
Zimmerman                              BUILDING PLACES AND SPACES FOR CREATIVITY  
 

138 
 

Ubiquity: The Journal of Literature, Literacy, and the Arts,  
Research Strand, Vol.1 No.1, Winter 2014, 138-148 
Ubiquity: http://ed-ubiquity.gsu.edu/wordpress/  

 

 

 

 

Building Places and Spaces for Creativity in a STEAM Framework 

© Enid Zimmerman 

Indiana University 

 

 

 

 

Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to Enid Zimmerman, Ed. D. 

3240 North Ramble Road East, Bloomington, IN 47408   

Contact: zimmerm@indiana.edu 
  



Zimmerman                              BUILDING PLACES AND SPACES FOR CREATIVITY  
 

139 
 

Abstract 

This brief statement emphasizes the necessity for injecting creativity into all phases of art teaching 

and learning, not just as an addition but as a necessary component. Highlighted are the integrative 

abilities the visual arts afford in positioning creativity at the center of school curricula where they 

can play an essential role in linking all subjects while at the same time keeping their integrity as a 

domain of knowledge that is fundamental in diverse learning environments. Focus is placed on 

research and practice about creativity as related to the everyday lives of art students while at the 

same time integrating the visual arts in places and spaces in every subject that is taught in school. 

A curriculum unit is offered that illustrates how creative thinking can be emphasized and enacted 

through integrating STEAM initiatives with emphasis on skills and understandings in areas of 

technology, engineering, visual arts, and mathematics.   

 

Keywords:  Creativity, visual arts, STEAM, integration 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ubiquity: The Journal of Literature, Literacy, and the Arts, Research Strand, Vol.1 No.1, Winter 

2014 



Zimmerman                              BUILDING PLACES AND SPACES FOR CREATIVITY  
 

140 
 

 
Building Places and Spaces for Creativity in a STEAM Framework 

Creativity recently has become an important aspect of theory and practice in visuals arts 

education. Its importance in contemporary spaces and its place in pedagogy has come to the 

forefront as the United States develops more and more predictable educational policies that 

suppress the arts. With emphasis on standardized outcomes, the necessity for injecting creativity 

into every nook and cranny in structures of teaching and learning is not just a nice addition; it is 

absolutely necessary. All arts teachers should participate in expanding their own creative 

meaning making and developing educational interventions for their students, based on research 

and practice, that foster creative thinking, imagination, and innovation. There are two competing 

points of view as to how this can be accomplished. One is that creativity be viewed as valuable 

mostly for its extrinsic outcomes; the other is that creativity be seen as valuable for the intrinsic 

experiences it offers.   

  In respect to being valued mostly for its extrinsic outcomes, creativity is presented as 

needed for production of new products, technology, and economic entrepreneurship (Florida, 

2002; Freedman, 2007); to offset routine work and standardized assessments (Partnership for 21st 

Century Skills, 2010); to ensure that students have access to methods of reading ideological 

content of visual images (Duncum, 2007); and to promote social justice with art as a vehicle for 

social transformation (Bastos, 2010; Friere, 2006). Creativity also can be considered as an in- 

process, intrinsic, transformational experience with each individual having rights to self-

expression. Through creating a body of work based on their own abilities and concerns art 

students can learn to express themes and concerns (Zimmerman, 2010); develop skills and 

materials needed to communicate personal ideas; and experience creative acts because they are 

good and worthwhile in and of themselves. Although extrinsic goals play an important role in the 
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places in which creativity can impact education, intrinsic goals hold the most promise for 

creativity through inhabiting spaces that now house core educational disciplines in which the arts 

are not now a prevailing factor. With an intrinsic focus, students’ own feelings of 

accomplishment and meeting their own sets of outcomes can be contrasted with extrinsic 

validation where their work is aligned with evaluation criteria initiated by others. Intrinsic, 

transformational experiences allow students to become engaged in their own learning processes, 

set their own goals, and take risks in being creative and innovative. 

 Without supportive art teaching and instructional strategies, students will have limited 

opportunities for developing their creativity. There is not just one method of creative teaching to 

ensure a positive impact on a student’s creativity in art and its integration with other subjects.  

Rather, teachers need to select from multiple methods that make sense to them, for their students, 

and in the context where teaching takes place. In all phases of teaching for creativity, from 

ideation through art making, the focus always should be on the student.  

   Building space in local, national, and international communities should be a priority in 

which education for all students moves from a STEM (science, technology, engineering, and 

mathematics) construction, in which these subjects undergird all teaching and learning, to a 

STEAM (science, technology, engineering, arts, and mathematics) environment that is solidly 

erected to integrate the arts in all places and spaces where education takes place. The integrative 

abilities of the visual arts positions them at the center of school curricula where they play an 

essential role in linking all subjects while at the same time keeping their integrity as a domain of 

knowledge that is fundamental in diverse learning environments (Efland, 1990; Gibson & 

Larson, 2007; Zimmerman, 2012). It is important to educate all students to use their imaginations 

to solve problems without relying solely on science, mathematical, or verbal skills. To be 
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successful in the visual arts, teachers, students, or professional artists need to effectively use their 

STEM skills, such as those found in mathematics and science, as well as extending them to 

STEAM skills, that include art making and visual thinking, to facilitate development of their 

creativity and imaginations through study of the visual arts and their relationship to the world 

outside their classrooms (Zimmerman, 2009, 2010). John Maeda (quoted in Muchnic, 2013), 

President of Rhode Island School of Design, in relation to STEAM initiatives, noted that “Art is 

not just a nice-to–have but a need–to-have. It’s vital to creativity and innovation” (p.74).  

   The Net-generation represents a culture of participation in an international community 

that uses cyberspace for discourse (Hagel & Seely, Brown, 2010). Teaching creativity, using 

contemporary technologies to reinterpret traditional forms, breaking boundaries, and using 

innovative types of social communication encourages development of new spaces and places for 

learning and studying about art. This view supports art teaching as socially constructed as 

students learn by participating cooperatively and collaboratively, using new technological 

advances, and interacting with one another across international boundaries in cyberspace (Shin, 

2010; Tillander, 2011). 

 Many teaching strategies for integrating creativity into visual arts curricula are based 

primarily on classroom practice, informal observations, and conclusions drawn mainly from 

research about STEM subjects. There are, however, some research studies in art education that 

focus on STEAM subjects that emphasize transforming art students from learners to active 

investigators who hunt for information, make connections, and then construct their own 

knowledge (Marshall, 2010; Sawyer, 2006). Other research, with a focus on creativity and art 

teaching and learning, emphasizes having students practice problem finding and problem 

framing, as well as problem solving; using unfamiliar materials that lead to new ideas 
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(Costantino, Kellam Cramond, & Crowder, 2010); attend to processes as well as products; 

experience structured tasks for skill building and open-ended, unstructured tasks for self-

expression; create a body of their own work developing personal themes in-depth (Zimmerman, 

2010,); and support collaborative art making projects along with individually focused work 

(Freedman, 2007).   

 Research about creativity in general also demonstrates that creating a supportive 

educational space for student meaning-making demands prolonged engagement with a problem 

by focusing on being playful without constraints when working with materials by freeing 

students’ minds to function creatively (Salen & Zimmerman, 2004). Students should be 

encouraged to take risks by experimenting with materials and ideas without fear of sanctions 

against incorrect solutions, errors, or mistakes (Graham, 2003). All this creativity work needs to 

take place in a supportive, cooperative, and collaborative space, rather than in a competitive 

environment, that reaches beyond local communities and makes contact with communities 

outside every day encounters (Cropley & Urban, 2000). 

 A curriculum unit is offered here that illustrates creative thinking through integrating 

STEAM initiatives that highlight students studying buildings on “Main Street” in their 

community and repurposing them to meet contemporary needs. They learn about their 

community’s heritage through study of architecture that involves developing skills that integrate 

mathematics, engineering, technology, and the visual arts. By participating in this unit, these 

learners can increase their visual awareness and knowledge of the history of historic buildings in 

their community, understand through research how buildings are engineered to meet people’s 

needs, develop mathematical skills in drawing to scale, use technology to create architectural 

models, and plan and build a three dimensional model of a repurposed building. Working in 
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cooperative groups, using visual and verbal materials and focusing on open-ended outcomes, 

they learn to redesign a building of their choice using similar yet modified tasks that professional 

architects would use. At the end of this unit, they assess their accomplishments by determining 

how outcomes of their work meet goals they have set for themselves. While their students are in 

the process of developing their STEAM skills and creative and innovative solutions to problems, 

art teachers can study the processes through which their students are engaged in creative STEAM 

work and conduct action-based inquiry that can be shared with others to help build a data base 

about building places and spaces in a STEAM framework. 

 Presently, there is a definite need to for art education researchers to reconceptualize 

creativity in a 21st century STEAM framework (Zimmerman, 2009). In order to advocate for 

STEAM initiatives, more research is essential as there currently are a limited number of such 

studies about creativity and art education practice. Bridging the Gap Between Research and 

Practice in Art Education (in press), which I co-edited with Flavia Bastos, presents a beginning 

STEAM research and praxis agenda for the field of art education that prioritizes a rigorous and 

organized study of creativity as a vehicle for art learning and pedagogy that in the future has 

potential to result in theories and praxes for considering research of creativity and art education 

(Zimmerman, 2014). 

 Creativity is at the heart of what should be offered in our schools. The focus should be on 

advocacy, policymaking, research, and practices about creativity related to the everyday lives of 

students, while at the same time integrating the role of the visual arts in places and spaces in 

every subject that is taught. The time is opportune now to embrace creativity as an important 

aspect of art teaching and learning, get some STEAM, and forge ahead to build new educational 

places and spaces for all students.   
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