses often seek out BA graduates for their critical 

thinking skills. We believe that creative thinking is critical thinking, and that this 

program would challenge students not only on the breadth of their knowledge in 

presenting answers, but in raising questions for themselves and others. The course would 

be a pass/fail requirement marked only for completion, so that students would be 

encouraged to take risks and explore subjects and methods they might not otherwise have 

considered. 

 Other possibilities we envision include a final thesis/capping project in the final 

year of the program, which might involve students with different majors working 

collaboratively. Or a final group work experience project developing creative ideas with a 

business, institution or arts group.  

 Start-upEdmonton http://www.startupedmonton.com/ provides an example of this 

kind of innovative collaboration, as does the Creative Alberta initiative 

(http://creativealberta.com/). It might also be possible to employ CSL projects with these 

working groups. 

   

Example of a course topic / capping project  

One example of a possible collaborative project within this BA would be an 

interdisciplinary study of Diaghilev’s Ballets Russes, which flourished from 1909 to 

1929, the period of high modernism. Diaghilev created forty ballets that revolutionized 

not only dance itself, but culture generally. He combined choreographers such as Fokine, 

Nijinski, and Balanchine; composers such as Debussy, Prokofiev and Stravinsky; artists 

such as Braque, Matisse, and Picasso; librettists such as Cocteau, Kochno, and Massine, 

who based their librettos on texts by poets such as Heine, Lermontov, and Mallarmé; and 

dancers such as Karsavina, Nijinski, and Pavlova to create ballets such as L’Après Midi 
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d’un Faune, Le Sacre du Printemps, Firebird, Petroushka, Shéhérezade, and Les 

Sylphides that continue to astonish audiences today.  

 Such revolutionary teamwork could provide a model for the kind of collaboration 

that would introduce students to all that this Faculty has to offer in the Performing Arts, 

Humanities, and Social Sciences and to ways those divisions are integrated and might be 

bridged. Students could be introduced to topics in literature, history, psychology, and so 

on, by way of such a model, leaving room to expand the focus into post-modernist 

studies, for example, and the links between aesthetics and politics. Ideally, students and 

instructors would expand this study through the Community Service Learning model to 

include local arts organizations such as Alberta Ballet, the Citadel Theatre, and the 

Edmonton Symphony. As noted above, students would combine academic study with on-

site experience with such organizations, potentially remunerative.  

  

One core value behind this proposal is that of open-endedness. Part of the creativity 

involved in such a program would be in its potential to foster unexpected and non-

predetermined outcomes. In essense, to open a challenging space for future visionaries 

and problem-solvers, who will be tackling questions we haven’t yet begun to ask, and 

working in ways and careers we have yet to envision. 

  

Sincerely,  

the BA in Creative Thinking Working Group: 

 The Write Committee, EFS: Tom Wharton, Christine Stewart, Don Perkins, Greg 

 Bechtel, Lindsay Yakimyshyn, Kris Calhoun 

 

 Nora Stovel, EFS 

 Pat Siferd, EFS student 

 Donna Feledichuk, Teaching and Learning Manager 

 Christina Gier, Music 

 Elaine Laberge, Sociology & History 

 David Burke, EFS student 
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