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Creativity is the Currency of the New Millennium

“I do not think there is any thrill that can go through the human heart like that felt by the inventor as he sees some creation of the brain unfolding to success.”-Nikola Tesla

“The University will be the least prepared to prepare you for a world of change!”-Paul Tinari in his speech to the World Future Society, Minneapolis, Minnesota, July 29, 2001.  
The University of tomorrow will not resemble the university of today. The present education system retards the ability for students to create knowledge. “Despite constantly accelerating social and technological change, the paradigm for education has remained essentially static” (Lundt & Wiles, 2004). How many of our university curriculums (or professors) focus on an idealized past that may be eroding in the present as we speak and may not even exist in the near future?  Half of what students learn in their first year of science and technology is obsolete, revised or taken for granted by their final year in the university. The half-life of most university degrees is three years. The fast pace of technological change makes old careers obsolete, as new ones open up to replace them. 

The Financial Times wrote that today’s younger workers have a preference for sharing, staying connected, instantaneity, multitasking, assembling random information into patterns and using technology in new ways. They have already begun to challenge the established way of doing things in the business world. A top global company, to communicate with recent college graduates, distributed iPod Nanos to new employees. The Nanos were preloaded with podcasts describing each of the benefits offered by the company and it proved to be a stellar decision. The older workers still preferred to read about the benefits on the company website. Different generational learning styles! The global company had done its homework. In the life of a typical 21 year old entering the workforce today has, on average, included 5,000 hours of video game playing, exchange of 250,000 emails, instant messages, and phone text messages, 10,000 hours of mobile phone use. Add to that 3,500 hours of time online. (Rainie, 2006)The accelerating rate of change is causing disruption in how students learn, communicate and perceive the future. Intel reported that in 1965 their computer chips held a few dozen transistors. Intel’s high-end chip today contains more than 1.7 billion transistors. The number is expected to exceed 10 billion transistors by 2012. By 2014, iPod predicted it would hold the contents of the Library of Harvard University and by 2017; iPod will contain the Library of Congress of the US. What will universities teach incoming students if they have the Library of Congress at their fingertips? Universities should be concentrating on developing critical and creative thinking to facilitate the generation of knowledge. 

We are leaving the Knowledge Age and entering the Innovation Age where the students of today will experience more new inventions in their lifetime than all the discoveries from the beginning of recorded history to the present. We are on the crest of the wave of a tsunami of accelerating change! The World Future Society stated that two thirds of the jobs that will be available in 2020 have not been invented yet. Most people will be studying for their next occupation as they pursue their current career. Most college graduates will be working in domains in 2020 that don’t even exist today. This will be the first generation whose job will be not only be to continuously learn but to constantly create new knowledge and domains. In the 21st Century as knowledge workers become ubiquitous, you will be competing with the world for any information that can be reproduced.  Knowledge Creators are the only people whose jobs cannot be outsourced. When there was a surplus of a certain crop, the Department of Agriculture paid farmers not to grow that particular crop. Maybe the Department of Education should pay certain teachers not to teach reproducible knowledge! Teaching students to discover their creativity within will facilitate education for an accelerating future. Can we also enhance curiosity, passion, and questioning and intrinsic motivation? A teacher of the 21st Century must create an environment that is conducive to the act of creation for his/her students. Before entering the school system, the young child asks 125 probing questions a day. After the university experience, the young adult asks a mere six! 

India and China graduate over five times as many engineers and scientists as the UK or US. It has now become a buyer’s market in brains. India graduates 70,000 accountants and 98,000 MBAs each year. English is the official global language of business. India now graduates more English speaking scientists, engineers, physicians and technicians each year than the rest of the world combined. (Friedman, 2005)  There is no way the developed nations can compete with the wages of the knowledge workers of the developing nations. The only sustainable competitive advantage is through knowledge creation. In October of 2006, China jumped into fifth place in numbers of patents filed in the world. Japan is first, the US is second, the European Union is third and South Korea is fourth in patents filed. The graduates of today will see more new knowledge and inventions created in their lifetime than all the discoveries from the beginning of recorded history to the present. Technology is accelerating at an exponential rate and the nations without the creative mind capital to produce new knowledge will be left behind. The number of a countries’ population engaged in knowledge creation will determine the future economic health of a country. Human creativity is now powering the global economy. 

The present university mantra that the students are empty vessels waiting to be filled with knowledge is obsolete. If educators are training students with past and present knowledge, will our students be able to create the future? Problem solving and creative thinking must be at the core of any curriculum to educate students for life: not just for the next event or course. New curriculums must be developed to achieve optimum behavior in mind capital and knowledge creation. “At critical points in history, those rare, dedicated few who discovered, remembered, or were taught the way to operate the channel to their deep unconscious (idea processor) seem to have been intuitively led to produce knowledge and change the existing domain.” (Harmon, 1984) 

“The person that cannot create and produce knowledge in the 21st Century will be destined to live with the equivalency of a 20th Century minimum wage” (LaDuke, 2004). Institutions that are fixated on rigid curriculums will become lower tier universities. The top tier universities currently are ranked on how well they train knowledge workers. While the majority of universities proudly reproduce knowledge workers, future progress in the world will depend on the knowledge creators. The institutions that do not nurture knowledge creators will become lower tier universities. Will universities receive accreditation based on the numbers of knowledge creators they graduate? The new knowledge they generate? The number of new domains they create?? If universities are not developing knowledge creators, are they prepared to go out of business? The number of a countries’ population engaged in knowledge creation will determine the future economic health of a country. Business Week devoted their August issue to Creativity. Business Week said that creativity is now the core competency of business. Creativity is the currency of the new Millennium. 

This year our university will accept inventions and patents for documentation for tenure and promotion. In the past, young creative innovators were hired as assistant professors and were told to put their innovations and inventions on hold until they produced enough significant journal articles to achieve tenure. After 5-6 years of academic coal walking, they were allowed to resume their creative endeavors. The old academic guard who thought it was lowering the standards for tenure opposed the new policy. The president of the university together with our new provost for technology transfer went directly to the board of regents who saw the merit in attracting the brightest creative minds and passed it to the faculty from the top down. This was a move to attract knowledge creators and have them immediately pursuing their passions and sharing their ideas and passion for creating with the students. Since we are a ranked major research university, other universities in the US are worried that our university will begin to lure the top knowledge creators.

One of the main problems with teaching creativity and knowledge creation in universities is the faculty. Faculties are in charge of curriculums. When you have a tenured faculty member who has taught vacuum tube technology his entire career, she or he will not permit their subject matter to be dropped from the curriculum even though it no longer has relevance in the workplace. Baron and Taylor in their book, Scientific Creativity, state that it takes 5 years for a person to recover from their university degree before they create any new changes in their domain let alone discover a new domain. (Barron, Taylor, 1975) Students are taught what was and what is and rarely what can be. For the first time in my lengthy academic career, I have heard repeatedly from the “real world” that our students are prepared to go directly to work as knowledge workers but they have no vision and cannot create or innovate. The employers want someone with intuition that can recognize emerging paradigms and opportunities. They want someone who is creating the new paradigms in every domain. The shelf life of most new software is the same as that of a tomato. The prominent leaders in the world are intuitive people that can recognize changing paradigms and focus their companies to create the future. Most companies now live in fear of what could be invented today that will put them out of business tomorrow. Universities must construct and support courses that deal with the science of generating ideas. Universities must allow students to explore, discover, integrate and create new knowledge domains. Most university graduates will go through multiple domain changes in their lifetime and universities should establish continuing education programs that develops the creative mindset to accept the excitement of change and discovery.

The president of our university passed a proposal from the honors committee to have a special program for young geniuses. A selected group will be able to write their own degree programs with the counsel of five professors in the areas they wish to study.

Technology Review publishes a list each year of the leaders of innovation and inventions in the US under age 35. The majority of the leaders have dual degrees such as computer science and genetics or biology and electrical engineering. Most universities have rigid walls erected between disciplines and it becomes almost impossible to create common ground between two or more domains. This program is looking to the future were two thirds of the jobs available by 2020 do not even exist today. One of this year’s Nobel Prizes went to a scientist that is programming cells. Discoveries in nanotechnology, artificial intelligence and biotechnology are becoming engines of the global economy of the future. University curriculums are not prepared to meet the challenge of these new emerging domains, which will disrupt every field of study in science and technology.  By 2030, there will be more new domains than have ever existed in science and technology. There will be more new patents and inventions between now and 2030 than from the beginning of recorded history to the present. The accreditation agencies cannot be formed rapidly enough to stifle the creative energy in these new domains. 
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